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PREFACE 

 In his preface to James M cG regor B urnsô P ulitzerïprizewinning book, Leadership 

(1978), the author w rote that ñé an im m ense reservoir of data and analysis and theories 

have developed,ò but ñw e have no school of leadership.ò R ather, ñé scholars have 

worked in separate disciplines and sub-disciplines in pursuit of different and often related 

questions and problem s.ò (p.3) B urns argued that the tim e w as ripe to draw  together this 

vast accumulation of research and analysis from humanities and social sciences in order 

to arrive at a conceptual synthesis, even an intellectual breakthrough for  understanding 

of this critically important subject. Of course, that was the aim of his magisterial 

scholarly work, and while unquestionably impressive, his tome turned out to be by no 

means the last word on the topic. Indeed over the intervening quarter century, quite to the 

contrary, we witnessed a continuously increasing outpouring of specialized political 

science, historical, philosophical, psychological, and other disciplinary studies with 

clearly ñno school of leadershipò with a single unifying theory emerging. 

 T his book m akes no pretense to replicate, or even to try to replicate B urnsô 

remarkable efforts toward intellectual synthesis. Its goal is rather much more modest. 

This book by contrast endeavors to encourage students and scholars to look into another 

avenue for exploring this subject, namely via films. While the written word properly is 

ñsacredò for scholars in pursuit of ñtruthò or ña truthò in m an y fields, motion pictures, as 

this text points out, may offer a useful supplement for broadening and enriching our 

present understanding of leadership. Though they cannot supplant nor replace other 

methodologies, films can possibly raise new questions, provide different perspectives, 

and reveal unique ways of knowing about this seminal subject, at least by comparison to 
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the standard fare of academic analysis. Please note that I qualify these statements with the 

appropriate ñm ayò, ñperhapsò and ñpossiblyò because the juryôs verdict is still out. S o the 

reader inevitably must judge for himself or herself such questions as: Is film a helpful 

route to explore this topic? Can useful lessons be learned? Or, at least assist in advancing 

oneôs present know ledge, regarding leadership theory and its practice? In other words, 

can one not only better comprehend ideas related to this field but actually turn into a 

better leader in whatever career pursuit a person plans to enter or currently engages in by 

watching films? 

 Only the reader alone will be able to answer such questions after reflecting on the 

following pages. The author only asks that anyone who approaches such issues keep an 

open mind as well as an open heart and recall that the subtitle of this book ends with a 

question, not a definitive exclamation mark. 

 Finally, a word of thanks for the insightful suggestions to improve this manuscript 

by Michael Marlow, Jr. and Donald Moynihan, as well as the helpful word processing 

and editorial advice from Richard Murray. Though the author alone remains responsible 

for whatever turns out as the perceived strengths and weaknesses of the end results. 

 

Endnotes: 

1. James McGregor Burns. Leadership. 
New York: Harper and Row, p.3 

 

 

RSII
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ADVANCING OUR UNDERSTANDING OF ETHICAL LEADERSHIP THROUGH 
FILMS? 
 
 
     During the last thirty years or so teaching public administration, I have experimented 

periodically with using films as a pedagogical supplement for classroom learning.  

Granted, it has been a supplement, not a major resource, one among various techniques, 

such as case studies, lectures, guest speakers, field trips, role-playing, along with the 

standard textbooks.  Students seem to enjoy films as an occasional change of pace from 

the normal schoolwork routines.  At least no one so far objected to adding videos to the 

mix of learning methods.  Indeed more often than not students appear stimulated and 

better engaged with the subject matter via movies, compared to alternative educational 

approaches.  Over the years I kept notes about films that I used in class or saw with 

friends and family at theaters or at home on VCR or DVD. Such experiences led me to 

reflecting on the subject, namely how well or poorly can film help to advance our 

understanding of ethical leadership in public administration? 

      N ote: first of all, I have lim ited this inquiry to ñinform al organizationsò,ò inform al 

groupsò, as w ell as generally inform al aspects of ethical leadership. W hy? A fter view ing 

films for sometime, it is painfully evident that they pay scant attention to ñthe form al-

sideò of organizations. This is not the serious focus of any cinematic story-line that I am 

aware of.  I cannot think of any film (except training documentaries) that explores the 

complex routines and techniques of auditing, accounting, budgeting, personnel 

classification, and the like.  To be sure, such elements of formal organizations are the butt 

of movie humorists, as for example in the film version of Cheaper by the Dozen, the 

novel about household life with twin Taylor-disciples, Frank and Lillian Gilbreth or in 
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another recent Australian-made film, The Efficiency Expert.  While entertaining, neither 

offers detailed examinations nor substantial insights into what administrative scholars 

would conclude the formal intricacies of organizational life. L etôs be honest from  the 

outset, ñsuch stuffò is dull and hardly grabs a general audienceôs attention, unless the 

audience is entirely made up of green-eye-shade-accountants or specialists in various 

administrative techniques. Films are by and large produced for mass public appeal, not 

experts. The formal-rational-legal dimension of organizations is the providence of 

specialists, not generalists.   

      Yet, it is important to add that there is an abundance of cinematic information about 

w hat D ouglas M cG regor once referred to as ñthe hum an side of enterpriseò, i.e., is the 

informal, non-rational, or people-dimension of organizations: What sort of individuals 

inhabit organizations?  How they form groups? Why do groups persist?  How they 

interact?  Influence organizations?  Socialize their membersð or not? Motivate or fail to 

motivate?  Communicate or inhibit information flow?  Are shared by personalities, skills, 

talent as well as the character of their membership?  Here pictures not only excite, but 

inform, or as the award-w inning, film  w riter, C arl F orem an rem arked, ñby putting a 

m irror up to reality to better see ourselves.ò F rom  the early silent m ovies of the l910s and 

l920s to today, and well before the Hawthorne Experimenters in the l930s discovered it 

as ñthe great illum inationò, 2 m otion pictures or literally ñpictures that m oveò, allow  us to 

glimpse people and group dynamics in action.  

      F ilm s w ere a m ajor part of the ñgraphics revolutionò, 3 as Daniel Boorstein 

characterized the broad cultural shift to image production and image influence throughout 

American culture.   For the first time in history, they provided visual evidence that 
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humans mattered in organized settings, something often neglected in quest for formalistic 

explanations of ñrealityò.  S im ply w atch som e of the great silent film  stars, C harlie 

Chaplin, Harold Lloyd or Buster Keaton, spoof modern rational-technocratic-enterprises 

in order to appreciate how convincingly their visual persuasiveness accented the 

importance of human beingsð as well as the dehumanization of their beingsð within the 

organizations. 

       A second boundary is equally important to add to this discussion for narrowing its 

scope of inquiry involves the definition of that term , ñethical leadersh ipò.  G ranted, 

ñethical leadershipò is squishy, som ething that encom passes m any m eanings. Some might 

even suggest that ethics and leadership are two words that do not even belong together. 

E ach one, ñethicsô and ñleadershipò, draw  upon substantially different intellectual 

literatures, scholarly methodologies, traditional assumptions, and disciplinary 

perspectives. And if these words are used together, the combined term shares the 

category that Justice P otter S tew art once reserved for ñpornographyò, w e know  ñitò w hen 

w e see ñitò yet ñitò rem ains im possible to define.  T hough m ight his statem ent also be 

ñturned on its headò as a com pelling argum ent for using film  to analyze this topic?  If 

w ords cannot adequately com prehend ñitò and ñitò is so central to our comprehending 

modern society, then why not find another route, for instance, the cinematic medium, to 

assist our understanding?  To further our knowledge when the verbal limits our capability 

of grasping ñtruthò or ña truthò?      

       Nonetheless, some verbalization of w hat is m eant by ñleadershipò and ñethicsò is 

required in order to advance this discussion--yet without getting tangled in lengthy, 

sem antic debates. S o for our purposes, John G ardnerôs concise definition m ight suffice, 
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ñL eadership is the p rocess of persuasion or example by which an individual (or 

leadership team) induces a group to purse objectives held by the leader or shared by the 

leader and his or her follow ers.ò 4 N ote G ardnerôs em phasis: leadership is not about 

coercion but persuasion; not about ordering others, but setting examples for others; not 

flowing top-down from a formal position, but bubbling up through, within, or 

crystallizing via informal groups; not achieved in a vacuum but rather through the 

voluntary acceptance by followers.   

      W hen ñethicalò is added to ñleadershipò, the adjective denotes a further boundary, 

one restricting our analysis within a constitutional, democratic setting, or at least not 

encompassing leadership exercised by some of the worst sorts, such as Hitler and Stalin, 

since both could be seen as leaders under G ardnerôs broad definition.  T o be sure, one can 

engage in lengthy debates over w hether or not understanding ñunethical leadershipò is 

invaluable to any broad, ñroundedò conception of leadership as a whole.  Certainly it can 

be helpful, but here again, some limitations, such as a focus upon the ethical, enable us to 

probe in more depth topics relevant to our present situation as well as concerns 

commonly faced by many public administration students and practitioners. Therefore, 

leadership, as this essay attempts to wrestle with the meaning of the term, will include the 

ethical, or as Jam es M cG regor B urns rem inds us, great leadership begins w ith ña m oral 

purposeò. 5 Burns of course drew upon Max Weberôs fam ous duality, ñethic of 

responsibilityò vs. ñethic of ultim ate endsò in grounding leadership w ithin m oral purpose.  

T he latter term  m easured behavior against som e fixed, ñgreaterò or ñhigherò good, 

whereas within the former, people navigate a maze of competing goals, calculating and 

rationalizing choices inside a fluid, more or less unclear, relativistic world of values. In 
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the latter, morality is set outside by an established hierarchy of ends, while within the 

former, it is not, but rather framed by the individual. Again, this discussion about 

leadership is premised upon the notion that some moral foundation or framework is 

critical for ñgoodò or ñgreatò or even ñadequateò leadership, but w e live in a w orld 

without an established moral order, or at least one that all can agree upon, so each of us 

are responsible for determining how we decide which values guide our actions. 

Some Further Caveats Before Proceeding. 

      Note that the title of this introduction ends with a question mark.  It is added 

intentionally.  The following discussion is meant to be probative, rather than definitive; it 

aims to explore, raise questions, offer suggestions for further study but does not purport 

to give ñan answ erò or ñansw ersò to the question posed by the title. W hile my remarks so 

far stress my own biases that watching motion pictures offer many promising 

opportunities for advancing our understanding of this subject, I readily acknowledge that 

not everyone shares that view.  To be brutally honest, the jury remains undecided about 

the utility of film for investigating ethical leadership for some very obvious reasons:  

First, movies, at least the vast bulk of them, are devoted to mass entertainment, not 

education.  They are produced to illicit emotional responses, to make audiences laugh, 

cry, feel anger, hate, fear, or ñw arm  fuzziesò. In short, they m anufacture artificial 

pleasures and are not designed for vehicles of serious social science analysis into ethics, 

leadership, informal organizations or general administration.  The entertainment industry 

m ostly is judged on ñthe bottom  lineò of box office receipts, not success at im parting 

knowledge or provoking intellectual thought.  Hollywood even makes extensive, 

sophisticated use of ñfocus groupsò to gage audience approv al of films prior to their 
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release. Directors and producers have little compunction about changing themes, 

dialogues, actors, endings, and w hat not in order to enhance ñcustom er satisfactionò. 

C inem atic preview s are tim ed to attract ñthe biggest box office takeò and are ñpulledò due 

to the prospects of heavy competition or tragic events such as 9/11 that might dampen 

revenues. In the wake of 9/11 some films digitally re-mastered the entire Manhattan 

Skyline. 

         So if films mainly entertain, and thus are producedð properly soð to make money, 

they also exhibit another draw back to advancing ñseriousò know ledge, nam ely they 

purvey fictional imagery, often to grab and hold viewers attention for an instant.  To 

paraphrase Marshall McLuhan, the image, not the substance, turns into the message. 

Again, the boring organizational world of everyday rational, mundane details is mostly 

ignored since it is far less compelling, by contrast to vivid imagery that evokes immediate 

audience sensations and feelings. People and their human relationships, not systematic 

analysis of complex administrative machinery, are what directors and producers focus 

upon, for that obviously attracts wide-spread audience popularity. 

    If that is not enough to discourage any reader to stop reading further about the use of 

films to examine ethical leadership within informal groups, one must add a further 

caveat: to my knowledge, no film-maker, script-writer, producer, director, camera crew 

or actor intentionally set about on their cinematic enterprise, labeling it as a serious study 

of ethical leadership.  T o be sure, som e docum entaries have ñan airò about them  of being 

neutral, serious observers, offering timely, penetrating institutional investigations, such as   

films by Frederick Wiseman. Though even he would undoubtedly shun being labeled as 

ñan organizational film -m akerò w ith a m ission to advance serious academ ic analysis of 
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this subject in order to produce ñthe definitive scholarly treatiseò or ñgreat tim eless social 

science theoryò. A  humanist, yes, he may concur with that characterization of his work, 

since he examines with care and insight a phenomenon that anyone may experience 

within their real life. Yet, Wiseman does not consciously set out to study ethical 

leadership as a social scientist, nor even would claim to possess any formal background 

or training in such academic fields (although he did earn a Harvard LLD). 

Though There Are Some Plus Sides to Using Films 

      While admittedly movies do entertain, are made mostly for commercial profit (or at 

least hope to ñbreak evenò) and yes, they do not necessarily aim  to instruct, let alone 

consciously advance social science knowledge, they offer several benefits: first, films 

exercise persuasive influence throughout modern society. For better or worse, they are 

the dominant form of cultural expression of norms. They influence perceptions of 

appropriate behavior, i.e. what is good, true, courageous, heroic, ethical, right, and 

wrong. Movies have become our basic sources of dialog between young, old, black, rich, 

and poor as a result of their promoting fundamental cultural dialog and human 

connections, movies can usefully supplement the standard textbook fare of classroom 

learning.  Certainly they never will become the-whole-ball-of-wax for educating students 

in public administration, but their images may communicate aspects of informal 

dimensions in life not as easily discovered elsewhere such as on the printed page.  Take 

for example the films, Command Decision, about the introduction of daylight 

bombardment during World War II or the more recent film, Thirteen Days, concerning 

the October l962 Cuban Missile Crisis.  Both show in a poignant, though differing ways 

which no text can get across the sheer tension, physical strain, the maddening lack of 
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adequate information, the tight time constraints imposed upon decision-makers as well as 

the high stakes of war and peace that all participants in both situations were involved in.  

Neither the novel (upon which the film was based), Command Decision by William 

Wister Haines, nor the award-winning political analysis, The Cuban Missile Crisis by 

G raham  A llison, quite as convincingly depict those ñlittleò yet crucial details of 

administrative reality, particularly the personal subtleties of the quick glance or raised 

eyebrows at a crucial meeting, the down-cast facial expression, the stark aloneness of 

com m anders ñunder the gunò to m ake hard life/death choices.    

      Or, watch Citizen Kane, one of the all-time greatest cinematic achievements, 

portraying the life of William Randolph Hearst.  Orson Wells presents an unforgettable 

portrait of the form idable pow er of K aneôs personality, w arts and all, and how  his unique 

genius formed at an early age and later shaped so many of his later personal and 

professional choices as an adult.  Reading a good biography can undoubtedly provide 

rem arkable insights into his character, but K ane, as a vivid personality via W ellsô 

incredible acting and directing, captured by stark black/white photography, comes alive 

on the big-screen.  On film one firsthand witnesses how he actually builds his media 

em pire w ith so m any tragic consequences for those around him . In turn, W ellsô graphic 

portrayal deepens and widens our appreciation of why and how individual psychology 

spurs on H earstôs rem arkable leadership.  Granted, dates, places, even names are changed 

to lend drama and audience fascination. Nonetheless, what may be lost by factual 

inaccuracies, im precision, even em bellishm ent, W ellsô broad -bush strokes create an 

arresting, lively, and above all, a believable portrait of Citizen Kane. Perhaps not the 
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definitive portrait, but even w hat biography today can claim  to offer ñthe definitive 

truthò? 

      Second, film, often far better than social science literature, may provide a more 

ñholistic accountò of not only individual lives, but entire situations w here ethical 

leadership is practiced.  Serious academic analysis necessarily must narrow its scope and 

substance in order to advance our grasp of particular un-researched or under-research 

aspects of any field, or w hat T horstein V eblen once aptly tagged as leading to ñtrained 

incapacityò.   H ow ever, does not real-life practice of ethical leadership demand the 

reverse, namely grasping the whole, along with the parts, for achieving success, even 

partial success?  Apollo 13 about the heroic efforts to save the Apollo 13 moon mission 

and Schindlerôs L ist, concerning an undistinguished G erm an businessm anôs saving his 

Jewish employees during World War II, offer two fine examples where we see how 

ethical leadership through informal routes were exercised successfully by grasping both 

the w hole and its parts.  N either the A pollo 13 crew  nor Jew s w orking at S chindlerôs 

factory anticipated how events would turn out in the end. Though under enormous stress 

in both crises, ethical leadership em erged by keeping an eye on ñthe big pictureò w hile by 

necessity innovatively coping day-to-day with mundane details of survival.  Some may 

contend, to the contrary, that both movies over-stress heroics of a few for the sake of fast-

paced entertainment.  Possibly, but here again, can not movies provide us a more 

ñroundedò perspective about the broader environm ental context w ithin w hich those 

heroics took place and thus convey a more realistic sense of the situation where ethical 

leadership is exercised as a whole? At least, by comparison to reading most contemporary 

social science literature?  
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     Third, even more fundamentally cinema can reinforce what we already know but 

cannot perhaps articulate fully.  I grew  up as ñan arm y bratò in a m ilitary household and 

after college, like many of my generation, volunteered to teach in Africa.  Both 

experiences were very much a part of my life, but I had reflected little about their 

significance in shaping who I am.  So it was no accident that I was fascinated watching 

The Great Santini, P at C onroyôs autobiographical story of a m ilitary fam ily in w hich 

Robert Duvall plays its unpredictable patriarch, Marine Lt. Colonel Bull Meechum, as 

well as A Passage to India, based upon E .M . F orsterôs novel about B ritish C olonialists in 

India during the l920s. Now my father was not a hard-drinking, Marine Corps Pilot, nor 

did I work in Colonial India, but I learned from both films about ethical leadership. By 

watching both films I became more appreciative of how ethical leadership was exercised 

in those very different settings that I had experienced personally. May be unconsciously I 

already knew from my background, but I did notð nor could not--fully comprehend it 

until after seeing both of these movies. The former film, for me, underscored how the 

strength of B ull M eechum ôs w ife held together the fam ily unit through thick and thin ð

and so was she by the end the real ethical leader within the informal family group? As for 

A Passage to India, race clearly affected what happened to the characters and on 

reflection, yes, I too had under-appreciated its centrality involving much of my own work 

long ago in Africa.  So while experiencing similar situations early in my life, I had not 

necessarily done ñthe essential lesson -draw ingò until after w atching both pictures.   T he 

tw o yielded som e rare ñah ha!ò m om ents of self-awareness. 

     Fourth, and in reverse, films can pitch us out of our own familiar backgrounds into 

radically different worlds that we may never have had a chance to experienceð nor ever 
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will ð and, as a result, allow us to compare what we already may be accustomed to 

knowing about the unknown. Science fiction movies may be the most extreme form of 

such alternative adventures into the unknown.  Star Wars, Blade Runner, or The Matrix 

toss us into distant imaginary depictions of surreal futures where few things seem 

familiar. In fact, such visionary worlds are so different that they are disorientingð but 

that can for the good because it stretches our im aginations, forcing us ñto think outside 

the boxò, so to speak. In the process, they can help us to re-conceive of or revision old 

issues of pertaining to ethics, leadership, followership, informal relations within groups 

and so on in new, often jarring light that can provoke and expand our own intellectual 

horizons. O n the other hand, even so called ñcinem atic realism ò such as view ed 

throughout in m any of E lia K azanôs gritty m asterpieces, On the Waterfront or A Face in 

the Crowd can offer a slice of the world we may never inhibit, nor want to: a dockworker 

facing tough union corruption or the rise of vile con artistry of a TV huckster. Neither are 

pretty pictures, though both, at least for a few hours, allow us to live vicariously in 

radically different environments with life-like characters confronting powerful, modern 

dilemmas of ethical leadership. Again, these films can stretch us to reflect upon our own 

values as well as personal behaviors outside our accustom ed ñnorm alò routines of living. 

            Fifth, motion pictures not only push us to think beyond our daily work habits but 

can, when well done and consciously studied, permit us to get inside the minds and 

emotions of leaders who must cope with enormously complicated, often no-win 

dilemmas.  They permit us to feel the pain of decisions where few easy answers are 

apparent and grasp the hard choices in which intuition and gut feelings play a part, even 

perhaps shape the entire ultimate in outcomes. Deception, foul-play, yes, even down-
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right, nasty evil may be intertwined with successful leadership for achieving ethical 

outcomes. Certainly case studies, novels, biographies, and autobiographies effectively 

explore such com plex, ñhiddenò psychological dim ensions of ethical leadership w ithin  

informal groups.  However, few offer the feel of fever-pitched intensity that one 

experiences by watching well-crafted films. Das Boot and Prime Suspect give an 

unsurpassed ñfeelò for the grim  realities of com m anding a W W II G erm an subm arine or a 

female chief inspector taking charge of an all male police unit during a high-profile 

London serial murder case.  Both demonstrate realistically the internal struggles of 

command: the former, involving nerve-racking actions of a German Submarine Captain 

battling the Allied Navy under the frigid North Atlantic while trying to keep his crew 

alive. The later underscores how  gender m atters for the ñfirst of its kindò appointm ent to 

a senior British law enforcement leadership post while pressed by the public and higher 

ups to solve the case quickly. B oth film s star superb actors w ho m ake the view er ñfeelò 

the personal strain of being in charge. They are shot in black and white to highlight the 

stark hardships of com m and confined w ithin close quarters, w here charactersô in teract 

ñface to faceò, often ñin your faceò, w ith now here to hide from  each other.   

     Even the dark-humorist-style of pictures, such as Catch-22 or One Flew Over the 

C uckooôs N est, offer poignant insights into psychologies and pathologies of group 

behavior relating to positions of authority. Who cannot feel to the personal anguish of 

victim s such as bom bardier Y ossarian in Joseph H ellerôs novel or m ental inm ate 

M cM urphy in K en K eseyôs story?  O r, who haves not found  themselves in no-win, or 

no-way-out, situations, though perhaps not as extreme and sadistic as Yossarian faced 

with Major Major, Colonel Cathcart, and Milo Minderbinder, nor certainly anyone like a 
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Big Nurse Ratchet who in the end lobotomized McMurphy?  Anti-organizational dark 

humor in movies such as these examples can hit the psychic mark just as effectively as 

portrayed by ñseriousò novels since they can readily cause em otional release, m aking us 

laugh, cry, experience pain, anger, or even sheer amazement. Above all, they enable us to 

connect intimately with the characters on the screen. As a consequence, we can 

appreciate perhaps more clearly and cogently the full extent of their actual quandary, 

even learn from  the victim s and tyrants alike invaluable lessons about ñw hat not to doò. 

      Sixth, possibly much more than from social science literature, which seeks often 

empirical certainty within factual absolutes, cinema at its best can help us realize the 

unfathomable or unknowable aspects of ethical leadership, or rather the limits of rational 

understanding about this subject.  Call it luck, chance, destiny, accident, or fate, there is 

plenty of the unexplained about what happens, why and how it happens in such 

endeavors.  Ikiru by the famed Japanese Director Akira Kurosawa or Notorious by the 

equally renowned Alfred Hitchcock certainly are two prominent classics that emphasize 

how  bad luck or sheer accident can profoundly alter m anôs fate, forcing him  to ñm uddle 

thruò or ñdo oneôs bestò under tragic circum stances. In Ikiru a Japanese bureaucrat 

suddenly confronts his own death and realizes his life so far has been meaningless and so, 

with his remaining time, devotes himself to building a neighborhood playground for 

children. Notorious depicts a beautiful playgirl, Ingrid Bergman, reluctantly recruited by 

an American, Cary Grant, to infiltrate a secret ring of postwar Nazi scientists in Brazil. 

She later marries one of their leaders, Claude Raines, suspected of plotting to 

manufacture a dangerous bomb. Her fate as well as the entire outcome of this suspense 

thriller hinge on a few details that Hitchcock dramatizes with intensely riveting affect on 
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viewers. Within the smallest details both pictures reveal some of the odd enigmas about 

ethical leadership:  i.e., why some people, even contrary to their wills, are motivated to 

become leaders and others who may desire to lead do not?  Why some people thrust into 

leadership roles unexpectedly surprisingly turn out more effective then others? Why fate, 

chance, luck or, on the other hand, quite simply their own skill and hard work account as 

the most critical factors for success?  Such issues concern the ineffable unknowns which 

films, when well written, directed and performed, such as Ikiru and Notorious, 

underscore vividly.  Ultimately by realizing our own limits, as well as those of others, 

perhaps ñw isdom ò, or at least a degree of w isdom , m ay be discovered. 

     Finally, and related to the previous discussion, ethical leadership includes the use of 

symbols.  If signs show us what is known, such as directions to the center of a city, 

symbols point us to the unknown.  The Christian Cross or the Jewish Star of David are 

symbols that point beyond to the ineffable and incomprehensible mysteries that express 

far more than their concrete representations, a cross or a star, at least to the religious 

faithful.  S om e even suggest that they truly represent ñthe very basicsò of hum anity and 

human existence because symbols are ultimately what move us to act, or fail to act.  

While symbolic forms are evident and explored throughout literature, art, music, and the 

performing arts, cinema provides some of their most graphic representations of their 

immense power over individual and group actions in regard to ethical leadership.  Think 

of the Christmas Classic, Itôs A  W onderful Life, starring Jimmy Stewart, Donna Reed, 

Henry Travers, Lionel Barrymore, and Ward Bond. Clearly small-town ethical leadership 

is its major theme, especially when the considerate angel, played by Travers, saves 

Stewart from suicide when he jumps off a bridge into icy waters. After Travis saves him, 
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the Angel Clarence gives Stewart the unique gift no human can receive by showing him 

what life in his hometown would have been like if he had not lived.   

Symbols abound throughout, thus giving the story meaning, depth, and power 

beyond sim ply ña typical feel-goodò m ovie.  B arrym ore, w ho plays the greedy M r. 

P otter, is the personification of selfish evil and the w orthy foil of S tew artôs E very M an, 

struggling daily to do his best under adversity that continually derails him from pursuing 

his own professional dreams of leaving town for university training in architecture.  

C larence, or T ravers, the kind angel, w ho w ants to ñearn his w ingsò by saving S tew artôs 

life, certainly symbolizes divine intervention in human affairs, which indeed is what the 

Christmas story is all about. He poignantly becomes the one who rescues Stewart from 

death, just as C hristôs birth saves all w ho are believers.  

Numerous other symbols clearly abound throughout this picture as well as in 

other classics. F or exam ple, G ary C ooperôs vividly portrays the w estern sheriff in High 

Noon standing alone against a gang of ruthless outlaws committed to gunning him down 

as a large clock ticks out the remaining minutes until they arrive. Like Cooper, every 

individual, must chose how to reconcile, within his or her limited mortal existence, faces 

conflict, at least to som e degree, betw een w hat oneôs ow n inner conscience dem ands 

against what the common crowd wants. Some filmmakers, such as Ingmar Bergman, 

suffuse their w orks entirely w ith sym bols, turning their productions into ñhigh artò. Y et, 

for our purposes, the exploration of ethical leadership films offer a medium, at least by 

comparison to the social sciences, in which the power and importance of symbolism can 

readily be witnessed, even by the casual viewer.  Therefore motion pictures can be 
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instructive to advancing our understanding of ethical leadership where words alone may 

fail to grasp the essence of meaning.   

       Before going further in this discussion, the reader is invited to scan quickly the 

following table which indicates the key social science discoveries and their significant 

discoveries by decade over the last seventy-five years, from empirically based social 

sciences pertaining to ethical leadership:   

Significant Social Science Discoveries About Ethical Leadership Concerning Informal 

Groups 

 
Decade 

1930s 

 

 

 

l940s 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Discoverers 

Mayo/Fritz Roethlisberger 

Kurt Lewin                                    

Chester Barnard                            

 

Abraham Maslow 

Herbert Simon 

 

 Philip Selznick 

Robert Merton 

Ralph Stodgill 

William Whyte 

Lester Couch/John French 

George Homans 

David Truman 

Their Discoveries 

importance of informal group 

field theory/democratic leadership 

economy of incentives communications networks                                                         

competing moral codes in decisions       

hierarchy  of human needs 

proverbs of administration administrative 

decisions as ñsatisficingò 

external interests co-optation 

dysfunctional group behavior 

considerate vs. initiation leadership 

importance of conflict for small group leadership                           

importance of participatory leadership 

ten rules for effective leadership of small groups 

interest group basis for policy-making 
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1950ôs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1960s 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1970s 

 

 

 

Peter Drucker 

Edward Deming 

David Truman 

Douglas McGregor 

Chris Argyris 

Victor Thompson 

Anthony Downs 

Robert Blake/Jane Mouton 

Frederick Herzberg 

Bernard Bass 

David McClelland 

 

David Katz/Robert Kahn 

James Thompson 

Warren Bennis 

F.E. Emery/E.L.Trist 

Herbert Kaufman 

Frederick Mosher 

Louis Gawthrop 

Henry Minzberg 

William Lawler 

Irving Janis 

Victor Vroom 

MBO 

TQM 

interest groups as basis for public policy-making 

theory X and theory Y 

job enrichment/participatory leadership skills 

bureaupathology 

economic/political incentives 

managerial grid 

motivators/hygiene factors 

power of group conformity 

human needs for achievement, power, and 

affiliation 

open systems theory 

contingency theory 

OD 

texture of environment 

professional socialization 

the professional state 

anticipatory change   

managerial roles 

extrinsic vs. intrinsic rewards 

group think 

expectancy theory 
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1980s 

 

 

 

 

 

1990s 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Albert Bandera 

James McGregor Burns     

Robert House 

Tom Peters/Alan Waterman       

Lawrence Kohlberg                    

R. Kreitner/F. Luthans                

Stephen Kerr 

Eugene Lewis 

K.  Blanchard/P. Hershey 

David Osborne/Ted Gaebler       

Lois Wise/James Perry 

E.H. Schein 

A. Zander 

 

J.R. Gordon 

Mary Guy 

Hal Rainey/Paula Steinbauer         

 

 

 

 

 

 

conditioning model 

transactional vs. transformational leadership 

path-goal theory 

six traits of organizational excellence 

six stages of moral development      

operant behavioral conditioning 

leadership failure from no rewards 

policy entrepreneurs 

life cycle theory of leadership 

reinventing government 

normative values as motivators 

leadership of organization culture 

respect for individual dignity as critical to small 

group leadership 

small group conflict resolution 

feminist theory applied to groups 

set of hypotheses for effective organizations 
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So What Specifically Can Watching Films Add to Contemporary Social Science 
Learning? 
 
 
     Since much of the discussion so far argues that films on balance can enhance our 

knowledge about ethical leadership, so what in fact can movies specifically add to social 

science research on this topic?  The foregoing table lays out major social science 

developments in this field. Certainly other discovers and their discoveries might join this 

list. W ithin W estern E urope, did not A ristotle first identify ñsm all groupsò as essential to 

governing?  Who can dispute that Machiavelli fathered modern leadership thinking? Or, 

for that matter, St. Paul, St. Augustine, St. Thomas Aquinas, Luther, and Calvin 

contributing to ñthe basicsò of contem porary w estern m oral thought? All are strong 

candidates for inclusion.  Nonetheless, the foregoing table is limited to findings derived 

from the last century of empirically-based, contemporary social science.  

     S im ilarly a good case could be m ade for placing w orks like S igm und F reudôs 

P sychology, A rthur B entleyôs The Process of Government, or the various writings of 

M ary P arker F ollett such as ñthe law  of the situationò on the list. Y et, their ideas, w hile 

significant, were derived more from peculiar insights by gifted individuals rather than 

fashioned from what many now would consider to be generalizable findings based upon 

academic social science research. On the other hand, why include MBO, TQM, OD, and 

other motivational techniques since they influence management as well as ethical 

leadership? Y es, they do, but their ñinventionsò are em pirically grounded , focused on 

small group dynamics, stressing the worth of informal group participation and thus are 

listed.  
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      Likewise, another problem with the above table:  pinpointing the social scientist who 

ñinventedò certain key discoveries in any area rem ains open to debate, such as w hich one 

of the H aw thorne E xperim enters actually first had ñthe great illum inationò. W ho can 

really say, beyond listing the two names of the lead team researchers, Elton Mayo and 

F ritz R oethlisberger?  A lso, dating of the ñinventionò continues to be a source for 

argum ent: for exam ple, W illiam  W hyteôs w ork w as based upon his H arvard dissertation 

research begun in l938 in North Boston but was not published until the l940s, hence its 

ñdiscoveryò is listed under that decade. B ut should it be cited under the prior one instead?  

Additions to the table might contain an enormous, ever-growing literature on decision-

making, implementation theory, and general organization analysis, and the like, but here 

some boundaries are necessary in order to make the foregoing list manageable as well as 

directly pertinent to the topic under review, namely ethical leadership.  

       A nd w hat about the critics such as G ary Y ulkôs penetrating critiques of leadership 

theory or the thoughtful, not to mention ample, detailed arguments against the Hawthorne 

Studies by Mary Gilson, Reinhard Bendix, Lloyd Fisher, Michael Argyle, Henry 

L andsberger, A .J. S ykes and A lex C arey?   D onôt their nam es justly deserve a place of 

honor in honing and refining theoretical advancement related to small groups? Yes, 

certainly, but to add all critics could extend this essay into a very lengthy book, if not 

several.  Thus lines have to be drawn somewhere.  Finally, as one gets closer to the 

present-day, clearly it turns out to be harder and harder to decide on which theories and 

concepts have lasting importance for advancing the knowledge base in this field. Thus 

another limiting caveat: the nearer we come to today, the more tentative we must become 

about ñthe intellectual staying pow erò of those cited as ñdiscoversò and their 
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òdiscoveriesò.  L etôs adm it honestly, a lot of guess-work and hunches put the foregoing 

table together, especially as we enter the 21st century.       

       Though given all the aforementioned qualifiers, how might films enhance an ever-so 

tentative accumulation of social science knowledge?  Or, more specially, enrich our 

present understanding of this topic?  Permit me to offer the following concluding 

suggestions, or at least, some educated guesses deserving further thought: 

1. If many films underscore that ethical leadership within informal organizations 

matters, do they not em phasize also that the ñgreat illum inationò w as hardly ñthe 

big breakthroughò w hich H aw thorne R esearchers claim ed for their discovery?  

As mentioned before, the great silent stars of the l910s and l920s already gave us 

ample visual evidence that informal groups as well as their leadership mattered, 

perhaps mattered most in making organizational life run, poorly, well, or at all.  Think 

of the Keystone Cops comedies. There it is in the funniest, most persuasive spoof that 

John Q. Public easily understood, without the necessity for teams of social scientists 

painstakingly experimenting with wiring groups for a decade or so at the Western 

Electric Plant in Chicago and then quibbling over the fine points about the meaning of 

their findings as well as the general validity of their experiments for many decades 

thereafter.   Not only were the Keystone Cops were around well before the 

Hawthorne Experimenters even envisioned their project, those Cops hardly made the 

sam e fuss about the ñsem inal significanceò o f their w ork.  M ack S ennettôs celebrated 

comedies on the silent screen were certainly a lot more entertaining.  My point:  do 

not cinematic comic capers underline the need for a little more social science 
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humility, if not a keener historical sense about the place and w orth of ñtheir 

discoveriesò?     

2. S ocial scientists tell us that the leader/follow er nexus is central; though donôt 

films tell us that is true--and even more complicated  for life in general? 

After more than seventy years of analysis, social science is no closer than when its 

investigations began in sorting out the complexities between leadership and follower-

ship.  Does the hero move history or does history make the hero?  Much akin to the 

l9th century Carlisle vs. Tolstoy debate? At best we can conclude both leadership and 

follower-ship are critical, one cannot exist without the other in order to make 

organizations run. Though have not films told us that fundamental truth all along? In 

fact movies amplify complexities of leadership/follower-ship interaction so 

graphically in multiple ways and settings that we come away with a far more 

sophisticated, even profound view of this issue.  

      Consider The Caine Mutiny and Lord of the Flies, both based upon famous 

novels, the former by Herman Wouk and the latter, by William Golding. Has there 

ever been a social science tract written which describes more intricately complex 

leader/follower relationships in all their psychological, sociological, political, 

economic, military, and moral dimensions than those two films convey?  And with 

such power and insight, although using very different sorts of sets, plots, and 

characters? In an important way, are not such movies significant additions to our 

understanding of this subject, or at least provide a necessary source of skepticism 

about the absoluteness of social science ñtruthsò?  A nd raise im aginative issues for 

further research? F or exam ple, take H erbert S im onôs idea decision -making as equated 
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to ñsatisficingò, do not T he Caine Mutiny and Lord of the Flies emphasize that human 

choices are grounded m ore so in values and m orals than m erely òsatisfyingò? Or, 

James McGregor Burns assertion that transformational leadership cannot occur within 

bureaucracies, yet did not transformation happen to those lead actors involved in two 

films cited earlier, Apollo 13 and Prime Suspect, who worked within two very 

different public organizations, a NASA bureaucracy and a London police 

bureaucracy? 

3. Numerous films depict how critical values are for fostering ethical leadership 

inside informal groups, but are not such normative emphases rare within social 

science literature and thus in need of emphasizingð or at least re-emphasizing? 

A quick glance at the foregoing table reveals the accent of most social science 

research is on the objective, neutral, factual, instrumental, and yes, scientific 

perspective, hence the vast bulk of findings point out that effective human motivation 

derives from  ñrealò tangible rew ard system s, i.e. T Q M , O D , M B O , and the like. 

Advancing the productivity for corporations, non-profits, or governm ent is ñthe 

bottom  line.ò  F ew  scholars w ith the notable exceptions of C hester B arnard, Jam es 

McGregor Burns, and Lois Wise address the moral or normative basis of human 

motivations.  Perhaps the corporate sponsorship of so m any of these ñobjective 

researchersò, beginning w ith the H aw thorne E xperim enters, m ay have influenced 

their findings?  Whatever is the cause, films, at least some of the better ones, 

demonstrate repeatedly the moral basis of ethical leadership of informal groups. 

     Watch the Ox Bow Incident or Saving Private Ryan. Moral choices pervade the 

actions of the leaders and small groups in both films to the point that each one in a 
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different way is a moral tale concerning the rights and wrongs of both individual and 

collective behavior.  

      M ost m ovie directors m ake no pretense at being ñobjectiveò. T hey bring to their 

work only what they know is their own perspective.  Or, as the great German Director 

Josef von S ternberg put it, ñA uthenticity has no  m eaning for m e.ò  In other w ords, he 

only shoots according to w hat he know s as truth and there is no ñhigherò judge 

beyond his own perspective whether or not his work may be in fact authentic to 

reality. Social science, on the other hand, often clinging to ñthe objectiveò w ithout 

attending to norms or values, imposes severe limitations on research methodology 

when it tries to convey profound moral insights based upon empirical evidence. 

Indeed such topics are more often than not avoided, precisely because they are too 

messy and do not fit neatly structured categories for academic analysis.  Thus, on the 

whole do not their objective findings seem mechanistic, devoid of realism and limited 

precisely because they still attempt to cling to intellectual roots grounded in 

ñobjectivityò as w ell as ña fact/value dichotom y of yesteryearò? 

4. Films underscore the importance of language, symbols, indeed mysteries of life, 

again those aspects mostly missing from social science research in this field? 

Anyone who has heard King H enry V ôs S t. C rispenôs D ay stirring w ords before the 

Battle of Agincourt, either in the l944 version with Sir Laurence Olivier or the l989 

masterpiece directed by and starring Kenneth Branaugh, will never again lack 

appreciation for how gifted rhetoric influences follow ers. H enryôs speech rem ains a 

classic for reminding us why words can snatch victory from certain defeat. The 

French possessed overwhelming numbers, far better equipped forces, and were 
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certain that they would win. Not only is the power of language readily apparent, but 

Henry V underscores also the importance of symbols for effectively exercising 

leadership. Repeatedly, King Henry had to separate personal friendship from his 

formal office in order to sustain his symbolic role as leader, sometimes with sad 

consequences for his loyal followers. The opening scenes, where he caught and 

executed his three noble friends as traitors, or later when he hung one of his dearest 

boyhood companions for stealing from a French Church, underscore vividly why 

symbols of leadership, namely fairness, equity, strength and decisive action, are the 

invaluable glue for sustaining loyal bonds of follower-ship.  Ethical leadership 

demands that a King keeps his word and remain impartial in order to secure trust and 

loyalty of the rank and file, even if it requires killing his nearest and dearest to 

enforce troop discipline and make this necessary point to subordinates unequivocally. 

Certainly social scientists, such William Whyte and George Homans, place 

significant stress upon conflict as part and parcel to effective small group leadership, 

but neither author gives much emphasis upon symbols or language that film so 

graphically depicts over and over. Nor, do these social science scholars value or 

explore in depth the dark mysteries connected with chance, accident, or fate that play 

significant roles in ethical leadership. How can they if the methodologies they apply 

investigate only rational explanations?   

5. Films portray the sheer physical demands upon performing ethical leadership, 

another subject neglected often throughout social sciences studies? 

The most obvious human element of ethical leadership within small groups, or for 

that matter anywhere, that films highlight is the immense stamina and energy required 
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to succeedð and the toll it takes upon human life when day-to-day job demands 

overwhelm any individual in charge.  Death can come as much from fatigue, nervous 

breakdown, and job stress of command decisions as from actual physical death. That 

is why it often is portrayed as a young m anôs gam e as in the film s just cited, Saving 

Private Ryan or Henry V.  A nd both m ovies underscore the effects of ñburn outò 

dramatically as in the case of the French King in Henry V or the young soldier who is 

paralyzed by inaction at the height of battle in Saving Private Ryan.  Exercising 

choice in the heat of conflict, whether on the battlefield or in the quiet comforts 

behind an office desk, can turn into a killer for physical well being, family life, 

health, happiness, etc. Gregory Peck, portraying the investigative reporter writing 

about anti-Semitism in A  G entlem anôs A greem ent, or Julia Roberts in Erin 

Brockovich, as the grass-roots activist for environmental justice fighting against a big 

California utility PG&E, demonstrate poignantly the physical hardships associated 

with leading. Simply by watching their facial expressions, not to mention the personal 

toll such labor extracts on loved ones around them emphasize the high price paid by 

leaders.  Ethical leadership is not for everyone, and certainly the role demands a 

toughness, staying power, and tenacity--that by contrast social scientists seem often to 

assum e ñitò as m erely ña given ñ. 

6. On balance, social science emphasizes environment, systems, and the interplay of 

their elements, yet donôt film s stress the individual w ith all his/her com plexities as 

a central component to what makes ethical leadership occur (or not) and by 

putting the human being at the center, therefore offer us a more balanced 
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understanding of the human contribution involving the essence of ethical 

leadership? 

Scanning social science literature contributions found on the prior table, it is apparent 

that its accent, indeed the vast bulk of such studies, defines the field as macro-systems 

with outcomes, in which environment, inputs, outputs, feedback, and the like are the 

chief systems components defining and determining ethical leadership choices. 

W hether it is K urt L ew inôs field theory, E m ery and T ristôs environm ental context, 

C hester B arnardôs functions of the executive, or K atz and K ahnôs open system s 

theory, social scientists repeatedly underscore the ñbig system sô pictureò yet, 

frequently donôt these studies often miss the key ingredient, namely the human being? 

With rare exceptions few highlight and analyze the ñm icroò individualôs role.  E ven 

when the individual character is examined via such concepts of A braham  M aslow ôs 

hierarchy of hum an needs or D avid M cC lellandôs human need for achievement, their 

theories can convey perspective too deterministic, mechanical, and rigid, at least by 

contrast to films. Many films particularly stress that a more nuanced multi-faceted 

outlook of the peculiarities of the individual leadership and follower-ship nexus. The 

human element as well as its interactions with various personalities and individual 

characters are put front and center in cinematic accounts more fully and more 

rounded than in most social science.  Indeed character itself is portrayed as 

considerably more diverse, complex, in depth, and envisioned on the wide screen, less 

predictable or pat, more liquid, pliable, and plastic. 

      G ranted often the heroôs role is overdone, such as seen in T om  H ankôs portrait of 

Forrest Gump or N icholas C ageôs heroism  throughout Con Air, or for that matter, any 
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action movie starring Arnold Schwarzenegger or Bruce Lee.  Though when 

sensitively and realistically treated, we may find ample insights that are profound and 

reveling. Case in point: the movie White Squall based upon a true story of group of 

high school students in l960 spending their senior year at sea aboard a sailing ship, 

The Albatross. They not only learn about sailing along with regular schoolwork but 

more importantly become tightly knit together as crew members, thus experiencing 

firsthand invaluable leadership/follower-ship lessons.  From social science 

perspectives, White Squall could be a study of ñcontingency theoryò, dealing w ith the 

crew ôs ill-fated response to a sudden terrible squall, or ñtransform ational leadershipò, 

about boys becoming men.  Yet, those are big words and heavy concepts that may or 

m ay not apply to com prehending the w hole story of ñlessonsò learned. T hey can 

obscure the small subtleties and delicate nuances of what the story teaches about 

ethical leadership.   How the Skipper, Jeff Bridges, mentors with each of the boys in 

order to develop their seamanship skills? And helps them to overcome their personal 

problems that they all carry onboard, as unseen baggage inhibiting not only their 

team-building capacities but more importantly the development of their own 

individual leadership capabilities, com plicated each boyôs ñcom ing of ageò issues?  

What fosters the growth of a tightly-knit, unified team? Why are those team-building 

attributes so intim ately connected to each boyôs individual background  and 

behaviors? How misperception and miscommunication effects outcomes, or in this 

case how  failure to respond to the S kipperôs orders by a student w ho thought the 

orders w ere w rong led to the death of three boys and the S kipperôs w ife?   W hy 

discipline is necessary and tragedy may result due to the lack of effective discipline? 
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And why splitïsecond failure in small group ethical leadership is always possible due 

to fate, chance, or simply bad luck, despite the best intentions of those involved?  

Above all, how growth of moral maturity can happen in unpredictable ways and why 

it remains so integral to exercising effective ethical leadership within groups?  

7. Insight about the form al organization m ay w ell be absent in film s, yet donôt 

movies repeatedly point out why it is so necessary? 

Hands down, social science is far more skillful, convincing, and thoughtful analyzing 

virtually all aspects of formal organizations. No filmmaker matches Max Weber, 

F rederick T aylor or H enri F ayol, or L uther G ulickôs analyses of formal organizations. 

Even the interplay between the formal and informal organization, social science far 

ahead of films (though several like O ne flew  O ver the C uckooôs N est, C atch 22, or LA 

Confidential provide devastating critiques of formal organizations and the toll they 

take on human life).  As indicated at the outset, it is hard to conceive of any film that 

devotes sustained, in-depth attention to the formal intricacies of organizations as 

related to ethical leadership. Yet, does any social scientist make the case more 

powerfully for the need of formal organizations with the rule of law, democratic 

oversight, fair procedures, disciplined command structures, neutral expertise, 

established ethical norms, and so forth, than some filmmakers?  Again, several have 

been cited which do in fact make that case convincingly: Lord of the Flies, The Ox 

Bow Incident, and White Squall.  

      Perhaps one of the strongest statements in this regard can be found in The Caine 

Mutiny. Here we witness a US Navy Commander, Captain Queeg, relieved of 

command by this crew because he froze psychologically and was incapable of making 
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decisions during a severe storm, nearly causing the Caine to sink. The film leads the 

audience to believe, almost until the end, that the crew, led by Maryk who was second 

in command, had done the right thing by mutinying. But the twist comes at the very 

last m om ent during a party celebrating the M arykôs court m artial acquittal. A s 

M arykôs defense attorney G reenw ald blurts out in a drunken stupor, w hatever 

Q ueegôs faults, the navy regulars are ña superior breedò. ñY ou canôt be good in the 

A rm y or N avy unless you are dam n good!ò he tells the stunned celebrants.  M aryk 

w as w rong and Q ueeg w as right.  T he real hero w as none of the C aineôs crew  but 

rather the US Navy.  As part of that system, the crew should have served in silence 

under Queeg.  Disruption of the formal organization did more potential harm to the 

greater good, in this case protecting national security, than from the possible suffering 

inflic ted upon anyone onboard may have unjustly endured.  This story succeeds, as no 

social science textbook can, by making a compelling, cogent argument for the 

necessity of adhering to the formal chain of command structure, even when a 

leadership is completely incapacitated at the top. 

8. If social science analysis offers mainly reductionism thinking, do not many films 

provide much needed synthesis underscoring why both visionary inspiration and 

sustained, gritty perspiration make ethical leadership possible?  

With rare exceptions social science examines the quantifiable tangible elements of ethical 

leadership within informal groups, which includes communications, delegation of 

authority, executive functions, m otivational skills, etc.  B y necessity ñgoodò scientific 

procedures require breaking down the whole systematically into manageable units for 

objective analysis. Y et, the art and practice of ñgoodò ethical leadership dem ands in 
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reality the reverse process, namely sensing the whole and integrating by putting the parts 

together in order to make something happen. In the words of Paul Appleby, the essence 

of an effective adm inistrator is ñto m ake a m esh of thingsò or as H arlan C leveland argued 

in The Future Executive,  by referring to its essentials as ò the get it all together 

professionò. 

Synthesis not reductionism is the essence in this line of workð something  

 requiring more than simply intellectual functions. Creativity, imagination, intuition, 

courage are all the stuff of synthesisð and much moreð which are rarely the focus of 

ñseriousò social science investigation.  Y et, m ovies abundantly em phasize such traits, 

either in the negative or positive.  Think of Roger and Me and Tucker: The Man and His 

Dream. Both depict auto industry leaders.  The former is a docu-drama filled with dark 

hum or about M ichael M ooreôs unsuccessful efforts to interview  R oger S m ith, C E O  of  

G eneral M otors in the 1980ôs. M oore highlights the resulting crim e, hom elessness and 

econom ic despair in F lint, M ichigan caused by G M ôs plant closing and  move of its 

manufacturing plant facilities abroad. Here is a scathing, yet comic, sketch of CEO 

Smith, a cost-accountant by training , a man of cramped vision, only worried about the 

corporate bottom line, seen avoiding Moore repeatedly, and too shamed to face M ooreôs 

camera.  On the other hand, Tucker portrays ñthe get it all togetherò type of executive, a 

legendary leader of the auto industry, whose inventive genius proved far ahead of his 

times. His capacity to motivate and spur on his employees remains a model of private 

enterprise ethical leadership.  Even though the Tucker car company ultimately failed 

w hen the ñbig threeò ruthlessly forced it out of business, this story exem plifies the 

im portance of ñseeing the big pictureò com bined w ith an inspired creativity at putting 
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parts together in order to make a revolutionary, innovative product. Tucker stands in 

contrast to R oger S m ith w ho only could understand ña partò, perhaps not even that. 

9. So ironically does the graphic emphasis of films allows us to better comprehend, 

at least compared to social science literature, what remains hidden by the written 

word about so many aspects of effective ethical leadership? 

As mentioned before, social sciences stress the factual, observable and measurable 

ñtruthò.   H ow ever, films at their best allow us to glimpse beyond the conscious reality of 

life. They help us to grasp better those intangibles that some argue are indeed the most 

important, profound aspects of humanity and certainly what can make or break successful 

ethical leadership.   Both The Dead Poets Society as well as Stand and Deliver 

demonstrate how two teachers successfully inspire students within very different worlds, 

an l950s elite New England Prep School and a modern public high school in the midst of 

a crime- infested LA barrio. In the former, Robin Williams portrays a teacher who leads 

his privileged, all-male classes on to dream bigger dreams beyond their stifling traditional 

family and academic confines. In the latter Edward James Olmos stars as Jamie Escalante 

who gives up a lucrative industrial job in order to prepare poor Mexican- American 

students for passing the SAT Advanced Placement Exam in calculus, a feat everyone, 

even the students themselves deemed impossible at first. Both films vividly underscore 

how inspiration can and does change lives, but it is not something necessarily factual, 

observable, or measurable in social sciences. Such ñstuffò is missed entirely, of little 

interest, or irrelevant for research purposes since ñitò cannot be formally proven to exist 

according to ñan objectiveò analysis. Yet, films graphically emphasize how such unseen 

intangibles, feelings, intuition, sensations, and so on, are critical for exercising effective 
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ethical leadership. Ironically do films, precisely because of their stunning visuals, explore 

w hat is m ost ñrealò and ñtrueò yet so often rem ains unseen or w ritten about this 

perpetually fascinating topic?  

10.  Finally, and perhaps most importantly, unlike much social science literature, do 

not films underscore why all of us can become ethical leaders in our everyday 

lives, not just ñthe chosen few ò? 

While the use of films for instructional purposes possess many intellectual 

limitations, as already underscored, the democratic emphasis of modern-day 

leadership is vividly depicted throughout movies, namely we all may turn into ethical 

leaders. It is possible from  those w ho donôt w ant to exercise leadership, nor even 

want to recognize such traits within themselves. While tinged with romanticism, Mr. 

Smith goes to Washington, Forrest Gump, Gandhi, Erin Brockovich, and many others 

demonstrate the human potential for leading within us all. Sometimes it is due to 

accident, or simply being in the right place at the right time. Sometimes it is spurred 

on by deeply-ingrained, convictions. A t other tim es, w e lead and donôt know  w hy, or 

how, or that we even exercised such roles, large or small. Films unlike other venues 

of learning illustrate what is possible in every man, and woman, i.e. we can achieve 

so much more than we can plan for, conceive of, or hope to become. 
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Notes on Selecting Films About Ethical Leadership 

 What follows are notes and comments on over two hundred films I have watched 

over the last three or more decades. These entries are by no means meant to be systematic 

nor comprehensive movie reviews in any formal sense, but rather contain general 

observations, informal reactions, and personal commentary about what each movie 

suggests to me concerning ethics and leadership. Why is it critical to watch this particular 

movie and where can its key ethical leadership problems be discovered? Which major 

characters are important in the story and how do their actions, thoughts, feelings, and 

interactions relate to our improving understanding of ethical leadership dilemmas? Can 

helpful lessons be drawn from its plot for honing our own ethical leadership skills? What 

important intellectual questions does each film raise regarding that subject? What 

particular themes, such as the leadership/follower-ship issues or the moral basis of 

leadership, especially stand out and can be reflected upon when watching this motion 

picture? Do its ideas convey seminal points which advance our understanding about 

ethical leadership, and, if so, how do they compare and contrast with other films from the 

same or a different genre? Or, perhaps in reverse, can we learn by negative examples 

about what not to do regarding ethical leadership and thus gain insights from carefully 

observing the mistakes of others? 

 Again, it is worth remembering that none of the following movies are produced 

for formal ethical leadership instruction or as didactic ñlesson draw ingò exercises. M ost, 

if not all, simply aim at creating audience enjoyment as well as insuring box office 

success. Thus if the commercial, not educational, enterprise is upper-most valued by 
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film-makers and thousands of titles are available each year, the obvious question 

becomes: how to select films for the following analysis and commentary? 

 My criteria are fivefold: first, availability. The movies that are summarized here 

by and large must be readily available in neighborhood video rental stores, at 

supermarket checkout counters, through popular movie catalogues, film libraries, pay-

per-view TV and increasingly via disposable DVD. The rare, lost, hard-to-find, or out-of-

print copies are not included because this list is intended for ease of readerôs use. It is 

mainly a handy, practical guide to assist discovering and previewing motion pictures that 

appeal to general interests. If locating films turns into a struggle, lesson-drawing becomes 

difficult, even impossible, because the cinematic experience requires just that, namely 

experiencing first hand its reality rather than learning through ñsecond handò reading 

about the subject. 

 Second, diversity. The following movies are not drawn from one or two cinematic 

styles, genres, subjects, or periods but rather reflect a cross-section of types so as to 

appeal to all viewers. The broad mix is evident by the subject index at the end covering 

numerous categories including westerns, crime stories, business, minority topics, and 

much more. Hopefully everyone will find something to his or her liking from light 

comedies to high drama, from animated cartoons to avant-garde cinema, from old classics 

to more recent releases. While there should be enough variety to please all interests 

(except of course for those who simply do not like movies), viewers are encouraged to 

choose films that will stretch their imaginations and push (or pull) them outside their 

ñnorm al confinesò. S o if one is engaged in, say teaching, it is recom m ended, indeed 

urged, that he or she watch not only those films about teachers but perhaps expand their 
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world to unknown or less known activities such as by watching motion pictures 

concerning business, sports, or whatever topic outside their normal everyday experiences. 

Again, one of the unique qualities of cinema is that it can be a comparatively painless 

way of tossing us outside of the day-to-day, conventional grind we all encounter. We feel 

what it is like, at least momentarily, to dwell within a radically different type of world 

that, in turn, can expand our imaginations and range of points of view. 

 Third, the following list consists of motion pictures primarily chosen because they 

offer important ideas or raise key issues about contemporary ethical leadership. While 

some are decades old, such as Mr. Smith Goes to Washington or Casablanca, they are 

deem ed germ ane to helping us com prehend todayôs problem s about this subject, such as 

by demonstrating the possibility of leadership growth from unlikely people, the 

importance of deep commitment to core values, the complexities of finding follower-

ship, and so on. S om e ñgoodies but oldiesò like The Ox Bow Incident or Command 

Decision convey timeless lessons about ethical leadership. Despite their obviously dated 

contexts, they poignantly reveal so m any ñbasicsò that they are invaluable to w atch  and 

re-watch. They even surpass many modern films as effective educational venues from 

which we can learn about contemporary ethical leadership problems. 

 Fourth, there is the criteria of applicability, or a film ôs relevance to our everyday 

lives. These movies are listed due to their potential connection with helping us become 

better ethical leaders regardless of career vocations. They hopefully, if carefully studies, 

may, improve our own practical capacities as ethical leaders at work, at home, or as 

volunteers. The following list does not include simply ñpie in the skyò notions of ideal 

leaders, but these movies are chosen because they may relate to our everyday situations 
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in which we may find their concepts, practices, lessons, or applicable values. Though this 

does not preclude, for example, ñsci-fi flicksò in the following commentaries because 

they are set in ñunrealò or im aginary futures, such as T he M atrixò . If they are mind-

stretching, provocative stories, science fiction can and does offer often surprisingly 

profound lessons for students and practitioners alike about everyday ethical leadership 

dilem m as. E ven from  highly negative exam ples of ethical leadership, w e can learn ñw hat-

not-to-doò from  m ovies. G ranted, m any film s w ith H ollyw ood endings such as Itôs A  

Wonderful Life may seem at first viewing hard to connect with important ethical 

leadership themes related to real life applications in the 21st century. But upon some 

reflection and thought, it is sometimes astonishing what profound gems of wisdom are 

frequently buried deep within these seemingly big budgets of blockbuster cinemas. 

 Finally, this list was compiled as a guide for teachers and scholars wishing to use 

films as instructional supplements in their classes on public administration, ethics, 

management, and organization behavior. As mentioned before, drawing from this 

compendium of movies can enrich classroom teaching in numerous ways, beyond the 

standard social science textbooks.  

 The précis of the movies that follow contain the title, date of release, length, if it 

is available on DVD, the names of its director as well as the starring actors. Originally I 

envisioned coding each film according to its quality of ethical leadership contents, 

possibly using a star system , or som e other ñkeyò to denote the level of understanding it 

conveys about ethical leadership. However, grading each film in this manner quickly 

proved unw orkable since ñqualityò ultim ately rem ains very m u ch in the eye of the 

beholder. The author soon realized that quality depends on a view erôs vantage point, 
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personal background, and particular tastes. M oreover, cinem aôs im m ense variety of 

subjects, styles, and immeasurable potential impacts on audiences made such 

categorization along these lines impractical, even absurd to attempt. 

 Also it was hoped to initially catalogue movies according to specific ethical 

leadership topics embedded within each film. For example, if a movie dealt with 

mentoring leaders, building follower support, or whatever topic, a reader might look 

under that specific category of ethical leadership issue and locate that type of film to 

watch. But here again, such a hoped-for-classification proved overly ambitious and hence 

failed to materialize in the end. Perhaps that sort of schema must be left to another 

student of this subject to create? Though this project began with high-hopes of doing 

more, lack of time, funding, and enthusiasm limited developing what some may see as its 

further potential possibilities. 

 Finally despite the limits placed by the aforementioned four criteria, the number 

of following entries could easily have been doubled or tripled. At the time of publication 

admittedly the author continued to discover many worthy films to add. Indeed for every 

title on this list, many more deserved further investigation for inclusion. So again, no 

claim is made that the following list is comprehensive or complete. It would be silly to 

suggest otherwise with thousands of new movies released annually. Perhaps it should 

only be said that this is merely a beginning for exploring such a fascinating area. 

Therefore readers are encouraged to select carefully from these films with the hope they 

can find their own favorites, ones they will be challenged by, learn from, delight in, 

enjoy, and even possibly expand their search for others.  
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About Schmidt (2002, 124m, DVD) 
Director: Alexander Payne 
Cast:  Jack Nicholson  Hope Davis 
          Kathy Bates  Howard Hesseman 
           Len Cariou  Dermot Mulroney 
 

On the surface one would expect Warren Schmidt (Jack Nicholson) to be a leader 
as an executive in a life insurance company that he is retiring from and as the patriarch of 
his family.  Painfully this soon appears not to be the case. Schmidt moves into retirement 
(finding all of his ñim portantò files placed next to the dum pster by his successor) and 
experiences the sudden death of his wife of 42 years (whom he could never seem to reach 
out to).  He must then come to terms with his empty relationship with his daughter who 
he considers is m arrying a ñboobò (the daughter pushes S chm idt out of her life as m uch 
as possible).  Why has he failed as a leader in his career and family?  Was it due to 
Schmidt failing honestly to communicate with those around him?  Consequently, making 
it impossible for him to have a meaningful relationship with anyone?  After leaving his 
daughterôs w edding, w here he again should have been a ñleaderò at the reception as the 
father of the bride, he hits rock bottom, wondering if his life is totally meaningless and 
w hether or not he has had an im pact on anyone in the w orld.  In the m ovieôs last scene, 
Schmidt receives a letter regarding the six-year old Tanzanian boy whom he is 
ñsponsoringò via $22 per m onth donations to an international relief organization.  A  
w orker at the orphanage w here the boy lives w rites that in fact S chm idtôs m onthly 
donations are having a dramatic im pact on im proving the quality of the boyôs life. W hy is 
his connection with the boy so important? In addition to the monthly check, Schmidt 
writes letters expressing how he truly feels about himself and his life.  By finally opening 
up and communicating with someone, Schmidt builds a real human relationship which, in 
turn, gives meaning to his life.  In a wider sense, is this the first step for Schmidt to 
develop into a genuine ethical leader? 
 
   
 
Alexander the Great (1956, 141m) 
Director: Robert Rossen 
Cast: Richard Burton 
 Fredric March 
 
 Set in 386 B.C., the film focuses on the warrior exploits of Alexander of 
Macedonia who conquers the known western world by the time he died at 21.  Alexander 
sees leadership as a divine right, chosen by the gods to lead. He even believes that he 
would become a God upon his death. Through combining charismatic zeal and brute 
force, he leads his army without earning necessarily their loyalty. Though warned by his 
father that to conquer does not mean to rule, Alexander sees only the need to defeat all 
enemy armies and to occupy their lands, egotistically naming cities after himself.  Limits 
of absolute power and ambition of youth are central themes in the film, ultimately 
demonstrating that Alexander was more a bully than a leader during most of his short life.  
Only when near death does he realize that a true leader requires devoted followers by 
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uttering, ñIt is not lands that are to be conquered but the hearts of m en.ò The film 
emphasizes how blind ambition coupled with sheer force does not equate to effective 
leadershipð indeed quite the opposite was true in this case.   
 
 
 
All About Eve (1950, 138m, also on DVD) 
Director: Joseph Mankiewicz 
Cast:  Bette Davis  

Anne Baxter 
Marilyn Monroe 

 
 Margot Channing (Bette Davis) is B roadw ayôs brightest star in this fable about 
the destructive effects of am bition.  T he toast of N ew  Y orkôs theater com m unity for her 
current brilliant w ork sym bolically titled, ñA ged in W oodò. A  self-consciously aging and, 
as yet unmarried Margot befriends and mentors Eve Harrington (Ann Baxter), who 
insinuates herself into M argotôs social netw ork w ith gushing flattery . It does not take 
long for Margot to sense that Eve is getting uncomfortably chummy with friends and 
takes steps to stop her getting a job with a Broadway producer.  Too late!  Through 
trickery Eve has arranged to read for a role in an upcoming play originally written for 
M argot and even secured the position as M argotôs understudy in ñA ged in W ood.ò  
Moreover, with the unwitting assistance of M argotôs best friend, K aren (C eleste H olm ), 
E ve also finds an opportunity to stand in for M argot, to great critical acclaim .  E veôs 
rising star is achieved at the cost of fomenting tensions among Eve, her boyfriend-
producer Bill, and Karen and her playwright-husband Lloyd.  All, however, recognize 
that Eve is not the innocent she pretends and soon shun her.  Ambition, unfairly, often is 
burdened with a negative connotation.  Surely, worthy goals, pursued and achieved 
honorably, deserve admiration.  Of course, Eve chases after her dreams with an 
ungrateful, almost sociopathic, zeal that naturally alienates her one-time benefactors.  Eve 
is immoral; so immoral, in fact, that we are inclined to excuse her (but not forgive her).  
Addison is redeemed by his evident sense of regret and realization that he has acted 
unethically.  While not directly about ethical leadership, this classic movie makes us 
carefully think about how much we would be willing to sacrifice in order to achieve 
success as well as what is ethical (or not) in the pursuit of our goal.   
 
 
 
All Quiet on the Western Front (1979, 126m, DVD) 
Director: Delbert Mann 
Cast: Richard Thomas Ernest Borgnine 
 Donald Pleasance Patricia Neal 
 
 This made for TV classic about leadership (or the lack of it) is based on author 
Erich Maria Remarque (1898-1970) great antiwar novel depicting the harsh realities of 
warfare on a grand scale as well as on the much less grand scale. The film shows the 
immense horrors of trench warfare from the perspective of a small group of soldiers. At 
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the same time on national high command level, the need for leadership and the horrible 
cost of its absence are vividly underscored prolonging bloody warfare of World War I.  
Soldiers in both the French and German armies are repeatedly commanded to assault 
fortified positions of the enemy with staggering loss of life and with no discernable 
purpose. O n the other hand, at the sm all unit level B orgnineôs character turns into a 
charismatic leader by virtue of his experience and ability to address his countryôs need for 
hope. The stark black and white contrasts between the large-scale ineptitude and small 
unit heroics are both profound and memorable.   
 
  
 
A ll th e K in gôs M en  (1949, 109m , D V D ) 
Director: Robert Rossen 
Cast:  Broderick Crawford 
          Mercedes McCambridge 
          John Ireland  
 
 Here is a gripping, fictionalized account of the rise and fall of a ñm an of the 
people,ò W illie S tark, based on the aw ard ï winning novel by Robert Penn Warren about 
colorful, yet corrupt Louisiana Governor and U .S . S enator H uey ñT he K ingfishò L ong . In 
a poignant tale of the corruption of power, Stark (Broderick Crawford) plays the 
backwoods lawyer who starts out as honest but is sucked into machine politics and 
becomes an unscrupulous politician.  The entire movie is riddled with leadership and 
ethic issues, none more powerful than the one at the end.  Stark is facing impeachment 
and so he goes to old Judge Stanton who covered up the blackmail in order to be 
appointed the chief counsel of an electric utility.  Stark finds out about his misdeeds and 
threatens to expose the Judge unless he releases the four votes he has in his confidence.  
Judge Stanton ends up committing suicide in disgrace.  Meanwhile, hordes of Stark 
supporters show up at the state capitol and Stark is vindicated.  Though he paid the 
ultimate sacrifice when assassinated in the final scene, Stark dies at the hands of his 
opponents as a tragic hero.  Was Stark a victim of his own machine politics that he built 
and so successfully ran, or was he fated to die by over-reaching for pow er for pow erôs 
sake?   
 
 
 
American Beauty (1999, 121m, DVD) 
Director: Sam Mendes 
Cast: Kevin Spacey 
  Annette Benning 

Thora Birch 
 
 Thematically issues of morality operate on multiple levels in this compelling dark 
comedic thriller set in contemporary American suburbia.  How much evil and depravity 
lurk below the polished veneer of middle-class America?  It depends on how deeply one 
scratches the surface.  Lester (Kevin Spacey) has been laid-off from his apparently 
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lucrative advertising job. He has reached early middle age, is unhappy in his marriage, 
emotionally estranged from his wife, Carolyn (Annette Benning)-although they continue 
to live in the sam e hom e ñrespectfullyò ï but utterly despised by their teen-age daughter 
Jane. Granted a generous severance package by his former employer (by means of 
extortion), Lester goes to work at a fast-food burger joint, begins to improve his 
appearance through diet and exercise, and indulges masturbatory fantasies about his 
daughterôs im possibly sexy classm ate, the star m em ber of the local high school 
cheerleading squad, Angela.  Ignoring the subtexts of homoeroticism, middle-age 
adolescence as w ell as C arolynôs infidelity, the ñthings-are-not-what-they-seem ò m essage 
in American Beauty the necessity to ñsee through surfacesò in order to exercise ethical 
leadership that must begin with self understanding. 
 
 
 
American Me (1992, 126m) 
Director: Edward James Olmos 
Cast:  Edward James Olmos 
 William Forsythe 
 Pepe Serna 
 Evelina Fernandez 
 
 American Me concerns a man forced by circumstance to learn the difference 
between power and leadership.  Santana (Edward James Olmos) is thrown into jail at the 
age of 16 and not released until he is 35. While in jail, he realizes that the way to survival 
is through pow er.  H e form s a ñclickò w ith other C hicanos and becom es its m ost 
powerful leader, able to control the under-world inside as well as the outside crime world.  
Santana rose to power in jail by killing people, dealing the drugs that in turn kills children 
and takes away w om enôs self-esteem by raping them. When released, he meets a woman 
and through her he learns that true leadership connects power with values and morals.  
While about individual redemption, it also suggests a worthwhile tale about 
transformational leadership.   
 
 
 
The American President (1995, 120m, DVD) 
Director: Rob Reiner 
Cast: Michael Douglas 
 Annette Benning  
 
 The President of the United States in this film would do anything to be portrayed 
as a real leader.  Yet Michael D ouglasôs character dem onstrates zero ethical leadership.  
He is an effective politician but simply a mouthpiece; a voice for others but does not 
instill a vision. instead, a vision is imposed on him by his handlers. He is manipulated at 
every turn and his values shift with the polls as well as from pressures of his advisors.  
His only consistent purpose seems to get re-elected, or rather to choose the best way to 
get re-elected at any expense.  Others lead him, rather than the reverse.  When he finally 
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takes a stand on something to help the country, it is merely so he could get Annette 
Benning back. Being effective at politic maybe is essential to begin being a good leader, 
but being good at politics does not necessarily make a good ethical leader. Sounds 
familiar?  This distinction is significant but so easy to ignore.   
 
 
 
Amistad (1997, 152m, DVD) 
Director: Steven Spielberg 
Cast: Djimon Hounsou  Morgan Freeman 
 Matthew McConaughey Nigel Hawthorne 
 Anthony Hopkins 
 
 Amistad portrays the gruesome hardships of slavery in 19th century America.  The 
story concerns Africans who were on their way to America in a slave ship when they took 
over the ship and killed the crew.  The film concentrates mainly on their capture and trail, 
especially how they sought to prove their innocence and gain freedom. Many characters 
in the film offer fine examples of ethical leaders.  Particularly Cinque, Baldwin, and John 
Quincy Adams turn into superb ethical leaders in their own right. Each breaks out their 
specialized field to fight for a common public cause and they cross the barriers of race 
and class in order to fight for a common cause engendering a deep understanding and 
respect for each other. Each contributes his own specialty: Cinque with tribal support and 
perseverance, Baldwin by his legal knowledge, and John Quincy Adams through his 
political skills. How they bond together to help the slaves regain their freedom and return 
to their homeland offers excellent insights into exercising collaborative leadership for the 
common good.   
 
 
 
And the Band Played On (1993, 140m, DVD) 
Director:  Roger Spottiswoodee 
Cast: Mathew Modine 
 Alan Alda 
 Lily Tomlin 
 
 Here is an excellent docu-drama based upon an award-winning history by the 
same title focusing on non-ethics and non-leadership.  W hen A ID S  in the early 1980ôs 
first began to kill people mysteriously throughout the United States, many public and 
non-profit organizations were alerted to the potential threat of the disease.  The Centers 
for Disease Control (CDC) urgently sought a method to control the fatal disease; 
however, the Reagan Administration chose not to fund AIDS research. The research 
community had scientists who that could have drawn attention to the cause of funding 
AIDS research but many seemed too concerned with personal or financial gains. The 
business community - blood banks and bathhouses ï sought profits ahead of the 
possibility of saving people. In the end the story recounts what happens when ethical 
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leadership is avoided for very different motives by many parties who should have been 
virtually concerned. In essence, nothing happens ï  and people died needlessly as a result. 
 
 
 
A n gelaôs A sh es (1999, 146m , D V D ) 
Director:  Alan Parker 
Cast: Joe Breen  Claran Owens 

Michael Legg  Emily Watson 
 Robert Carlye 
 
 In Angelaôs A shes we follow our hero, Frank McCourt, through ten years of his 
early adolescence.  Both religion and social class define his upbringing in a poverty- 
stricken Ireland. T he film  exem plifies how  F rankôs leadership skills, rooted in fam ily, 
social, and religious values, come to the forefront as he matures.  One critical moment 
during the first part of the film  show s F rankôs father struggling as an unem ployed 
alcoholic, deserting his family, and leaving them destitute. Frank assumes leadership 
responsibilities at age five when he is forced to care for his grieving mother, coping with 
a husband who is not around, the death of her three children, and the responsibility to 
care for her brother. We follow Frank to age 15, when he experiences the discrimination 
from the Catholic Church w ho belittles his m other for being m arried to a ñN orth Irishò as 
well as criticizes her for her poverty ïwhen the priests close the church door in his face. 
He is deemed unworthy of being an alter boy, simply because he is from an unacceptable 
social class. In a matter of only two hours, many small-scale personal acts add up to a 
vividly touching portrait of how ethical leadership within a family is born and matures 
out of necessity. So a question ï does ethical leadership arise mainly out of need? But 
then why do some in need so admirably rise to the challenge whereas others in similar 
circumstances fail? 
 
 
 
Antz (1998, 83m, DVD) 
Director:  Eric Darnell 
Cast:  Woody Allen 
 Sharon Stone 
 Gene Hackman 
 
 This childrenôs tale with remarkable insight portrays how a leader is born. Z, a 
common worker, does not like his lot in life.  Through risk-taking and thinking outside 
the box, Z becomes a leader of the ants and saves the colony in the process.  Does his 
leadership grow from being in the right situation, or just good luck?  This story points out 
instead the importance of individual courage.  It begins by underscoring how everyone in 
the colony was conditioned to exist without personal liberty. In fact, when Z disrupted the 
social order, he is first viewed as an annoyance and not until later was Z seen as 
successful after opening the eyes of the colony to freedom.  The ethical dilemma that Z 
faced relates to every kind of ethical leadership, namely whether or not to stir up the pot? 
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Z must first convince himself to take a risk and next convince his/her peers to try a new 
or better way, even when everybody may be satisfied with the tried and true. Great 
leaders are risk-takers, who often base their knowledge on both intuition and little 
inform ation, but plunge forw ard know ing w hatôs right in their hearts despite the odds.  
When faced with adversity and opportunity, Z uses his creativity and courage to save the 
colony and defeat an enemy that came from within its own ranks.  Leaders as change-
agents and how tough that sort of leading is to accomplish are depicted here so directly 
and simply that even adults can learn something. 
 
 
 
Apocalypse Now (1979, 153m, DVD) 
Director:  Francis Ford Coppola 
Cast: Marlon Brando 
 Martin Sheen 
 
 Set against the backdrop of the V ietnam  W ar, this film  updates Joseph C onradôs 
novel Heart of Darkness which characterizes a complete absence of ethical leadership.  
The principal players, Colonel Kurtz and Captain Willard, operate in a moral vacuum.  
Kurtz is a dem agogue and W illardôs m ission is to kill him . Arguably the setting of the 
Vietnam War is perfect, insofar as it is often described in terms of moral ambiguity since 
even today the very rationale for A m ericaôs involvem ent there rem ains questionable. In 
relating the horrors of the war, Kurtz tells Willard about an incident in a village, where as 
a humanitarian effort, the Army inoculated the children of the village. However, the Viet 
Cong came in right after U.S. troops pulled out and hacked off the arms of the inoculated 
children. At first, Kurtz says that he was horrified. Then he came to the realization that if 
he had ten divisions of those kind of m en ñall our troubles here w ould quickly be over.ò  
For Willard, admittedly a man whom the story implies has no moral compass, his 
dilemma centers around murdering a fellow an American officer. While the ability to 
follow orders is an important quality in the military, ethical leadership in this case would 
require at minimum a cognizance of the enormity of consequences from  any ñby the 
bookò actions.  In the voice over narration by W illard, he says som ething glibly to that 
effect and then completes his mission apparently without guilt. A world without clarity of 
what is right and wrong as well as the consequences for unjust and unlawful acts yields 
leadership without purpose. 
 
 
 
Apollo 13 (1995, 140m, DVD) 
Director:  Ron Howard 
Cast: Tom Hanks  Ed Harris 
 Kevin Bacon  Bill Paxton 
 
 Apollo 13 chronicles N A S A ôs attem pt to follow  the first m oon landing in history, 
Apollo 12, with a second success.  The story stresses the critical importance of how 
team w ork ñw orksò under intense pressure.  T hree astronauts w ho have had to abort a 
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moon landing due to an onboard explosion confront and then struggle to survive with 
limited fuel and oxygen. Mission control, normally directing actions of the astronauts on 
their w ay to the m oon, instead turns into a ñproblem -solving-think-tankò: how  to contain 
an explosion caused by attem pting to ñstirò the oxygen; how  to stretch lim ited oxygen 
and fuel reserves; deal with limited battery power; questionable engine sequences; an 
overabundance of carbon dioxide; not to mention how to safeguard the heat shield in the 
event that the astronauts make it that far to re-entry. The film examines closely three 
distinct groups: the families, mission control, and the astronauts in space. A stronautôs 
families must deal with the nerve-racking, life-death tensions of loved ones witnessed on 
world-wide TV. Mission control is portrayed as a conglomeration of several hundred 
different experts but is suddenly transformed into a single unit for the sole purpose of 
getting the spacecraft and its crew safely back to earth.  When the goals of this flight 
changed from a moon-walk to survival, the movie ably portrays how mission control 
quickly finds answers methodically to a series of life-threatening problems. Once a 
creative solution is discovered, there is no attempt to second guess the solution.  It has to 
work; there is no room for any margin of error.  Every solution involves strict, concise 
instructions that must be followed based upon best available information and theories.  
The astronauts work in a similar fashion, almost as a military team works together as one. 
The management style is therefore top-down, hierarchical, but without rigidity, as it tends 
to flow back and forth naturally towards team-members with the greatest knowledge for 
solving the specific situation at hand.  Here is one of the best examples captured on film 
of ethical leadership as effective team-work. 
 
 
 
Atanarjuat (The Fast Runner) (2002, 161m, DVD) 
Director:  Zacharias Kunuk 
Cast: Natart Ungalaaq   Sylvia Ivalu  

Peter Henry Aransas   Lucy Tulugarjuk 
 
Atanarjuat ï  The Fast Runner tells the story of Canadian Inuits residing in the 

village of Igloolik circa 1000 CE. This simple tale depicts Igloolik as a village heavily 
cloaked in the evil imprint of an ancestral rivalry.  Two brothers are loved by their village 
as a result of their good natures, hard work ethics, and hunting skills. The two brothers 
are the sons of a man who was traditionally ostracized as a result of an ancient rivalry.  
When the two young men come of age, they start their own families and live in peaceful 
coexistence with nature and their neighbors, but the village harbors a gang of exploitative 
thugs who are envious of the brothers.  They let loose their temptress sister on the bothers 
with the end result that the bucolic village-life harmony is shattered.  The ethical 
framework of is ripped apart and chaos ensues.  One brother is brutally murdered.  The 
other runs for his life naked across the ice and manages not only to escape but also 
survive.  That brother regains his strength under the watchful care of kind neighbors.  
Once healed, he returns to the village of Iglooklik to find his wife and son and reclaim the 
fam ilyôs m oral integrity (and in turn the w ell-being of his village).  He is determined to 
teach theò bad guysò a lesson in ethics by not killing them . Instead, he thoroughly scares 
them into agreeing that the ancient curse of tribal killing must stop. The community then 
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follow s A tanarjuatôs exam ple of ethical leadership to reestablish ethics, justice, and 
public order. In a traditional ceremony, they quietly ask evil gang to leave. After they are 
forced out, Igloolik returns to its peaceful existence within its former ethical framework 
and with its standards of conduct firmly in place.  In many ways, this film makes the 
important point that ethical leadership and well-established codes of conduct are 
necessary ingredients for keeping communities free from chaos and trouble.  Or, does the 
film remind us that evil lurks even when stable traditional values are into place and so it 
is always necessary to sustain sound ethical leadership behavior to defend against the 
inevitable evil embedded in mankind?    

 
 

 
Au Revoir Les Enfants (1987, 103m) 
Director : Louis Malle 
Cast : Gaspard Manesse  Raphael Fejtö 

Philippe Morier-Genoud Francois Négret 
 
 

In this autobiographic account of the directorôs childhood in W W II F rance, young  
Julien is only a child during the Nazi occupation.  His world consists mainly learning 
how to survive boarding school along with missing his mother. During this time of chaos 
and war, he and the other boys grow into manhood.  They fumble with typical coming-of-
age touchstones of sexuality and testing authority.  Julien also grapples with trust and 
betrayal, loneliness and friendship, and other adult issues at a very early age.  The crux of 
this film ôs ethical dilem m a is whether the cloistered boarding school in which Julien lives 
must accept or reject the newcomers, namely the new boys who are actually Jews in 
hiding. The school turns out to be a metaphor for French society at large, and what 
happens there reflects how France chose to deal with the Nazi occupation and the French 
Jews. Julien decides to accept the new boys, even when he realizes their secret.  But after 
Joseph tells the Nazis of the Jews in hiding, Julien learns that with his casual friendship 
he had unwittingly chosen sides in a life-and-death struggle.  Nothing he learns is casual 
in war, not stealing a loaf of bread from the cafeteria, nor whom you choose to call 
ñfriendò.  T he film ôs ethical leader clearly is the school headm aster, F ather Jean, w ho 
calms panicked teachers, tries to keep the boys fed on meager war rations, and steadfastly 
puts his life in jeopardy to hide Jews.  He fires from the school a thief whom he believes 
com m itted the greatest crim e of not sharing w ith others.  U ntil he is taken aw ay for ñhis 
transgressionsñ against the Nazis, the Father represents an island of reason and 
compassion in the midst of war. Father Jean led secretly in the midst of horrors, without 
the boysô know ledge, leaving behind w orthy lessons of ethical leadership, for not just the 
boys, but for all of us.   
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The Aviator (2005, 170m, DVD) 
Director: Martin Scorsese 
Cast:  Leonardo DiCaprio   Alec Baldwin 
 Allan Alda  Kate Blanchett 
 Kate Beckinsale Willem Dafoe 
 
 This movie documents the extraordinary life of billionaire business owner, movie 
director, and aeronautical maverick Howard Hughes, (Leonardo DiCaprio). Hughes is 
energetic, optimistic, and visionary. In the face of seemingly insurmountable odds 
Hughes does what it takes to continue on his course of designing innovative aircraft and 
building his industry empire including taking on immense debt, risking his life, and 
managing his own obsessive-compulsive disorder. While actively engaged leader of his 
enterprises, his attention to minute details annoys those who worked for him. His strong 
work ethic, could have been more effective if only he were able to trust those who 
worked for him more. His meddling in the details slowed some projects down while 
costing other projects huge sums of m oney. Juan T rippôs character (P resident of P an A m  
Airlines) offers a fine example of an unethical businessman. Through favors and political 
donations, Tripp nearly puts Hughes out of the airline business and smears his reputation 
with the help of a U.S. Senator, Owen Brewster (Alan Alda).  The film explores Hughes 
bizarre leadership style that led to remarkable business success and amazing 
technological innovativeness, but his driven unstable mental condition, notably paranoia 
as well as obsessive-compulsiveness destroyed numerous personal relationships around 
him, even his own life. 
 
 
 
Backdraft (1991, 136m, DVD) 
Director:  Ron Howard 
Cast: William Baldwin 
 Kurt Russell 
 Robert DeNiro 
 
 Backdraft is a movie about two brothers who are firefighters in the Chicago Fire 
Department.  Russell plays the older brother who has been a lieutenant for many years 
and Baldwin portrays the younger brother, fresh out of the academy and assigned to 
R ussellôs com pany. T he brothersô father w as also w ith the C hicago F ire D epartm ent and 
died in the line-of-duty. Considerable rivalry, animosity, and jealousy are evident from 
the onset of the film between the two brothers. Baldwin has trouble with the way Russell 
treats him as his supervisor.  Baldwin then is assigned to a position under the Fire 
Investigator (DeNiro) who investigates a series of arsons occurring throughout the city. 
DeNiro is an experienced fire investigator and w as present w hen the brothersô father w as 
killed, so DeNiro feels the need to mentor Baldwin by providing him with skills, training, 
and experience to develop Baldwin into a seasoned fire investigator. Baldwin learns to 
think like an investigator as well as that to gain requisite experience takes time.  He 
works through this case and ultimately is on his own with this case after DeNiro is 
injured.  In the end, Baldwin finds out that the arsonist is a firefighter.  Baldwin struggles 
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with bringing the information forward to the public.  As a result of the investigation, two 
firefighters are killed (Russell and the arsonist firefighter) and an alderman involved in 
the arsons is arrested. Doing the right thing turns out to be the important lesson about 
ethical leadership embedded within this film, but there are numerous other individual 
ólessonsò such as the im portance of m entoring, dedication to duty, professionalism, 
learning the ropes through experience, and much more. 
 
 
 
Barber Shop (2002, 102m, DVD) 
Director:  Tim Story 
Cast: Ice Cube 

Cedric the Entertainer 
 

E ddie (Ice C ube) inherits his fatherôs barbershop and at first he sees it as nothing 
more than a huge financial hardship and waste of time and energy. So he makes a deal 
with a local loan shark who buys the shop with the intent to sell it for a profit. Slowly 
Eddie understands that the shop is much more than just a barbershop, but a community 
meeting place and center for the free speech and support for black men in the city. 
Ethically, he soon realizes that he sold his soul to the devil and must scramble to buy the 
shop back. A highlight of the movie occurs when Eddie makes a speech about what is 
wrong with African American Culture. He says that Rosa Parks received the attention 
because she only did the right thing.  The point: blacks should stop blaming white people 
for their problems and take moral responsibility for their own actions. Calvin succeeds in 
getting his shop back and keeps this lifeline for the black community open. Although he 
neither planned, nor wanted to assume an ethical leadership, Calvin grew into that role.  
The moral: If you keep an open mind and heart, one can learn from life how to grow into 
a ñbigger and better personò. 

 
 
 

A Beautiful Mind (2001, 134m, DVD) 
Director:  Ron Howard 
Cast: Russell Crowe 
 Ed Harris 
 
 This film explores the life of John Forbes Nash Jr., a Noble Prize winning 
mathematician. As a young man attending Princeton, he is different from most of the 
graduate mathematics students. H e is intensely driven and w ants to m ake a ñgreatò 
mathematical discovery that will make him famous. His groundbreaking work on game 
theory eventually brings him fame in several fields as well as the Nobel Prize. As he 
becomes an intellectual leader in his field, Nashôs m ental illness (schizophrenia) 
overtakes him. H is ñinner dem onsò cost h im his friends and colleagues. The drugs 
prescribed to control his mental illness make it impossible to continue academic teaching 
and his research. Ultimately, with the help of his wife and colleagues and new drugs, he 
begins to work and teach again.  Later in life he is recognized by his intellectual peers 
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and the world as an intellectual leader for his remarkable math contributions. Starring 
Russell Crowe (John Nash), Ed Harris (Parcher), Jennifer Connelly (Alicia Nash), 
Christopher Plummer (Dr. Rosen), A Beautiful Mind offers some interesting questions:  
What happens when a leader becomes mentally ill?  Can this person find a useful role in 
the community?  How should his peers and his organization deal with a mental 
breakdown?  Are we naturally prejudiced against the mentally ill?  Can a person with 
mental illness attain a position of intellectual leadership, or for that matter leadership in 
any field? 
 
 
 
Becket (1964, 148m) 
Director:  Peter Glenville 
Cast: Richard Burton P eter O ôT oole 
 John Gielgud   Donald Wolfit 
 Martita Hunt  Pamela Brown 
 
 Not only a splendid production with Oscar-Award-Winning performances by 
gifted actors, Becket belongs in the category as one of the great films about ethics and 
leadership.  A s K ing H enryôs best m an, closest friend as w ell as his R oyal C hancellor and 
Archbishop of Canterbury, Beckett demands the excommunication of Norman Aford who 
murdered a priest and thus sparks a stormy break between the two. Becket (1118-
1170AD) as the Archbishop, defends the Church from further royal onslaught. When the 
K ing tries to take control of the church, B eckett resists H enry IIôs effort to collect taxes 
and try priests accused of crimes. Henry asks his knights if anyone is brave enough to rid 
him  of ña single troublesom e priestò and knights then m urder B eckett in the C athedral 
w hen he w as at evening prayers. K ing H enry pretends to grieve B ecketôs death but 
achieves his goal of absolute control over England.  The story raises several fundamental 
issues about the place of moral values involving leadership. Or, to put in another way, 
must leadership always be ethical in order to lead effectively? Or, are ethical values 
expendable if one wants to lead and then survive as a leader? Are ethics and leadership 
opposed to one another in irreconcilable conflict? Becket was made a Saint by Pope 
Alexander III in 1173AD and is seen as a martyr of the Catholic Church, but it is not 
clear that Becket made sound decisions. So was Becket ethical but an ineffective leader?  
No matter the nobility of his cause, did Becket simply become the victim of his own 
political ineptitude and sheer stubbornness? Or, was it better for him to die in order to 
become an enduring symbol for a just cause? 
 
 
 
Before Night Falls (2000, 125m, DVD) 
Director:  Jullian Schnabel 
Cast: Javier Barded 
 Sean Penn 
 Johnny Depp 
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 The torment of gay Cuban writer Reinaldo Arenas (played by Javier Bardem) is 
graphically depicted in this auto-biographical film. His country arbitrarily arrests people 
leading a homosexual lifestyle and harshly punishes artists for expressing themselves 
freely.  In the movie, through flashbacks, Arenas fondly remembers his childhood and his 
m otherôs love. As a champion for freedom and unwilling to succumb to the brutal 
government dictates, Arenas continually refuses to conform which eventually lands him 
in jail.  Here is a tale of an artistic leader who led without necessarily having any 
follow ers to support him . R einaldoôs behavior grew  from  his deep belief that his freedom  
is worth dying for.  Although many Cubans living in Cuba today still are unable to read 
his books, the government continues to fear him as a threat. Reinaldo finally escapes 
Cuba, but arriving in America turns out to be bittersweet experience. Exiled from his 
homeland. He is free to live the life he felt most passionate about as well as to write about 
his life as a symbol of hope for others to emulate. However, this movie raises a troubling 
issue about ethical leadership ï is it better to stay and fight the good fight at home, 
perhaps risking death, thereby becoming a martyr for the cause?  Or, survive alive from 
afar as a symbol of freedom for those who remain behind at home?  
 
 
 
Bend it Like Beckham (2003) 
Director:  Gurinder Chadha 
Cast: Parminder Nagra  Keira Knightley  
 Jonathan Rhys-Meyers Archie Panjabi 
 

Bend it Like Beckham is light comic fare but still manages to touch on leadership 
and ethics. Bend it Like Beckham follows Jess, an Indian girl living in England, who 
desires to play football like her idol David Beckham. Jess is part of a proper Sikh family 
that has held on to their cultural heritage despite living as expatriates in E ngland.  Jessô 
parents expect their daughters to perform  w ell in school and m arry ñgoodò Indian boys.  
Football is not part of that equation.  Jess possesses both skill and passion for football and 
attempts a difficult balancing act, to follow her love without disappointing her parents.  
Eventually she convinces her parents that football, education, and marriage are not 
irreconcilable ï namely, that it is possible for her even to fund her higher education 
through her athletic talent and eventually explore marriage and family.  Jess effectively 
navigates the constraints of these traditional obligations without losing sight of her 
ultim ate dream s.  S he joins an all w om enôs B ritish team , leads them  to victory, nabs an 
athletic scholarship to an American university, and is able to demonstrate to her overly 
protective father that her football skill may in fact be a blessing rather than a curse. In a 
small slice of life, Jess becomes a leader in her own right because she is a bridge builder 
by skillfully balancing tradition, and her first love in order to open the door a little wider 
for other young Indian women to follow their dreams. In essence, is that what successful 
ethical leadership entails, effectively navigating among multiple competing obligations 
that turn ñlose-loseô situations into ñw in-w inò ones? 
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The Big Country (1958, 163m) 
Director:  William Weyler 
Cast: Charlton Heston  Gregory Peck 
 Jean Simmons   Carroll Baker 
 Charles Bickford  Burl Ives 
 
 This big budget western centers on a long-standing feud between rival ranchers, 
Gregory Peck and Charlton Heston vs. Burl Ives and Charles Bickford but also depicts 
many different styles of leadership. Especially worth considering are (by contrast to the 
other characters) the strong ethical leadership of Gregory Peck (Jim McKay) and Jean 
Simmons (Julie). Both individuals led by quiet example practicing their strong ethical 
religious standards by w hat they did and said daily.  N either let the ñacceptedò local 
community standards influence their own ethics and values, nor how they led their own 
lives.  For example, Jim McKay did not accept the communal western value that requires 
a man to defend his honor or prove his worth because someone else simply said so. 
Neither pushes their own values or ethics on others, yet they did not compromise the 
central morals that they felt were important. In short, if one looks past its glamour and 
romantic Hollywood themes, The Big Country contains a simple but essential ethical 
leadership message. 
 
 
 
The Big Easy (1987, 100m, DVD) 
Director:  Jim McBride 
Cast: Dennis Quaid 
 Ellen Barkin 
 
 The Big Easy tells the story of police corruption in New Orleans. Reme McSwain 
(Dennis Quaid) has been part of the New Orleans Police Department for all his adult life 
as was his father before him. He has grown up with a sense that corruption is part of 
being a big city police officer and, that as long as you stay away from big crime, it is 
okay.  The story opens with a dead body in the fountain in front of a known mafia owned 
building.  A string of dead mafia from several factions convinces the police that these 
deaths are a result of simply a gang war. The lead prosecutor (Ellen Barkin) has a witness 
that identifies the killers as cops and begins an investigation of the police.  Reme is 
caught in a sting (unrelated to the murders) and gets off by tampering with evidence 
McSwain destroys a video tape of his crime by having a fellow officer put a strong 
magnet next to the tape. Officers who have been killing the mafia then learn that she 
(Barkin) is going to investigate them. Finally Reme comes to the realization that you 
cannot be a good cop and play fast and loose with the rules.  This film properly questions 
whether effective leadership can be achieved by playing beyond rules, or beyond 
accountability.  If something is w rong, is it w rong even if itôs only ña littleò w rong?  Is it 
necessary to define clearly right from wrong in order to remain ñone of the good guysò? 
In many public service fields that ñlessonò can be a bit too obvious but hard to achieve in 
practice. 
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Black Hawk Down (2001, 143m, DVD) 
Director:  Ridley Scott 
Cast: Josh Hartnett  Ewon McGregor 
 Tom Sizemfre  Sam Sheppard 
 
 This movie chronicles the tragic United States involvement in Somalia after the 
Gulf War.  The United States military supported a humanitarian aid mission to protect the 
food supplies sent to assist the starving people of Mogadishu.  Local warlords confiscate 
the food supplies and use food as a weapon to gain control over its people and territory.  
T he U nited S tatesô involvem ent is intended to be a short six-week mission, but to 
W ashingtonôs disappointm ent, it takes longer than expected.  F eeling pressure from  
Washington, the commanding general sends a helicopter and ground forces quickly into 
town in order to remove key warlords and stop the widespread looting and terror. The 
mission turns into a disaster when the locals fight back in support of the warlords. During 
the ensuing battle, one of the US Black Hawk Helicopters is shot down.  The mission 
then turns into an effort to save the chopper crew as swelling crowd of ruthless rioters 
head toward the downed chopper.  The ethical leadership issues center around the poor 
planning and over-optimistic evaluation of the situation.  Planners thought Somalia would 
be an easy mission where the military could quickly get in and get out.  But after it went 
bad, the com m and staffôs decision not to abort the m ission caused additional needless 
casualties.  The command staff did not in advance anticipate either the firepower or the 
reaction of the Somali Warlords. Not only are basic cultural differences ignored by 
planners, but the organizational differences between the Delta Force and the Rangers 
complicate matters.  Both groups of elite soldiers needed to work together as a team in 
order to make the operation successful but from the start these two units training, tactical 
capabilities and professional cultures were at odds.  The Delta Force troops operate alone 
or in small groups.  While Rangers, on the other hand, always function as a unit.  Such 
operational differences only exacerbated an already flawed mission and thus this film 
provides numerous invaluable ethical leadership lessons that apply well beyond the 
military organizations.   
 
 
 
The Black Robe (1991, 105m, DVD) 
Director:  Bruce Beresford 
Cast: Lothaire Bluteau 
 Aden Young 
 Sandrine Holt 
 
 The Black Robe is the story of a young Jesuit priest who sets out in 1634 Quebec 
to convert the Huron Indians of the area to Christianity.  He is accompanied by another 
young Frenchmen and a team of Iroquois guides.  The young Jesuit seeks to lead the 
ñsavagesò into the K ingdom  of G od, but they have little desire to follow  him .  T he 
Iroquois put up with the priest because they are afraid of the French military power so  
they become unwilling followers. The film explores the theme of religious leadership, 
though the key issue of leadership concerns followership.  Leadership is not a one way 
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street.  Leaders learn, as this movie suggests, a great deal from those they are lead.  The 
priest realizes his ethical leadership is more than saying ñI know  w hatôs bestò. The 
Hurons feel that if they accept Christianity they will become weak and vulnerable to their 
enemies.  A postscript tells how the Huron do eventually convert to Christianity and then 
are decimated by their enemies, the Iroqois who remained pagans.  Question: do 
followers need to retain at least some of their own beliefs in order to remain strong and 
free? By losing their Native American identities based upon traditional beliefs, did the 
Hurons then lose their will to fight and survive? 
 
 
 
Blow (2001, 124m, DVD) 
Director:  Ted Demme 
Cast: Johnny Depp  Ray Liotta 
 Rachel Griffen  Penelope Cruz 
 
 G eorge Jung (Johnny D epp), a m ajor drug sm uggler in the 1980ôs, w as originally 
a nice middle class kid who grew up in a pleasant east coast suburb and then moved to 
California after high school. In California, marijuana was more prevalent than in the east 
and so he devised a way to make quick money by transporting and selling it at eastern 
college campuses. Despite the legal issues with drug use and smuggling, the film touches 
on im portant leadership and ethical issues.  L ike any other organization, Jungôs illicit 
smuggling operation needed effective leadership to accomplish its mission. This was a 
business much like any other; someone had to make decisions to get things done. 
Production, supply networks, planning, hiring good personnel, and motivating them were 
required.  But there were differences: the work required utmost loyalty and the threat of 
death is ever ï  present if one crossed the wrong person. Jungôs, life continuously teetered 
between making millions and death. He struggled between being rich and free to losing 
everything and locked in jail. Finally, after the birth of his daughter, he wanted to get out 
of the drug trade, but his wife did not want to give up the lifestyle so she had him 
arrested. For the rest of his life Jung tried to win back the trust and love that he had lost 
with his daughter. The film points out some surprising similaritiesð and differences-- 
between leading legal and illegal organizations. So does leading legal vs. illegal 
operations in reality differ only in matters of degree ï if at all?   
 
 
 
Bob Roberts (1992, 105m, DVD) 
Director:  Tim Robbins 
Cast: Tim Robbins  Lucas Hart 
 Giancarlo Esposito Gove Vidal 
 
 Bob Roberts provides an interesting study of not-so-nice leadership in the political 
arena. Bob Roberts is an extreme right wing candidate who is running for Congress. His 
leadership skills are readily apparent:  he has a vision of what is right for his constituents 
and communicates that message easily to the voters to gain their support. He utilizes his 
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entertainment background successfully throughout the campaign as a folk singer plus is a 
master manipulator of words.  His charisma and charm make him appealing to the media.  
Roberts came into the race as a millionaire after running successful business ventures and 
from playing the stock market.  The film provides a glimpse at the dark side of politics 
when Roberts launches a smear campaign against his opponent, a dyed-in-the-wool 
liberal, who is caught in a supposed sex scandal. Horrible tactics are used by both sides 
during the campaign.  At one point in the movie an African-American journalist says that 
R oberts ñadopted the persona of a liberal and turned it on itself.ò  S he refers to him  as a 
ñrebel conservative deviate.ò S uch m ud -slinging and negative advertising may not be fun 
to watch, but it may not be so far off the mark in portraying what we witness in 
contemporary American politics.  
 
 
 
Bobby Jones Stroke of Genius (2003, 129m, DVD) 
Director: Rowdy Herriman 
Cast: Jim Caviezel  Malcolm McDowell 
 Jeremy Northam Claire Forlani 
 
 This film is about the great golf legend B obby Jones w ho earned ñT he G rand 
S lam  of G olfò by w inning all four major tournaments in one year. He never went pro as a 
golfer because he believed the game should not be played for money but only because of 
his passion and love for it. Jones displayed great morality and ethics throughout this film. 
In one scene for example he calls a judge over during the tournament and says that he 
(Jones) m ade the ball m ove. T he judge asks him  if he is sure and doesnôt w ant to give 
him an extra stroke, but Bobby insists that the ball moved because of his own doing. 
Bobby could have blam ed the ballôs m ovem ent on som e other occurrence but due to his 
absolute honesty and ethical values he takes the extra stroke. Bobby Jones inspired other 
people by his exemplary behavior when he plays Walter Hagen, a pro-golfer w ho doesnôt 
care about the game but only cares about the fame and glory. Hagen at first despises 
Jones for his love of golf, but he comes to admire him. Bobby Jones accomplished much 
during his life by his uncompromising attitude, drive, love of the game, and certainly by 
his natural talent.  
 
 
 
Bourne Identity (2002, 119m, DVD) 
Director:  Doug Liman 
Cast: Matt Damon  Frank Potente 
 Olive Owen  Julia Stiles 
 Chris Cooper 
 
 Matt Damon plays an amnesiac that is found floating, almost dead, by a fishing 
boat.  Damon quickly finds himself being pursued by all types of killers and does not 
know whom to trust. He does not want to kill people and, because of the amnesia, he is 
not sure who he is nor why he must kill them. Nonetheless, he finds that he can use innate 
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martial arts, linguistic, and other various impressive skills to escape the bad guys. His 
moral dilemma is between what he feels is the right thing to do (not harm people whom 
he does not even know because of his amnesia) and what he must do to protect his own 
life (harm people he does not even know in order to survive). Therefore, is murder 
justified to protect oneôs life even when one is uncertain of oneôs ow n virtue. Does 
survival trump ethics?   
 
 
 
Bowling for Columbine (2002) 
Director:  Roger Moore 
 
 Bowling for Columbine is a documentary about guns and violence in America.  
The film provides viewers with a roller coaster ride of emotions as it mixes humor with 
horrifying clips of war and death. Michael Moore sets out to find the reason why the  
rates of United States gun violence are so much higher than the rest of the civilized 
world: over 11,000 deaths per year in the States compared to the under 200 gun-related 
murders in Canada. Canadians watch the same violent films; they have the same number 
of troubled teens; roughly the same ethnicity mix; not to mention a higher unemployment 
rate to boot. Therefore, the question, What makes America so much more prone to gun 
violence? M ooreôs answ er: the m edia, corporate, and governm ent leaders.  F or exam ple, 
the film places much of the blam e on the m ediaôs constantly fanning m essages about fear 
to the public.  The news highlights murder, disease, and stories relating to death and 
bloodshed as general lead pieces. As a result, Americans are thrust into a constant state of 
alertness and fear to defend them selves from  ñperceived evils.ò By repeatedly feeding our 
fear from the Y2K hype to the sale of gas masks and burglar alarms after the 9- 11 attacks 
the media with business and government support foster violence. This docu-drama is 
obviously ña m essageò film  which envisions evil forces plotting and fostering American 
violence, but one aimed to hit home at American moral consciences.  
 
 
 
Braveheart (1995, 177m, DVD) 
Director:  Mel Gibson 
Cast: Mel Gibson  Sophie Marceau 
 Patrick McGoohan Angus McFadyen 
 
 This story is about William Wallace (Mel Gibson), who led a Scottish Revolution 
against England.  Wallace, even though an extremely violent character, is portrayed as an 
honest and good man.  Wallace is a proto-type of the charismatic leader who motivates 
his troops through the power of his forceful personality and his own bravery on the 
battlefield. However, Wallace is motivated by hatred.  His bride was raped and killed by 
the E nglish K ingôs S oldiers w hen she refused the advances of one of them. The rage 
which Wallace feels becomes the chief catalyst for his struggle against the English. 
Vivid ly he exhibits that rage and viciousness on the battlefield by turning disorganized 
tribes into a united victorious army. The power of leadership via charisma -- and what it 
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takes to be a capable charismatic leader -- is well depicted here, even though neither 
Wallace's motives nor means are necessarily pure.  
 
 
 
Bread and Roses (2002, 106m, DVD) 
Director:  Ken Loach 
Cast: Pilar Padilla 
 Adrien Brody 
 George Lopez 
 
 An illegal immigrant, Maya (Pilar Padilla), arrives in Los Angeles to live with her 
sister, Rosa, and finds a job with the same downtown cleaning service where Rosa works. 
At this cleaning service workers are treated horribly ï  as if they do not possess any civil 
rights. Sam, a union representative, works with Maya and others to try to unionize them.  
Many fear they will lose their jobs and may even be sent back to Latin America. Maya 
exhibits ethically committed leadership by resolutely fighting for her rights as well as the 
rights of her fellow workers.  Her attitude is expressed by her w ords, ñW hen you have 
nothing, you have nothing to lose.ò At one point, her sister Rosa sells the workers out in 
order to make money necessary to pay for her ailing husbandôs hospitalization w hich 
outrages Maya. Yet, w hen M aya learns of R osaôs many sacrifices to help her family 
(such as prostitution), the reasons for her actions are better understood and respected. In 
the end, through perseverance, the workers unionize, but Maya is sent back to Mexico 
because she robbed a gas station to help a friend pay his bills after he got fired for 
engaging in union activities. All did not end well for Maya yet her ethical leadership 
made a difference in the lives of many others.  The high price for courageous leadership 
is thus realistically and sadly depicted here. 
 
 
 
Breaker Morant (1979, 107m, DVD) 
Director:  Bruce Beresford 
Cast: Edward Woodward 
 Bryan Brown 
 Jack Thompson 
 
 Edward Woodward and Bryan Brown star as two Australian soldiers are court 
martialed and executed for their part in executing Boer prisoners of war.  Captain Morant 
(Woodward) is a well-educated man with a flare for poetry and song.  He enthusiastically 
enlists for an elite British commando unit in South Africa. Morant, second in command 
under Captain Hunt (Brown), brings order to the unit and more discipline than previously 
existed.  The commandos wage long-running, difficult guerilla warfare against the Boers.  
After a successful raid, Morant  returns to camp with a few Boer POWs and Hunt tells 
him that the British high command had verbally ordered all POWs to be executed 
because there was no space to house or feed them in their remote camp. Morant does not 
agree with this order but did nothing to interfere with carrying it out.  Ultimately, 
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B reakerô M orant is a good example of the hard choices confronting leadership.  Is the 
sacrificing two individuals for the greater good acceptable? For Lord Kirchner, the death 
of these two men to bring about the quick end of a costly, unwinnable war is both 
reasonable and desirable.  However, the way in which Morant and Hunt were sacrificed 
cannot be considered honorable.  Was rigging the trial and denying the defendants fair 
due process as well as allowing outright perjury justified? Or ethical? In brief, did the 
ends justify the means? And how high up the command chain can or should such 
behavior be held accountable? To even Kichner himself? 
 
 
 
The Bridge Over the River Kwai (1957, 161m DVD) 
Director:  David Lean 
Cast:  William Holden Alec Guiness 
 Jack Hawkins  Suisse Hiramoto 
 
 The Bridge on the River Kwai contains numerous ethical leadership issues within 
a simple tale about British prisoners of war during World War II ordered build a bridge 
over the River Kwai by the Japanese:  How did the British prisoners maintain discipline 
under the rigid leadership of Alec Guiness?  How did the Japanese Camp Commander set 
rules as well as gain the prisoners compliance although he lacked any real leadership 
skills?  Why did British officers struggle so hard to maintain the formal rules of war, 
while the Japanese failed to do so?  Did Guiness cross the line of ethical conduct in 
collaborating with the enemy to build the bridge? Why was there so little resistance by 
Guiness or by his subordinates?  Why was the bridge building sabotaged by the informal 
leadership of several prisoners? Where did their support and leadership initiative come 
from?  Especially why did Guiness lose sight of the grand war purposes in order to follow 
blindly formal rules to build the bridge as ordered by the Japanese Camp Commander? 
Can his leadership be viewed as ethical and/or effective? 
 
 
 
A Bridge Too Far (1977, 175m, DVD) 
Director:  Richard Attenborough 
Cast: Sean Connery  Gene Hackman 
 Michael Caine  Laurence Olivier 
 Anthony Hopkins  
 
 In September 1944 the European Allied Armies found themselves facing a 
German enemy in disorganized retreat.  Field Marshall Montgomery proposed Operation 
Market Garden, a massive airborne assault behind German lines with the objective of 
capturing key bridges near Arnhem, Holland, followed by a rapid turn to the right to 
invade G erm anyôs industrial heartland, the R uhr.   T he operation envisioned as a quick 
way to end the war before 1945, failed spectacularly with more lives lost than in the 
entire D-Day invasion of Normandy.  The movie catalogues the clear warnings and 
m isgivings of subordinates, along w ith the plannersô vastly overblow n optim ism .  
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Individuals were thrust into leadership positions who did not really know how to be 
strong, effective, leaders nor w ere able to see the ñbigò picture. Those who were able to 
see the ñbig pictureò w ere not in a position to do anything about it.  M any of the officers 
who assumed command during the battle did not have necessary the training nor 
inclination to turn into effective leaders. Many were more concerned about how they 
looked to others, or were afraid to take chances, or make mistakes, or were more 
interested in advancing their own careers. Montgomery, a brilliant strategist, is shown as 
fostering a good relationship with his troops, but let his need for glory and self-promotion 
take precedence over comprehending battlefield realties or assuming critical professional 
responsibilities. Competition with American Generals Eisenhower and Patton especially 
led Monty to take unnecessary risks.  Nor did he develop alternatives when things spun 
out of control.  M any officers w ere sim ply ñyes m enò, unw illing to argue w ith him .  T he 
film provides an excellent study of how leaders easily can become blinded by their 
egotism and lack of competent critics, with disastrous consequences.     
 
 
 
A Bronx Tale (1993, 122m, DVD) 
Director:  Robert DeNiro 
Cast: Robert DeNiro  Chazz Palminteri 
 Lillo Brancato  Francis Capra 
 
 A young boy grows up in the city with two leaders in his life; his father who 
drives a bus and a flashy mob character, Sonny.  The father portrays steady, stable 
leadership qualities.  He personifies how modest, honest living allows one to sleep 
soundly at night without having to look over oneôs shoulder.  T he boy rejects his fatherôs 
role model and instead is attracted to the exciting mob boss.  When he accidentally 
witnesses a murder that Sonny commits, he more closely connects with the mob.  
Unknown to Sonny, the boy still carries m any of his fatherôs traits.  T he m obster, 
although never changing his life style, is affected by the young m anôs moral qualities. 
Ultimately, Sonny starts to assume a caring, leadership role of a father.  Although he 
believes in a Machiavellian axiom ; ñIf you have to choose betw een love and fear, choose 
fearò, S onny him self chooses love w hen he protects the young m an from  another mob 
boss that would kill him. The movie focuses on followership, about the critical 
importance of solid role models, and about the subtle interactions within these 
relationships, in which possibly stronger, sound ethical values can emerge from both the 
leader as well as the led. 
 
 
 
Brubaker (1980, 132m) 
Director:  Stuart Rosenberg 
Cast: Robert Redford Yaphet Kotto 
 Jane Alexander Murray Hamilton 
 David Keith  Morgan Freeman 
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 Based on a true story, Robert Redford plays Brubaker, the new warden of a state 
prison who first poses as a prisoner in order to experience first hand the violence that is 
running rampant throughout the prison system.  When he tries to correct existing 
problems, he runs into corrupt officials, prison guards, and resistance from inmates.  
Brubaker starts out on a dedicated mission to reform a corrupt prison. When he stumbles 
upon information that murders had occurred at the prison many years ago, he loses his 
focus. He goes on a campaign to have the bodies exhumed and is warned that exposing 
the murders will accomplish only one thing ï i.e., put his job in jeopardy.  If fired, he will 
not be able to continue his of prison reform agenda.  Brubaker refuses the advice, 
exhumes the bodies, and loses his job.  Brubaker shows how a leader can lose sight of his 
or her goal when his reform zeal leads down a path where he finds no followers. A 
worthy moral lesson to remember ï zealots and leaders are necessarily the same - - one 
inspires followership; the other ignores their essential support, risking their ow n ñgoodò 
cause.   
 
 
 
Bugsy (1991, 135m, DVD) 
Director:  Barry Levinson 
Cast: Warren Beatty 
 Annette Benning  
 Ben Kinsley 
 
 Based on a supposedly true story about how the mob took over Las Vegas, Ben 
S egal, ñB ugsyò (W arren B eatty), a m em ber of  the N ew  Y ork m ob, travels to L os 
Angeles to explore new territories for the mob to exploit. He ruthlessly kills without 
remorse, but at the same time he charms those he needs to get what he wants, i.e. women, 
gambling houses, business, fame. Bugsy eventually convinces the mob to finance his 
ñdream ò of building a casino in L as V egas, w hich at the tim e m ostly exists as barren  
dessert. In the end Bugsy builds the first casino in Las Vegas, The Flamingo, but his own 
allies turn against him  and kill him .  B ugsyôs type of underw orld character, for better or 
worse, or better and w orse, flourishes everyw here as ñnatural leadersò, bu t they are often 
terribly flawed as this film points out so graphically, bringing tragic results for many 
associates.  Underworld leaders are not always romantic characters. As this film 
demonstrates quite realistically, they can be victims of their own egos, just like leaders 
elsewhere. 
 
 
 
Bull Durham (1988, 104m, DVD) 
Director:  Ron Shelton 
Cast: Kevin Costner 
 Susan Sarandon 
 Tim Robbins 
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 Kevin Costner depicts a baseball catcher on a team whose pitcher is less than 
consistent.  The catcher is given a contract to play so that he w ill ñm atureò the young 
pitcher to prepare him  for ñthe big leagues.ò  D ue to his hard w ork w ith the pitcher, the 
entire team rallies and makes the playoffs.  The pitcher builds an interesting relationship 
with the Costner - - sometimes the pitcher will follow his directions/signals, while at 
other times he chooses to throw a different pitch.  From the close partnership, the pitcher, 
in turn, advances the prospects of the entire team. Ultimately the pitcher signs on to play 
with the professionals. Unfortunately, Costner loses his job because there remains no 
reason for him to continue playing for the team, even though others advance to the big 
leagues. T he m ovie em phasizes the critical im portance of ñm entoringò as a key factor in 
leadership development, but also cautions that those who mentor should not expect 
finding success for themselves.   
 
 
 
The Burning Season (1994, 125m) 
Director:  John Frankenheimer 
Cast: Raul Julia 
 Sonia Braga 
 Edward James Olmos 
 Alfredo Sezero 
 
 As the film  opens, a young C hico M endes hears from  his father that ñeverything 
w ill be better in the next lifeò but sees his father back dow n w hen dealing w ith the 
oppressive political and economic system favoring rubber-tappers in rural Brazil.  A 
middle-aged Chico Mendes eventually becomes a stalwart catalyst for change during the 
1980s as a union leader for the rural workers wanting to protect the Brazilian rainforest 
and m aintain the regionôs econom ic viability.  D evelopers plan to raze the rain forest for 
ranching but do not count on the strength of a united com m unity under M endesôs 
leadership.  Interestingly, Mendes mainly champions the need for work for his people and 
takes only an inadvertent ecological stance on the rain forest, which then rockets him into 
the international media spotlight.  Mendes develops into a near-mythical status among 
Brazilians with his devotion for their well-being as well as for personal self-sacrifice.  
Mendes embodies theme of the accidental leader who did not seek that role but stumbles 
into it by sheer force of his commitment to a cause.  Popular sentiment thanks to media 
attention arouses the passion and loyalty of his supporters but he inevitably becomes the 
causeôs m artyr.  A  cautionary tale for potential óaccidentalò leaders d evoted to ña w orthy 
causeò? A nd how  the real cause (jobs, in this case) is not alw ays the sam e as the 
publicized cause (saving the rain forest)? 
 
 
 
The Caine Mutiny (1954, 125m, DVD) 
Director:  Edward Dmytryk 
Cast: Humphrey Bogart Jose Ferrer 
 Van Johnson  Fred MacMurray 
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 Based on an award winning Broadway play by Herman Wouk, this film concerns 
a WWII minesweeper, Caine, its captain and crew. T he C aineôs first captain bent the 
rules as convenient to fit the situation.  The crew was a rag-tag group but they got the job 
done and were committed to its captain. Replaced by Humphrey Bogart, (Captain 
Queeg), a-by-the-book-sort-of-officer, Queeg is petty to the extreme: he chews out a 
sailor for his shirt not being tucked in properly while the ship runs in circles and crosses 
its ow n tow  line, cutting it, and losing their tow ed target.  H e ñchickens outò on a m ock 
assault and so the crew nick-nam ed him  ñO ld Y ellow  S tainò after the yellow  dye he 
orders dropped just prior to their escape.  During a typhoon when the ship nearly 
flounders, Van Johnson (Maryk) relieves the Captain from duty citing Article 184 of 
Navy Regulations.  A court martial trial takes place after returning to port in which the 
lawyer for Maryk pushes Captain Queeg on the stand into revealing his delusions and 
paranoia and Maryk is acquitted for relieving Queeg.  Issues of formal vs. informal 
leadership are well contrasted: Captain Queeg is a formal leader but shows little or no 
ethical leadership skill.  Maryk and the junior officers became leaders and kept the ship 
afloat, but were they responsible leaders?  In the end, this informal leadership may have 
saved the Caine from sinking, but the crew ôs m utin y is questioned by M arykôs defense 
attorney Greenwald in a celebration after winning this case.  W hatever Q ueegôs faults, 
G reenw ald argues the regular arm y and navy officers are a superior breed. ñY ou canôt be 
good in the arm y or navy unless youôre dam n good,ò says the drunken G reenw ald.  T he 
junior officers, his message seems to imply, should have served in silence under Queeg 
because they were part of the formal system and its disruption does more harm than good. 
Perhaps the best film to date to raise the central problem of authority between informal 
vs. formal leadership ï when, if ever, should the informal trump the formal?   
 
 
 
The Candidate (1972, 109m, DVD) 
Director:  Michael Ritchie 
Cast: Robert Redford 
 Peter Boyle 
 Don Porter 
 
 Bill McKay (Robert Redford) conveys the seamy side of running for public 
office.  Specifically McKay seeks election for State Senator from Orange County, 
California. It is not his idea.  He was asked to run by the Democratic Party against the 
incumbent who has held the office for several years.  The agreement is that if McKay ran 
and lost the race, his campaign manager would get a thousand dollars weekly from the 
Democratic Party, and McKay would earn both political exposure and much-needed 
experience. Hungry ambition necessary to gain power, it uses and abuses, through false 
propaganda that blatantly misguide the public in order to win an election at any cost are 
well on display here. The candidate takes advantage of every situation, whether ethical or 
not, to insure he looks good in the eyes of the voters.  McKay eventually gets sick of 
saying what is expected to say, or rather what the speechwriters had prepared for him to 
say.  Since he has no intention of winning the election anyway, why not tell voters what 
he really feels is im portant?  B y the end he no longer plays by the ñpolitical rulesò and 
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precisely because he is honest and open, McKay wins the election.  Perhaps too idealistic 
about how  ñtruth w ins out in the endò, the m ovie exposes the dark arts of the campaign 
m anagem ent industry by highlighting how  ñscriptedò are candidates w e elect. Are they in 
fact leaders or mere cut-out-paste-board-empty-figures?  And note its date: this film was 
made in 1972.   
 
 
 
Casablanca (1942, 102m, DVD) 
Director:  Michael Curtiz 
Cast: Humphrey Bogart   Ingrid Bergman Dooley Wilson 
 Sidney Greenstreet  Peter Lorre 
  

Casablanca follows the desperate actions of refugee patriots during World War II 
as they try to flee Casablanca from ruthless Nazi forces tightening their stranglehold on 
Europe and North Africa.  The key figure is Rick (Humphrey Bogart) who owns the 
hottest nightclub in the city, R ickôs A m erican C af®. On a nightly basis, a microcosm of 
the battle between the Nazis vs. freedom lovers is fought there. Rick appears at first 
(much like America at the time), self-serving, unconcerned with world events, yet 
walking a thin line between the autonomy that he enjoys in running his establishment and 
the ever tightening authoritarian grip of the Nazis regime. R ickôs rival is L ouie (P eter 
Lorre) the graft-taking French police chief, who follows Nazi orders just enough to be 
left to his own devices.  Rick becomes the focal point for the battle when Victor Lazlo, a 
daring, principled freedom fighter, appears one evening seeking safe passage to America.  
V ictorôs w ife, E lsa (Ingrid B ergm an), w as once R ickôs lover w hen he lived in P aris.  R ick 
comes into possession of rare transit papers that will allow anyone safe, unquestioned 
passage to freedom.  Everyone suspects that Rick has them, but he plays it cool (in true 
Bogart style), letting several people attempt to bribe him to give them the papers, 
including Elsa, who even tries to seduce Rick. In the end Rick turns out to be an All-
American ethical leader, putting behind his detached, selfish apathy by letting Victor and 
Elsa escape, supplying forged travel papers, and shooting the Nazi commander who tries 
to stop them.  Louie also steps into an unfamiliar role, that of principled leader, when he 
refuses to turn in Rick.  The two walk off into the night, knowing that their days of 
holding onto their positions in Casablanca are over.  Faced now with having to plan their 
ow n escape by joining the freedom  fighters, R ick utters the fam ous closing line, ñL ouie, I 
think this could be the start of a beautiful friendship.ò  H e just as w ell m ight have added, 
ñT his m ay w ell be the start of our ow n principled, ethical leadership.ò 

 
 

 
Catch-22 (1970, 112M) 
Director Mike Nichols 
Cast: Alan Arkin  Richard Benjamin  Jon Voight 
 Art Garfunkel  Buck Henry 

Bob Newhart  Martin Sheen 
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Despite its unquestionably name actors and adaptation from one of the best World 
War II novels, the movie is slow, over-drawn, and heavy-handed, so it is far preferable to 
read the novel by Joseph Heller. Nonetheless, the film does capture several of the 
highlights of this crazy, surreal, wartime military life which made its title synonymous 
w ith ñno-win everyday organizational choicesò. T he story is about Y ossarian, a 
bombardier, who is set on not flying anymore combat missions but must keep flying 
anyway. While he is certain people are out to kill him, there is a rule that anyone can be 
grounded if they are crazy but anyone who is concerned with their safety is also deemed 
ñsaneò. ñIf he flew  them  he w as crazy and didnôt have to; but if he didnôt w ant to, he w as 
sane and had to.ò O ther ludicrous characters are vividly portrayed such as Major-Major 
w ho w onôt let anyone in his office unless he is not there or M ilo M inderbinder w ho 
makes deals with the Germans to bomb his own squadron in order to make big profits. 
The stupid, irrationalities of large, powerful organizations that we all have experienced 
first hand captured aptly by the movie, though not nearly as well as in the original book. 

 
 

 
The China Syndrome (1979, 123m, DVD) 
Director: James Bridges 
Cast: Jane Fonda  Jack Lemmon 
 Michael Douglas Wilford Brumley 
 
 This film looks at the press and probes its treatment of the controversial issue of 
building and maintaining nuclear power plants.  A reporter who emerges as the leader; 
Kimberly Wells (Jane Fonda) plays a TV feature reporter who wants to break into 
reporting the hard news. When she is on hand for an accident at a nearby nuclear plant, it 
appears that she w ill get the chance for a ñbigò story on the dangers of the plant.  H er 
story is killed by denying her access to print her revelations due to undisclosed pressures 
from media management.  The film points out the negative, rather than the heroic side of 
ethical leadership in the media and how the news producers, in cooperation with 
businesses, ñm anageò w hat the public hears and sees.  T he question of w hether or not 
journalism can be neutral and fair in its coverage is underscored as well as what is its 
ethical obligation for reporting unbiased news that will effect powerful financial interests.   
 
 
 
Chinatown (1974, 131m, DVD) 
Director:  Roman Polanski 
Cast: Jack Nicholson John Huston 
 Faye Dunaway Diane Ladd 
 
 Plenty of unethical behavior is on display in the sneaky plots within plots of this 
gripping, fast-paced film set in Chinatown, San Francisco.  The most thought-provoking 
part occurs when Commissioner Mulwray (Faye Dunaway) discovers a scheme to 
devalue land in order to buy it, revalue it, and then sell it at high prices.  In Mulwray we 
glimpse the immense negative pressures that may be brought to bear on public 
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whistleblowers.  Already unpopular for spearheading the political reforms to make the 
water board public, thus removing the water authority from the hands of a self-interested 
business group, she uncovers the plan to divert water from the Ownes Valley in order to 
ruin its value. Private detective Jake Gitles (Jack Nicholson) plays the masterful sleuth, 
himself overwhelmed by the complexities of this high profile case.  Not only fun to 
watch, this tale emphasizes how sorting out fact from fiction in solving a serious crime 
involving a big financial windfall is never easy, but rather demands ethical leadership of 
the highest sort.   
 
 
 
Citizen Kane (1941, 119m, DVD) 
Director:  Orson Welles 
Cast: Orson Welles  Joseph Cotton 
 Evertt Slorm  Agnes Moorehead 
 
 Orson Welles stars as Charles Foster Kane, a.k.a. William Randolph Hearst, 
founder of the mighty Hearst news empire at the dawn of the 20th Century.  As a young 
child, K aneôs m other sends him  abroad to a private boarding school. In his early tw enties, 
he returns to the U .S . purchases a new spaper ñjust for funò, and turns th is not-so-
profitable nor prominent New York daily into something similar to the modern day 
National Enquirer. Kane within a few years purchases a string of newspapers around the 
country and builds his media empire by clearly unscrupulous means. This film says more 
about ruthless power-wielding then ethical leadership, about one who grasps for money 
and influence throughout his life and demonstrates few ethics.  He gets what he wants 
only by means of his personal fortune.  During his campaign for governor, he promises to 
elim inate the ñbossesò w ho took dem ocracy from  the com m on m an but he appears 
him self throughout the film  as a paternalistic, authoritarian ñbossò and ultim ately loses 
the election.  What is fascinating about Citizen Kane is its attempt to probe the 
psychology of Kane.  Was his ethical leadership thwarted at birth because he never 
experiences love as a child?  Because he had little contact with either parent after the age 
of seven? Was his ego craving love without limit and so is outraged by anyone who does 
not agree w ith him ?  W hen K ane dies, his last w ord w as ñR osebud.ò, show n in the final 
scene written on the sled that he played with as a child prior to his mother sending him 
away to school, implies his ruthless leadership resulted from a deprived childhood? Did 
his unethical leadership stem from missing maternal love?   
 
 
 
City by the Sea (2001, 108m, DVD) 
Cast: Robert DeNiro 
 Frances MacDormand 
 James Fanco 
 
 B ased on a true story, R obert D eN iroôs father w as convicted of m urder and 
executed when he was a boy.  Now as a cop, he has an estranged teenage son who is 
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addicted to drugs and is charged with murdering a policeman.  DeNiro is ethically torn 
between protecting his son from the police (who will shoot on sight) and his professional 
duties as a police officer.  He finds a compromise between the competing ethical codes; 
i.e. duty to family vs. his profession, and is able to resolve both issues by arresting the 
real killer while remaining a good father who protects his son.  The predictable, 
uninspired ending aside, this film realistically highlights a key ethical issue facing many 
public officials. What is the proper moral hierarchy of values that an official should obey, 
ï  self, society, profession, family or what?  DeNiro, tries to find an acceptable ñw in -w inò 
solution in order to effectively deal w ith the ñno-w inò situation. 
 
 
 
City Hall (1996, 117m, DVD) 
Director:  Harold Becker 
Cast: Al Pacino 
 John Cusack 
 Bridget Fonda 
 
 City Hall offers a good example of how perception often can be viewed as reality 
by public leaders.   A New York City Mayor must react to a child murder, complicated 
by the involvement of the Mafia and a rogue policeman.  These challenges test his control 
to ñspinò events correctly in order to appear com petent and caring .  Perpetually under a 
microscope of public opinions, he makes an impassioned speech at the funeral of the 
young victim.  Whether he believes what he says or not, he is fully aware of the effect of 
his presence at church. The Mayor uses a tragic accident to solidify his reputation and 
public perception as a man who cares for the common folk. Where he makes his mistake 
is covering up his own contemptible but successful behavior of conferring favors on 
power-brokers.  While these actions may be necessary in order for him to reach a position 
of influence, if they become transparent, they lead to his loss of support.  A key question 
the movie raises about ethical leadership is how much distasteful behavior is necessary to 
achieve and then maintain power?  Where should the line be drawn between doing what 
is right and doing what is required? Life lived in a fishbowl is an accepted axiom for 
contemporary public leaders, but as the movie emphasizes, living in a public fishbowl 
only complicates immensely ethical leadership dilemmas for public officials.  
 
 
 
A Civil Action (1998, 118m, DVD) 
Director:  Steven Zpilkian 
Cast: John Travolta  Robert Devall 
 William Macy  John Lithglow 
 Kathleen Quinlan 
 
 Jan Schlictmann (John Travolta), an egotistical, high-stakes, personal-injury 
attorney sues two corporations Beatrice Foods and W.R. Grace for dumping toxic waste.  
The polluted water supply may have the caused cancer-related deaths of several children 



175 

 

within eight families in tiny Woburn, Massachusetts.  Greedily, he accepts the case to 
make money, but it eventually drives his firm into bankruptcy.  This film depicts a 
situational leader; a leader only by being thrust into the right place and time not of his 
own choosing.  In the past he only took on financially rewarding cases, but this 
contamination for whatever reason struck a personal chord within him.  Once he accepts 
the case, nothing shakes him loose of it, even if it meant losing his law firm, his partners, 
or as the judge refers at the end of the m ovie, ñall his stuffò.  W hile clearly S chlictm ann 
increasingly identifies with an ethical obligation to represent the injured parties, what 
caused his sudden metamorphosis into a caring and committed person remains a mystery.   
 
 
 
Clear and Present Danger (1994, 141m, DVD) 
Director:  Phillip Noyee 
Cast: Harrison Ford  Anne Archer 
 James Earl Jones Willem Defoe 
 
 Tom Clancy churned out numerous popular novels featuring an American hero 
named Jack Ryan, played by Harrison Ford.  In Clear and Present Danger, Ryan is 
promoted to CIA Deputy Director of Intelligence.  Now a top advisor to U.S. President 
Bennett, he learns that one of his best friends was killed by a drug cartel and the President 
orders a clandestine assassination of the drug lord.  Jack meanwhile uncovers the truth 
about criminal activities that go right to the top of the U.S. Government and soon faces 
the ethical leadership dilemma of exposing in the President. Thwarted along the way by 
the P residentôs C hief of S taff, he hacks into a W hite H ouse com puter and hits th e ñprintò 
key just in time to print out some key damaging correspondence.  And so our hero, Jack, 
wins ï again ï in the end!  A bit too simplistic black vs. white, plot line, but the movie 
keeps your attention as an action ï packed ñw ho-done-itò adventure. 
 
 
 
Cleopatra (1963, 242m, DVD) 
Director:  Joseph Mankiewicz 
Cast: Elizabeth Taylor Richard Burton 
 Rex Harrison  Roddy McDowell  
 
 How can a woman develop into a strong national leader?  What Cleopatra, 
(Elizabeth Taylor) must do to make herself into a capable leader as the Queen of Egypt is 
obviously a lot.  She will sleep with Caesar, have her sister Arsinoe killed, and agree to 
marry her younger (twelve year old) brother in order to rule. Once Cleopatra becomes the 
Queen, Caesar teaches her how to think strategically before he departs for Rome and 
gains control of his own country.  As Queen, she must walk continuously a fine line: on 
one hand, Cleopatra is an independent thinker, fearless, and a fighter who does not sit idle 
and let people tell her what to do or how to do it.  She brings prosperity back to Egypt 
and her people increasingly support her.  On the other hand, she is always at the mercy of 
Rome and to men who lead Rome, i.e. Caesar and once he dies, Marc Anthony and after 
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his death, Octavius.  As Rome and Egypt evolve towards their separate foreign polices, 
Cleopatra stays a step ahead and learns how to get what she wants from Rome, especially 
through Caesar and Marc Anthony as they each in turn fall in love with her.  However, 
the viciousness of Octavius proves a stronger match for Cleopatra and in the end she 
cannot defend her country against him.  She chooses not flee her country, but instead she 
stays and commits suicide in order to be with Marc Anthony in death as well as to be true 
to Egypt.  Cleopatra is portrayed as a fearless leader, a cunning Queen of Egypt, who 
grew into her role by learning astutely how to use effectively the people around her both 
to survive as well as serve her country. 
 
 
 
Colors (1988, 119m, DVD) 
Director:  Dennis Hopper 
Cast: Robert Duvall  
 Sean Penn 
 Maria Conchita 
  
 A  violent, escalating gang crisis in L os A ngeles, C alifornia during the 1980ôs, 
causes the LAPD to form its infamous CRASH units in order to combat violence.  Robert 
Duvall plays an older experienced cop and Sean Penn, a young hot shot.  Duvall is less 
aggressive than Penn and willingly makes informal deals with the gang members to 
obtain necessary inside inform ation.  P enn is m uch m ore of a ñin your faceò tough guy, 
even crossing the line to capture bad guys by violating peopleôs constitutional rights.  
N either officer is ñby the bookò.  P olicing outside operating procedures gets obvious 
results by reducing crime in their area - - but at a high cost.  The film emphasizes what 
street level, big city police officers face routinely as well as the ethical trade-offs they 
continually must make in order to perform their job.  The choices are never easy.  Only 
dedicated, extremely hard-nosed cops can cope with such pressures in this violent 
environment. Thus several invaluable ñlessonsò for street-level leadership can be 
discovered by watching the film.   
 
 
 
Command Decision (1948, 112m) 
Director: Sam Wood 
Cast: Clark Gable  Walter Pigeon 

Van Johnson  Brian Donlevy 
Charles Bickford 
 
This is one of the best war movies about the immense complexities of making 

top-level military decisions. The story takes place during World War II when the 8th U.S. 
Air Force, stationed in England, initiated day-light bombardment over Germany and Nazi 
occupied territories. Originally adapted from William Wister Haines taut novel which 
also had been scripted as a popular broadway stage play, its theme concerns a major 
threat to conducting this new air strategy posed when intelligence reveals Germany is 
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close to developing a new fighter capable of threatening allied air superiority. Clark 
Gable plays the lead role of the group commander doggedly determined to knock out this 
potential threat and thus is willing to sustain heavy aircraft and crew losses. Such high 
causalities in turn risk carrying out the bigger goal of continuing a day-light 
bombardment strategy due to press as well as congressional criticism, not to mention 
other military services that demand other targets be bombed to protect their men. What is 
especially interesting is how the top command delegates the target selection to the group 
commander in order to dodge that responsibility, but then criticizes the group commander 
for making his decision. The realistic interactions between Gable, his superior played by 
Walter Pigeon, the press, visiting congressmen as well as with his close subordinates 
such as Staff Sergeant Van Johnson are well worth studying for they underscore how 
wartime ethical leadership results from a constant, successful balancing act of competing 
interests under intense pressure ð  with no easy choices. 
 
 
 
Coming to America (1998, 116m, DVD) 
Director:  John Landis 
Cast: Eddie Murphy  Arsenio Hall 
 James Earl Jones Shari Headley 
 
 This comedy surprisingly contains a few useful leadership themes.  The basic 
premise is that Akeem, Crown Prince of the obscure nation of Zamunda, (Eddie Murphy) 
just turned 21 and his traditional parents have arranged a marriage for him.  The girl is 
trained to bow to his every wish and command.  Akeem, however, really does not like her 
deferential behavior and decides to seek another bride.  He tries to explain to his father, 
the King, that he wants something more.  His father assumes that Akeem only wants to 
ñsow  his royal oats,ò and gives him  perm ission to go aw ay for 40 days before he must 
return and marry the ladyïto-be-bride.  The plot unwinds in a predictable way, but in so 
doing, it underscores the importance that every individual, even a Prince, must take 
charge of his own life in order to realize who he or she is and not be buried by tradition 
nor the wishes of others, to grow up and become an ethical leader.  
 
 
 
ConAir (1997, 115m, DVD) 
Director:  Simon West 
Cast: John Malkovich  

John Cusack    
Nicolas Cage     

  
 Fourteen convicts with five guards are flown to a new prison facility in Nevada.  
Convict Poe (Nicolas Cage) is scheduled to be released and should have been placed on a 
bus going home.  However, Poe ends up on ConAir with a fellow inmate which he had 
been sharing a cell with.  Enroute the convicts violently capture the plane and Poe is 
concerned with the safety of fellow his inmate plus a female guard. Meanwhile FBI and 
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DEA staff argue over how to recapture the plane.  DEA Agent Melroy (possibly 
motivated by inter-agency rivalry with the FBI) wants to shoot the plane down in mid-air 
after attempts fail to regain control but the FBI realizes Poe is attempting to help 
situation, so the FBI opposes shooting it down.  Melroy justifies his decision by arguing, 
ñC onvicts are anim als; they becam e anim als w hen they quit fo llowing laws and became 
convicts, not hum ans any longer.ò  D oes M elroy have the right to decide if convicts 
should die?  P oe believes he ñcanôt trade a friendôs life for his ow n lifeò.  P oe could have 
walked off the plane though chooses not to.  Who is ethically right?  A convict or DEA 
agent? Despite its extreme violence, ConAir underlines why values, or more precisely  
what values, fundamentally shape ethical leadership choices ï for better or worse. 
 
 
 
Contact (1997, 150m, DVD) 
Director:  Robert Zemeckis 
Cast: Jodie Foster 
 Matthew McConaughey 
 
 Since she was a kid, Jodie Foster is obsessed with the notion that aliens exist.  So 
when her father dies, she pursues science but faces sarcasm from her boss at the National 
Science Foundation for believing in life beyond earth.  Her research grant is cut off until 
she receives a message from outer space.  After several unfortunate incidents, her 
obsession transforms Foster into a scientific leader of a mission to reach aliens. While at 
first no one believed her, Foster becomes a fascinating character who demonstrates that 
scientific leadership requires zeal and dedication much like that required in other fields. 
Was she fated from birth to lead?  Or, simply was she the right person at the right time?  
Or, a nutty zealot who had the good luck to be right? Is leadership created by fate or by 
the situation, merely being there at the right time and committed to the right ideal? 
 
 
 
The Contender (2000, 126m, DVD) 
Director:  Rod Lurie 
Cast: Joan Allen  
 Jeff Bridges 
 Gary Oldman 
 
 Twin ethical leadership questions are posed by this movie: first, does the public 
have a right to know about the private lives of political figures? Secondly, do political 
figures have the right to protect themselves by not responding to the media and public 
curiosity?  Senator Hansen (Joan Allen) from Iowa is selected by the President (Jeff 
Bridges) to replace the recently deceased Vice President.  Those opposing her nomination 
uncover photos of what looks like a young Senator Hansen participating in sexual acts 
with more than one partner when she was in college.  Hansen refuses to comment on the 
release of the photos, but does not deny the allegations and eventually asks the President 
to w ithdraw  her nom ination. M eanw hile the opposing partyôs choice for Vice President is 



179 

 

arrested when authorities find out that his supposed heroic act for which he first gained 
popularity w as staged and resulted in a w om anôs death.  T he P resident then refuses to 
accept S enator H ansenôs w ithdraw al and appoints her V ice President.  By not responding 
to the media and its immense pressures, Hansen takes a stand to defend her own right to 
privacy. This movie depicts a critical modern-day American problem, namely is the 
media so intent on conducting sensational investigations and exposing wrong-doers that 
m ore im portant ethical issues, i.e. honesty, right to privacy, appointing the ñbestò person, 
etc., are easily sacrificed? What personal price is demanded from anyone who dares to 
stand up for their privacy within the intense glare of such public scrutiny? 
 
 
 
Cool Hand Luke (1967, 126m, DVD) 
Director:  Stuart Rosenberg 
Cast: Paul Newman 
 George Kennedy 
 J.D. Cannon 
 
 Even prisoners can be leaders.  Paul Newman in Cool Hand Luke winds up in a 
southern jail cell for vandalizing some parking meters during a drunken spree.  Always a 
nonconformist, Luke becomes the prison rebel against the rules and regime of a brutal 
prison hierarchy.  Time and time again, he proves that he is not a quitter, such as eating 
50 eggs within an hour in order to win a prison bet plus respect from other convicts.  
A rbitrarily confined to solitary w hen his m other dies so he w ould not ñhave a 
com pulsionò to escape for her funeral, L uke devises schem e after schem e to beat the 
authorities.  He ingeniously breaks out three times, each time suffering more severe 
punishm ent.  L ukeôs final escape ends w ith him  being killed, but not defeated, as he w ent 
dow n w ith ña sm ile on his face.ò A  hustler, detached and indifferent in som e w ays, but 
vitally and involved in others, lessons of L ukeôs inform al leadership show  the gritty 
power of the human spirit even in extreme adversity. As the law is closing in, Luke prays 
to a father, perhaps to a God he never knew, confessing his mistakes of vandalizing 
parking meters in a one-tim e drunken spree and ñkilling a few  people in the w ar,ò (the 
only crim es of his life he could recount).  W ith m ore fortunate circum stances (L ukeôs 
family was poor and his father absent), what great things Luke might have accomplished?   
 
 
 
Cool Runnings (1993, 93m DVD) 
Director:  Jon Turteltaub 
Cast: Doug E. Doug  Rawle D. Lewis 
 Malik Yoba  John Candy 
 
 This Disney film, Cool Runnings, is the real-life story of the 1992 Jamaican 
bobsled team.  The main character Derice, a track star, is tripped in the 100-meter 
Olympic team trials.  Refusing to give up his Olympic dreams, he finds Irv (Candy) and 
persuades him to coach a bob sled team.    After facing numerous setbacks, they actually 
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com pete and ñturn som e headsò in the 1992 O lym pics.  T he prim ary leadership theme in 
this delightful film emphasizes the importance vision and perseverance as shown by 
Derice and Irv.  They both work tirelessly to inspire a sense of teamwork among the rag-
tag sledders.  Winning is not all-important even  though they are contenders for a medal 
before their sled fell apart. Working hard, doing their best, and being respected are what 
matters. After crashing, they carried their sled across the finish line, symbolic of their 
unquenchable commitment to finish no matter what.  The film underscores determination 
may well be a major, if not the most critical aspect of exercising leadership ï of any sort.   
 
 
 
Courage Under Fire (1996, 116m, DVD) 
Director:  Edward Zwick 
Cast: Denzel Washington 
 Meg Ryan 
 
 Soon after the first Gulf War, a Colonel (Denzel Washington) is assigned to 
review the actions of helicopter Captain Karen Walden (Meg Ryan) during a tense, two-
day gun battle on the front lines. The Colonel experiences direct political pressure from 
the Pentagon who are eager to award a Medal of Honor for courage to a woman, because 
never before had any female received the Medal. The award is intended to shore up the 
argument in favor of using women in combat (although that remains questionable since 
Captain Walden died, leaving behind two children).  Initially, the Colonel experiences 
difficulty in performing the investigation since his own ghosts of the war haunt him. 
During the Gulf War, he commanded a battalion and gave the order in which his tank hits 
another U.S. tank, killing all aboard.  As he investigates the circumstances in which the 
C aptain died (she saved the lives of her crew  by staying behind and providing ñcover 
fireò w hile they boarded a rescue chopper), he eventually turns his ow n tragedy into a 
dogged search for truth ï personal and situational.  Inconsistencies are revealed in the 
detailed accounts of what the Captain actually did.  Under the intense stress of 
questioning, his ethical leadership skills are tested as encourages men to discuss the 
mysterious details of her death. The film depicts how a leader in crisis ï  through his own 
brutal self-evaluation ï performs a greater public good and in the process finds new 
dimensions within his own character that he may never knew were there.   
 
 
 
Crimson Tide (1995, 115m, DVD) 
Director:  Tony Scott 
Cast: Gene Hackman Denzel Washington 
 Rick Schroder 
 
 Set aboard the U.S.S. Alabama, Crimson Tide contrasts two sorts of leaders by 
how they respond to the crisis of nuclear holocaust.  Inside a submarine, the Captain has 
the final word. He must have a complete grasp, not only of possible maneuvers, but also 
how the submarine will function in different situations.  The Captain not only must be 
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cognizant of what is going on, but he must also be decisive.  The lives of every crew 
member depends on his effective decisions; and in this case, the lives of millions of 
Americans and Russians are in his hands as well. The stakes are extremely high, so the 
margin of error is small.  The Captain (Gene Hackman, who represents a typical 
authoritative style of leadership) says early on that he cannot stand ñyes m en,ò but in the 
end that is precisely what he wants: officers who carry his orders out to the letter without 
question. Tension builds early on. When Hackman orders a drill despite of the fact that 
there is a fire somewhere else in the submarine, the XO (Denzel Washington) questions if 
a drill is appropriate at that precise moment. The Captain immediately calls it off and 
upbraids the XO in his quarters for doubting his authority in front of the crew.  
L eadership by the captain m eans sim ply doing w hat youôre told prom ptly, as indicated by 
his line ñI just push the button; I donôt need to know  w hy.ò Washington uses persuasion 
and, by contrast to the C aptainôs m erely barking orders. H e solicits advice from others 
and leads by a more participatory style.  For example, in emphasizing the importance of 
reestablishing communication to a member of the crew who is repairing the radio, he 
m akes a S tar T rek analogy: ñIôm  the C aptain and youôre M r. S cott. I need m ore pow er.ò  
His humor thus connects with the crew members effectively. Washington also displays 
that he can be a ñm an of action.ò S oon after is forced to he relieve the captain of 
command; they engage an enemy sub; and they sink the enemy sub. Before it sinks, 
however, it fires one torpedo.  The torpedo misses the USS Alabama but explodes close 
enough to cause some damage.  Men try to repair the damage, but time is of the essence 
and the area must be sealed off.  The XO orders the damaged area sealed off 
immediately, killing those still left inside. In this instance, he has made the gut-wrenching 
choice to sacrifice a few in order to save many. The contrasting leadership style of 
Hackman and Washington make this film well worth watching. 
 
 
 
Cry the Beloved Country (1952, 105m) 
Director: Zoltan Korda 
Cast:  Sidney Portier  Canada Lee   
 Joyce Carey  Charles Carson  
 
 This superb film portrays the development of ethical leadership on an individual 
level based on the award-winning novel by the same title.  Reverend Kumalo is a 
compassionate man who reluctantly assumes a leadership role that is fraught with 
complicated racial and personal dilemmas. He finds out his sister is a prostitute and 
neglecting her child plus his son abandoned his girlfriend who is pregnant. He also 
discovers his son has murdered a white man fighting on behalf of black South Africans.  
T he m urdered sonôs father (M r. Jarvis) lives in the sam e village as K um alo, so K um alo 
must face Mr. Jarvis.  Kumalo asks his son why he murdered, and his son said, ñIt w as 
the devil.ò  K um alo responds, not understanding his sonôs m orals, ñW hy didnôt you fight 
the devil like you w ere taught?ò  K um alo did not try to free his son (as another father did 
since he thought it was a race issue) as he knew his son was guilty.  Rather he made sure 
he faced up to his responsibilities by arranging for his son in prison to marry the girl that 
he got pregnant. Kumalo begins to question his faith but ends up reaching out to Jarvis. 
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Jarvis and the Reverend break down the barrier between them over the murder and race 
issue in order to bring about greater mutual understanding. T his film ôs them e underscores 
why and how it is possible to heal racial differences and the sort of ethical courage 
required to do so, even when race creates enormous barriers.    
 
 
 
The Crying Game (1992, 113m, DVD) 
Director:  Neil Jordan 
Cast: Stephen Rea  Jaye Davidson 
 Forest Whitaker Miranda Richardson 
 
 In Belfast the Irish Republican Army kidnaps Jody, a senior officer, in hopes that 
there can be an exchange of hostages. A three-day deadline is set. The hostage, Jody, and 
one of the kidnappers, Fergus, bond and Jody asks Fergus to look after his girlfriend, Dil, 
after he is executed.  After three days, Fergus is instructed to kill Jody. Their hideout is 
bombed before Jody is executed. When Jody tries to escape, he is run over and killed by 
the very people trying to save him. Fergus thinks all of his comrades have perished and 
attem pts to find Jodyôs girlfriend, D il. H e falls in love w ith Dil and is then faced with the 
dilemma that Dil is a cross-dresser. Some of his prior comrades are alive and expect him 
to kill for the good of their cause. Fergus, now known as Jimmy, does not want to go 
back to his life in the IRA and is hunted down by Jude, a female, depicted as an angry 
IRA loyalist.  Dil kills Jude. Jimmy takes the blame and goes to prison for Dil. So is the 
basic moral lesson -- w hat w e do, w e do because ñitôs in our nature.ò?  Is ethical 
leadership not a matter for personal choice, but derives from the situation and character? 
Are our purposes preordained chosen for us by our fate, no matter what and everything 
else takes a back seat?  Or, do we have some degree of individual choice over our 
actions? When?  How?  Where? And for what ends? 
 
 
 
Dances with Wolves (1990, 185m, DVD) 
Director:  Kevin Costner 
Cast: Kevin Costner 
 Mary McDonnel 
 Grahm Greene 
 
 Lieutenant John Dunbar (Kevin Costner) is a hero from the Civil War who 
afterwards requests a transfer to the remote west.  When asked why he wanted to come to 
this forsaken region by his buffoon base captain, D unbar responds, ñto see the frontier 
before it is gone.ò Then through a series of events, he befriends a Sioux tribe and is 
named Dances with Wolves.  He learns their way and respect for their culture because of 
they live in harmony with nature.  Dunbar falls in love with his interpreter, Stands With a 
Fist, who was a white captive as a child but learned to love the Sioux ways as well. At the 
point where he is convinced that his old person, Lt. John Dunbar, no longer exists, he is 
determined to live his life as a Sioux, and he becomes an outlaw to the U.S. Army. The 
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juxtaposition of the truth and heart of the Sioux is clearly compared to the invidious 
nature of the military forces Dances With Wolves does not to betray the Sioux, even at 
the threat of hanging for treason. His friend, Wind In His Hair, saves him and returns him 
to the tribe. Though not long after his return, Dances With Wolves realizes that he is 
putting the tribe into danger since the Army will be looking for him and so he must return 
to work within white society.  The film ultimately probes a troubling problem of ethical 
leadership ï   for what end? B oth the U .S . A rm y and S ioux T ribeôs cultures define very 
different goals of ñgoodò ethical leadership:  hence, is ñitò (ethical leadership) som ething 
that is ultimately determined within a cultural context? 
 
 
 
Dangerous Liaisons (1989, 120m, DVD) 
Director:  Stephen Frears 
Cast: Glenn Close 
 John Malkovich 
 Michelle Pfeiffer 
 
 The Marquise de Merteuil (Glenn Close) says early in this costume drama set in 
high-society, pre-revolutionary F rance that, ñV anity and happiness are incom patible.ò  
Her own vanity flows from her native sense of superiority.  The Marquise knows she 
cannot love freely, for she believes she ñw as m ade to dom inate the m ale sex and avenge 
my own.ò Thus, despite her evident desire for the Viscount de Valmont (John 
Malkovich), she cannot confess it to him ï or anyone ï fearing the loss of competitive 
advantage.  In fact, M m e. M erteuilôs vanity inspires a vindictive urge to expose virtue in 
others (which she regards as a personal affront) for hypocrisy by engineering schemes to 
trap other women in compromising positions (preferably in adultery or fornication).  In 
this destructive ï and ultimately self-destructive ï  avocation, she has a willing co-
conspirator in the lusty, miscreant M. Valmont.  Enraged at being spurned by M. 
LeCompte de Bastille, an erstwhile lover, Mme Merteuil first sets out to achieve the pre-
nuptial deflowering of Mlle. Cecille Volange, a convent-educated ingénue with whom de 
Bastille is engaged. This M. Valmont accomplishes quickly, but revenge on de Bastille 
fails to satisfy (surprise, surprise).  So Merteuil levels her aim at Mme de Torvelle 
(Michelle Pfeiffer), known for her piety and fidelity to her aged husband (Quelle 
Scandale). Mme. Torvelle proves a tougher nut to crack, but Volange eventually succeeds 
in seducing her.  The catch: Volange also falls in love with Torvelle, a fact he has the 
indelicacy to confess to Merteuil.  Now, Mme. Merteuil must exact revenge on M. 
Volange, whom she desires for herself and maneuvers him into breaking off his 
relationship with Mme. Torvelle in the cruelest ways.  The coup de grace, however, is 
Merteuilôs refusal to bed V olange, w ho now  hum iliated T orvelle, lost to her forever, and 
drives her in to morbid melancholy.  With all lost, Volange, commits suicide in a duel but 
arranges for the exposure of M erteuilôs treachery w ith his dying breath.  V olangeôs 
revenge is M erteuilôs social ostracism , the direct result of her ow n vengeful ram page and 
vain refusal to acknowledge her love for Volange.  Alone and despised, Mme. Merteuil 
learns (alas, too late) that while sin can often be private, ethics are fundamentally public 
and social.  So what is ethics, if not a code of behavior that has as its object the 
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assurance that we may expect to be treated well if we treat others well?  Is vain scheming 
really such high sport?  Is revenge really all that sweet?  Is it not preferable to be loved 
than hated?  These and many more fascinating ethical, but with few leadership, questions 
are embedded within the complex plot of this intriguing, fast-paced film portraying 
masterful acting. 
 
 
 
Das Boot (The Boot) ï (1981, 150m, DVD) 
Director:  Wolfgang Peterson 
Cast: Jurgen Prochnow  Klous Wenneman 

Herbert Gronemeyer 
 

 Das Boot is a story set within the hellish confines of U-96, a German submarine 
during World War II. The crew suffers alternating excruciating boredom, punctuated by 
brief, unadulterated terror, which strains their morale, their nerves, even their sanity. The 
British Navy is formidable enemy, one the crew respects but a greater test comes from 
living and surviving within their own cramped quarters.  Das Boot illustrates two difficult 
and important characteristics of ethical leadership.  The first is the necessity to accept the 
duty to lead effectively so as to achieve the ógreater goodò.  D uring an intense 
bombardment by the British Navy, the chief engineer of the boat becomes deranged.  His 
actions endanger the entire boat and crew, and the captain is prepared to shoot him in 
order to save his command. This difficult decision of murdering a friend and comrade fell 
to the captain alone.  Courage requires accepting this responsibility and the captain does 
not shirk his duty. Making hard decisions under stress in the face of conflicting personal 
emotions remains a clear trademark of great leaders.  The second challenge is finding 
balance and resiliency. When the submarine is sunk in the harbor, the captain watches 
with calm as his sub slips beneath the waves, and then he dies. Does his death emphasize 
that leaders should not become irretrievably invested in their cause?  Or, that leaders 
must appear in charge even in the face of death? With no submarine, does he find life no 
longer worth living for him? So, is the basic moral of this tale ï  defeat is as natural as 
success, and leaders would do well to accept defeat and learn from their mistakes in order 
to survive for the next campaign? O r, does the ñcode-of-the-sea w arriorò require that his 
only honorable death is to go down with his ship? That a heroic death is preferable to 
living? Does ultimately the military code of leadership demand obeying a different sort of 
ethical values? 
 
 
 
Dave (1993, 100m, DVD) 
Director:  Alan Reitman 
Cast: Kevin Kline  Frank Langella 
 Kevin Dunn  Ben Kingsley 
 Charles Grodin Sigourney Weaver 
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 Dave is a fun m ovie to w atch about a norm al ñeverym anò sort w ho accidentally 
becomes President overnight.  When the President has a stroke, Dave, a temporary help 
business owner who happens to resemble the President, is brought to Washington to 
im personate the ñrealò P resident ï at least temporarily.  Initially, it appears that he has no 
leadership experience.  However, as the movie unfolds, we see how a small business 
owner really takes charge of the White House.  Dave is a compassionate man who has 
enough business savvy to get by.  Even though he has never been a politician before, he 
demonstrates ability to appeal to the media and the masses.   At a day care center, we see 
Dave communicating equally well with both children and the press.  This ordinary citizen 
then revises the federal budget so that programs such as the day care centers can be 
continued. He calls his friend Murray, an accountant, who shows up at the White House 
in beat up old Honda that he drove from Ohio to help him with the budget revisions and 
implement his educational plans.  Although the movie may not be a realistic portrayal of 
contemporary Washington politics, it says something important about potential 
leadership, namely anyone, even Dave, can assume political responsibility and make a 
positive difference.  In short, leading can be done by all of us and certainly leading by 
example rubs off on others.   
 
 
 
Dead Man Walking (1995, 120m, DVD) 
Director:  Tim Robbins 
Cast: Susan Sarandon 
 Sean Penn 
 Robert Prosky 
 
 A Dead Man Walking recounts the story of Sister Helen Prejean, CSJ, a Catholic 
Nun, whose story of her ministry to a convicted murderer became a best seller novel and 
award-winning film. Sister Helen, (Susan Sarandon) who because of her profound 
com m itm ent to follow  C hristôs teaching, responds to the plea for help from  M atthew  
P oucelet (S ean P enn) on L ouisianaôs A ngelo P rison D eath Row, convicted of murdering 
tw o young lovers.  S ister H elenôs search for truth and redem ption for even one w ho 
ultimately confessed to the committing the brutal murder (and professed his sorrow) 
brought outrage from the parents of the murdered couple, the community, and even the 
prison chaplain. Her ethical leadership reflects unwavering, empathetic religious courage 
as the spiritual advisor to a condemned man during his last days in a Louisiana 
penitentiary. S ister H elenôs life, w ords, and steadfast position against capital punishment 
stand as stark contradiction to the eye-for-an-eye religious beliefs.  In short, her tale is 
about transformational moral leadership rooted in her devout Christian Faith.  Does her 
story ultimately suggest that the most powerful form of ethical leadership springs out of 
religion?  O r, is religious leadership a separate category, beyond or above ñnorm alò 
ethical leadership? 
 
 
 
 



186 

 

Dead Poets Society (1989, 124m, DVD) 
Director:  Peter Weir 
Cast: Robin Williams 
 Robert Sean Leonard 
 

A ny film  in w hich the m ain character requests that he is addressed as ñO h 
C aptain, M y C aptainò (from  W alt W hitm anôs fam ous poem ) m ust be a film  about ethical 
leadership.  D ead P oetôs Society depicts how one teacher makes a difference in the lives 
of his students.  This film tackles crucial ethic leadership issues such as bucking the 
majority opinion, individual renewal, combating groupthink, and the significant impact 
which individual personalities can make on a group.  The movie begins with the 
introduction of Dr. Keating (Robin Williams).  Not only the newest, youngest teacher at 
an all boys prep school during the 1950s, he is also a teacher with incredibly creative 
ideas for improving poetry instruction that captures studentsô interest. Immediately, we 
see one of K eatingôs strongest leadership traits ï i.e. challenging young minds.  As 
mostly products of well to do families destined for traditional careers as doctors and 
attorneys, these young men are itching to be individuals, independent of their family 
influence. Although Keating collectively encourages that spirit of self-discovery within 
all boys, one particular student, N eil, takes K eatingôs influence to the fullest extent.  N eil 
is the classic case of the model student and good son who excels in academic and 
extracurricular activities. However, he is greatly influenced by Keating and discovers his 
own ideals and destiny to follow his own dreams. U nfortunately, his fatherôs view s 
contradict those of K eatingôs.  H is father pressures his son to proceed with his studies in 
order to become a doctor, instead of an actor.  Wanting to please his father, Neil tries to 
convince him that he would be more happy by  following his own career path. Yet, Neil 
is stuck w ith follow ing his fatherôs dream s.  U nhappiness overwhelms him to the point 
where he commits suicide in the end.  Was Keating a true leader? Keating leads the 
remaining members of Dead Poets Society to fight for their own individualism, to resist 
groupthink, to follow their dreams, and their own personal aspirations. Although forced 
to leave the prep school, Keating makes a lasting impression on his students by his ability 
to motivate students to think for themselves.  Yet, the film underscores also the price 
anyone pays for such intellectual daring ï both as leaders and followers.    
 
 
 
Die Hard (1988, 131m, DVD) 
Director:  John McTiernan 
Cast: Bruce Willis  Alan Rickman 
 Alexander Gudunov Bonnie Bedelia 
 

Die Hard is the ultimate, fast-paced action adventure about a cop who is 
accidentally trapped in a Los Angels skyscraper with a group of terrorists that devise a 
master plan to rob a major Japanese corporation of millions. Bruce Willis (John 
McClane) plays a New York cop, who is in L.A. visiting his successful corporate wife for 
the holidays. As anyone could guess, McClane confronts the thieves, shoots them, blows 
them up, gets blown up himself, and so on, until he finally foils their plot. Perhaps the 



187 

 

real leadership in the film is not the heroics of Willis, but to the contrary, the leadership 
structure of the villains them selves.  ñD ie H ardò possesses a first-class portrait of 
villainous leadership. Hans (Alan Rickman) does a masterful job as the evil terrorist.  The 
question posed by his leadership style ï  i.e. how  does it com pare to the ñrespectableò 
hero leader.  Are his traits, attributes or practices similar, or completely different from 
Willis?  In Die Hard the evil leader and followers may pursue different goals, but what 
characteristics brought R ickm anôs character, H ans, to the role of leader?  As intelligent, 
cunning, adaptable, ruthless, would Hans be a picture-perfect model of the 
M achiavellianôs ñdream ò leader? O r, w ith another upbringing, turn into a ñgood guyò like 
Bruce Willis? 
 
 
 
The Dirty Dozen (1967, 145m, DVD) 
Director:  Robert Aldrich 
Cast: Lee Marvin  Robert Ryan 
 Ernest Borgnine Jim Brown 
 Charles Bronson Donald Sutherland 
 George Kennedy Telly Savalas 
 

Twelve condemned men are thrown together in World War II suicide mission.  
Ethical leadership in this film is somewhat harder to pin point because each of these men 
become leaders in one way or another as the film progresses.  An odd sort of moral 
leadership is ultimately displayed through the very different talents they possess for 
keeping all of themselves alive and out of trouble. In the minute that one of them decides 
not to listen to something another says trouble starts. Leadership here is definitely 
represented as a group effort in w hich no one person takes a clear ñlead roleò.  H ence it 
poses a fundamental issue ï is there in fact ever individual leadership?  Or, must it 
always be achieved by means of a collaborative group effort?    
 
 
 
Divided We Fall (2000, 122m, DVD) 
Director:  Jan Hrebaeck 
Cast: Boleslav Polivka 
 Anna Siskova 
 

Set in a small Czech town in 1943, Divided We Fall revolves around a childless 
couple, Josef and Marie who are somewhat apathetic toward the German occupation until 
Josef finds his former Jewish neighbor, David, hiding in his old apartment, has just 
escaped from a concentration camp. Josef realizes he must harbor David and with 
M arieôs help creates a hideout for him  in their attic.  T he fam ily is concerned about their 
best friend Horst because he is a Nazi collaborator and is lasciviously interested in Marie.  
When Marie refuses his advances, Horst takes revenge by moving a high-ranking Nazi 
into their hom e, thereby putting D avidôs as w ell as their fam iliesô future in serious 
danger. A lthough Josef has just been diagnosed as sterile, M arie rebuts H orstôs forced 
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hospitality by claiming that she is pregnant.  The solution to all their troubles contains an 
ironic twist that is alternately comedic, poignant, and life affirming.  Ethical leadership 
themes are complicated throughout this film: involving hiding David, risking arrest, or 
even death. Ethical leadership in this film is underscored as neither a simple nor a 
straightforward matter.   
 
 
 
Dr. Zhivago (1965, 176m) 
Director:  David Lean 
Cast: Omar Sharif  Julie Christie 
 Alex Guiness  Geraldine Chaplin 
 Tom Courtenay Rod Stieger 
 

Dr. Zhivago (Omar Sharif) is a peace-loving physician who lives and works under 
harsh societal wartime conditions. Zhivago does not aspire to be a leader, but he becomes 
one ï just because of what he stands for as well as the determination to improve any 
situation he finds himself in.  A man of peace and a lover of literature, Zhivago will do 
what is necessary as well as what is moral to survive. Parsha, however, reflects the 
opposite:  he turns into a cynical and cruel leader. He gives up his love of literature and 
instead concentrates on w arfare and brutal reprisals for ñw rongsò done against him . 
Leadership here as evolves very differently. Both Dr. Zhivago and Parsha decisively 
influence people and their surroundings by displaying contrasting styles of leadership: 
one by peace and service, while the other turns to hate and revenge.  Many puzzling 
questions are raised ï are those opposing styles due to their backgrounds? The role 
models they had while growing up ï of to being loved or to being cruel? Or, is ethical 
leadership a result of ñgoodò genes rather than a ñgoodò upbringing?  N ature or nurture? 
 
 
 
Drowning Mona (2000, 95m, DVD) 
Director:  Nick Gomez 
Cast: Danny Devito 
 Bette Midler 
 Jamie Lee Curtis 
 

Mona (Bette Midler), a shrewish, small-town housewife, dies in a car wreck, 
stimulating a comic review of her life presented by means of conversational flashbacks 
from the point of view of her family and neighbors.  Quickly evident is that nobody in the 
town of Verplank, New York, liked Mona.  Almost everyone who knew her is glad for 
her demise (especially her own family).  With little motivation other than doing his 
professional duty, the local police chief (D anny D evito) investigates M onaôs death and 
soon determines that the wreck is not accidental.  In fact, the car was sabotaged.  Both 
physical evidence as w ell as probable m otive lead to C hief W yattôs son -in-law-to-be, 
Bobby. However docile and kind by nature the young man may appear to be, he becomes 
the key suspect. In apparent disregard for standard operating procedure and professional 
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responsibility, Wyatt does not arrest Bobby, but instead pursues other lines of inquiry, 
eventually finding a m ore suitable culprit, M onaôs husband, P hil.  In fact, both P hil and 
Bobby had tampered with the car, but Bobby failed to follow through with the murder.  
P hil, having w itnessed B obbyôs aborted attem pts to disable the brakes on M onaôs car, 
finishes the work with the expectation that Bobby would be implicated.  Wyatt eventually 
learns the truth from a previously unknown eyewitness but never takes Bobby to task for 
his actions, given his daughterôs obvious love for the young m an, and his desire for ñone 
big, happy fam ily.ò  T hus the ethical dilem m a:  B obby did a bad thing ï he acted with 
intent; does the mere fact that his initial tampering did not cause M onaôs death absolve 
him  of guilt?  M ore im portantly, does W yattôs inaction constitute a legal-ethical breach? 
D espite the ñallôs-well-that-ends-w ellò conclusion to this enjoyable com edy, w ho is 
ethically responsible? 
 
 
 
Dune (1984, 145m, DVD) 
Director:  David Lynch 
Cast: Kyle MacLachlan Jose Ferrer 
 Brad Dourif  Kenneth McMillan 
 Sting 
 

B ased on F rank H erbertôs science fiction novel, Dune is about a young heroôs 
personal quest.  Paul (Kyle MacLachlan) leads his people against an evil baron who 
controls a galaxy-wide spice trade of a drug produced on a desert planet.  This drug 
allows people to live longer; the spice harvesting (Mélange) also attracts giant sand 
worms that could consume everyone.  Paul manages to use these giant worms to 
overthrow the evil emperor.  Dune provides an interesting perspective on leadership 
because leadership is treated here as a burden that one must fulfill rather than as a goal to 
be aspired to.  In Dune, leadership is viewed in the classical aristocratic sense as 
som eoneôs fated destiny to carry out its duties.  T he burden of all the risks and 
responsibilities are forced upon Paul in order to test his courage and fulfill of his personal 
destiny.  Much like Star Wars, the story of Dune centers on the heroôs preparation for 
leadership, especially his training to become worthy of his special fate. An interesting 
contrast to contemporary studies of ethical leadership resulting from accident or simply 
being in the right place at the right time? 
 
 
 
Eight Mile (2002, 111m, DVD) 
Director:  Curtis Hanson 
Cast: Eminem 
 Kim Bassinger 
 Brittany Murphy 
 
 Eight Mile recounts the story of a white rapper, Bunny Rabbit (Jimmy Smith, Jr.), 
played by Eminem, trying to demonstrate successfully his lyrical talents in a 



190 

 

predominantly African-American Detroit Hip-Hop Culture. We witness how Eminem 
battles to succeed after failing in his first attempt, because he is driven to prove himself, 
as a white man in a black-dom inated w orld.  R abbitôs crucial decision is to show ing up at 
a music contest despite wanting to play it safe by continuing to work at his job as a 
factory worker.  So is a large part of leadership, artistic or otherwise, simply showing up 
in the first place?  Is a leader the one with enough courage to be the first to step forward, 
when no one else will, no matter how intimidating such an act might be?  
 
 
 
Elizabeth (1998, 124m, DVD) 
Director:  Shekhar Kapur 
Cast: Cate Blanchett  Joseph Fiennes 
 Geoffrey Rush  Christopher Eccleston 
 

In 1554, Queen Mary Tudor (Cate Blanchett) ascends to the throne after Henry 
V III, her father, dies.  H enryôs m istress, A nne B oleyn, had given birth to a daughter, 
Elizabeth, before Henry had her decapitated.  When Mary dies from cancer, after a brief 
reign, Elizabeth is crowned Queen, but she has a tenuous grasp on the kingdom.  The 
fiendish Duke of Norfolk is coldly polite to her, but he plots behind her back and calls her 
an ñillegitim ate w hore.ò  S ir F rancis W alsingham  (G eoffry R ush) returns to E ngland 
from exile in order to protect Elizabeth as a bodyguard and forms a ring of secret police 
to ferret out efforts to overthrow her. T he film ôs em phasizes E lizabethôs role of delicately 
balancing interests in order to rule so effectively for so long.  Many leadership issues face 
Elizabeth, who is at first unsure of herself, having risen to the throne at the young age of 
25.  Even though inexperienced, she grows into the royal role and learns how to exercise 
skillful diplomacy by refusing to be pressured into marrying the Duc of Anjou, a 
Frenchman whose Aunt, Mary of Guise, is determined to conquer Scotland.  Elizabeth 
often succeeds due to the behind-the-scenes orchestrations of Walsingham.  When 
P arliam ent is scheduled to take a vote on E lizabethôs proposal to establish the C hurch of 
England, she narrowly wins approval because Walsingham locked up the most vocal 
opposition clergy until after the vote.  E lizabethôs rejection of her lover, R obert D udley, 
leads him to become her embittered foe and to assist the traitors that were against her.  
No one is safe; even W alsingham ôs deputy is m urdered by a zealous priest.  After several 
assassination attempts against Elizabeth , somehow Elizabeth manages to maintain her 
throne and lead England through this turmoil into a golden age of economic prosperity, 
political stability, and artistic accomplishment. However, in order to survive Elizabeth 
deals harshly with traitors. All save Dudley are rounded up and executed.  At the end 
Elizabeth proclaims she married England and history records that she never had a 
husband, so indeed she did marry only her people.  Many brilliant depictions of high-
level strategizing essential to assume and sustain power to rule effectively are depicted, 
but also the film suggests that women may not be all that different from men in 
exercising strong, decisive leadership.  Ethically or not, Queen Elizabeth repeatedly 
demonstrated the necessity to be tough as nails in order to rule for so long and so 
successfully.   
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T h e E m p erorôs N ew  G roove (2000, 78m , D V D ) 
Director:  Patrick Warburton 
Voice Talents:    David Spade 
     John Goodman 
     Eartha Kitt 
 

In this animated movie, T he E m perorôs N ew  G roove, Cousco (the voice of David 
Spade) is the spoiled-rotten, newly crowned king of a Mayan-era, South American 
mountain kingdom. He decides to build a huge palace on a hilltop that for generations has 
been the family residence of a peasant llama herder (voice of John Goodman).  Eartha 
K ittôs voice is that of the royal advisor, w ho secretly has her ow n designs on the crow n.  
She makes arrangements through her bumbling henchman to have Cousco poisoned, but 
instead of poison, he is given a magic potion that turns him into a llama.  Cousco and the 
peasant flee the palace and hide out in the wilds.  The peasant brings Cousco home, 
giving him shelter and literally handing him the shirt off his back.  The totally self-
absorbed Cousco is touched by this generosity, a human kindness he never experienced.  
By teaming up, the two are able to live through several close brushes with death, steal the 
magic potion, turn Cousco back into human form, and defeat the evil advisor. The two 
become close friends, and Cousco abandons his plans for the hilltop palace, instead 
building a small hut nearby to live the simple life.  Cousco, in the process, learns 
important lessons about ethical leadership, mainly be careful whom you trust, and above 
all, a ruler does not ï  nor should not be -- selfish and ruthless in order to become a good 
leader. The tale contains a simple, yet profound truth well worth underscoring again ï  
and again ï  to both young and old.   
 
 
 
Empire of the Sun (1987, 145m, DVD) 
Director:  Steven Spielberg 
Cast: Christian Bale 
 John Malkovich 
 Takatoro Kataoka 
 

Empire of the Sun, documents the life of a young British boy, Jim(Christian Bale) 
living in Japan when all English were suddenly rounded up at the start of World War II 
and sent to internment camps.  We follow Jim through these nightmare years as he is 
orphaned and imprisoned throughout the war.  Several leadership and ethical themes in 
this film concern how to build power, collaboration, and trust under even the most 
adverse conditions.  At the beginning of the film, Jim is separated from his parents but 
quickly learns to live on his own by collaborating with whomever he can in order to 
survive.  From an older British couple, to a sneaky American, to a Japanese Kamikaze 
pilot, each relationship develops into a different sort of working partnership.  Jim gains 
followers through his contributions to the general welfare of the prisoners.  For example, 
Jim starts an underground black market within the camp, by taking old shoes and trading 
them for potatoes.  The most compelling aspect of this scenario is that Jim does not trade 
only for him self, but for the entire cam pôs w elfare. By developing his informal trading 
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network, a surprising sense of trust grows within the camp.  A significant moment in the 
film  is the ñsharing of the fruitò story:  w hen Jim  confronts face-to-face, the enemy ï  a 
young Japanese Kamikaze pilot ï  and a friendship begins, despite the cultural and 
language barriers.  At the point where they begin to share a piece of fruit, the pilot is shot 
dead by a prison guard, fearing that he was going to harm Jim.   The film shows how Jim 
is able to lead various opposing groups by cooperating with the British, the Americans, 
and the Japanese.  Even though each prisoner is different and in many ways opposed to 
one another, ethical leadership is possible under horrible conditions, even where intense 
hostility prevails.  
 
 
 
Enemy At the Gates (2001, 123m, DVD) 
Director:  Jean-Jacques Annaud 
Cast: Jude Law  Ed Harris 
 Bob Hoskins  Joseph Fiennes 
 

What do ethics have to do with leadership?  In this action packed World War II 
thriller, both Germans and Russians are doing whatever is necessary to win the Battle of 
Stalingrad. Soldiers are shot by even their own countrymen if they try to retreat.  It is 
im possible for officers here to conduct an ñethical w arò because they w ere led by tw o of 
the most unethical leaders in world history, Hitler and Stalin, who staked their own 
personal reputations on unconditional victory at Stalingrad.  An interesting part focuses 
upon propaganda built up around Vassili.  As a young formidable Russian sharpshooter, 
Vassili (Jude Law) is transformed into a hero through the journalism of Danilov (Joeseph 
Feinnes).  Vassili, a common man, suddenly is publicized as an indispensable leader as 
well as a symbol of hope for all Russian people.  In the PR promotional process he 
becom es ña high priorityò target for the G erm ans w ho send a special hig h-ranking 
sharpshooter (Ed Harris) from Berlin to kill him. As a propaganda tool, Vassili is turned 
into an image of brave leadership in order to boast morale.  Showing how Vassili comes 
to be more important for propaganda than what he actually accomplished on the 
battlefield, the movie is a poignant rem inder of the value of ñsym bolicò as opposed to 
ñrealò leadership in som e situations. 

 
 
 

Enemy of the State (1998, 127m, DVD) 
Director:  Tony Scott 
Cast: Will Smith 
 Gene Hackman 
 Jon Voight 
 

 Robert Dean (Will Smith) a defense attorney, by accident comes into possession 
of a tape that shows the FBI killing a senator over a political issue.  Smith quickly 
becomes an Enemy of the State and the object of an intense government manhunt.  This 
movie emphasizes the potential power of technology over common citizen by its ability 
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to find citizens via satellites, plant evidence on them, and track them down like a pack of 
dogs. However, because of luck and ingenuity, Dean is able to turn their own technology 
against the F B I in order to uncover the crim e that led to the senatorôs death.  T his m ovie 
depicts ethics ï  or its lack ï  due to ñevilò governm ent control through the pow er of  
technology. P ossibly ñover the topò in its excessive ñblack and w hiteò portrait of key 
characters, the film  rem inds view ers that law  enforcem entôs ability to track citizens serve 
both bad as well as beneficial purposes, particularly by helping to infringe on basic 
human rights. Hence, a key lesson: technology can be applied as a vice or virtue, 
ultimately depending on the quality of ethical leadership responsible for its use.   
 
 
 
Erin Brockovich (2000, 130m, DVD) 
Director:  Stephen Soderbergh 
Cast: Julia Roberts 
 Albert Finney 
 Marg Helgenberger 
 

In Hinckley, California, Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E) for several years 
poisoned the com m unityôs drinking w ater and covered up its m istakes.  N ot only did the 
company deny that there were any dangerous chemicals in the water, they actually sent a 
notice to the families stating that the contents provided extra health benefits. Meanwhile 
town residents become sick, many diagnosed with various forms of cancer as well as 
other health problems.  Erin Brockovich (Julia Roberts) portrays a strong, risk-taking 
mother of three who is thrust into an ethical leadership role by uncovering the truth and 
going public. She does the hard, often boring leg-work by learning about the company, 
the hazardous water contents, and then going door-to-door to mobilize support from each 
family affected. Through her steadfast resolve, she gains the trust of the local people by 
convincing them that she wants only to help. By her passionate belief, popular backing, 
as well as by convincing a reluctant law firm to take this case, she succeeds. Here is an 
excellent portrait of a woman who develops, not by choice but by chance, into a strong 
ethical leader. But did her public interest leadership style necessarily exhibit any special 
gender differences?  Would Ralph Nadar demonstrate anything any other than her sort of 
com petitive ñhard -nosedò zeal in order ñto w in the caseò? 
 
 
 
Excalibur (1981, 140m, DVD) 
Director:  John Boorman 
Cast: Nigel Terry 
 Nicol Willamson 
 Helen Mirren 
 

King Arthur represents the ideal ethical leader: righteous, fair, and courageous. 
His ideal characteristics derive from possessing the magical sword Excalibur.  Even when 
his queen commits adultery with his best knight, Arthur even-handedly examines the 
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situation and lets his convictions of justice and love for his land overcome his personal 
anger. Of the great leaders throughout history, whether fictional or real, King Arthur 
serves as a m odel of the ñgoodò leader.  H e show s faith in his fellow  m an, com m on 
sense, fairness with his enemies, leads by example, and exemplifies chivalry.  Yet, is 
A rthur possibly ñtoo goodô and therefore unrealistic? Machiavelli felt any great leader 
needed certain tyrannical even pagan traits (recall his advice to the Prince to be both ñthe 
lion and the foxò). So is a bit of the immoral necessary to lead effectively, even for King 
Arthur?   
 
   
 
Far from Heaven (2002, 108m, DVD) 
Director:  Todd Haynes 
Cast: Julianne Moore 
 Dennis Quaid 
 Dennis Haysbert 
 
 Far From Heaven is set in the 1950s, a decade often portrayed innocent and 
tranquil.  Dennis Quaid plays a father concerned with preserving his ñcorrectò self-image 
plus a growing realization of his homosexuality. Julianne Moore is his wife, involved 
with appearing properly in polite society, loving to her family as well as civil rights 
issues ï until it becomes inconvenient. When became romantically involved with her 
black gardener, suddenly the racial issue hits close to home (literally). The ethical 
leadership lesson:  people face personal problems that may never be apparent to the 
outsider, however close they may be to that person.  Nothing is black and white.  A quiet 
external social fabric of American society during the 1950s hid strong racial, sexual, 
gender biases, an inability to cope with them, along with an unhealthy lack of discussion 
about their resolution. Complex ethics and leadership dilemmas are thus viewed as 
intertwined covertly within societal culture of the times. 
 
 
 
A Few Good Men (1992, 132m, DVD) 
Director:  Rob Reiner 
Cast: Demi Moore 
 Tom Cruise 
 Jack Nicholson 
 

Two marines (Dawson and Downey) assault a fellow marine (Santiago) resulting 
in his death. His murder comes to the attention of Lt. Galloway (Demi Moore).  Santiago 
had not been performing well in the group and so Commander Jessup (Jack Nicholson) 
determines that he will ñfixò S antiago rather than transfer him . Galloway believes that 
this m ight be a ñC ode R edò incident w here a poor perform ing m em ber of the group is 
assaulted to ñstraighten him  upò.  T he case is transferred to C affey (T om  C ruise) in JA G  
(Judge A dvocate G eneralôs O ffice) w ho takes this assignm ent lightly and does not see it 
as an issue worth his time.  In the course of the investigation, he finds that Lt. Kendrick 
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ordered Dawson and Downey to give Santiago a Code Red. Galloway searches for the 
truth, not what can be proven or is legal, but what is right, despite pressures to the 
contrary.  Caffey develops into a strong ethical leader and works tirelessly to develop his 
case to defend Dawson and Downey.  Commander Jessup challenges Caffey on 
ñsituationalò grounds by suggesting that the ethics inside a military unit facing dangerous 
circumstances are different than those in peacetime.  Here the film raises troubling issues: 
should due process and human rights be denied in order to ensure organizational 
efficiency and security?  Does safety trump ethical values?  And what is the guideline for 
ethical leadership where war or threats of war may negate basic norms of civilized 
conduct? 
 
 
 
Fidel (2002, 140m, DVD) 
Director:  David Attwood 
Cast: Victor Hugo Martin 
 Gael Garcia Bernal 
 Patricia Velasquez 
 
 Fidel Castro represents at the start of this film the epitome of the charismatic 
leader when he overthrew the Cuban Dictator, General Batista in the late 1950s. By 
enlisting his followers to give up their own personal dreams and put their lives on the line 
for ñhis causeò to free C uba, C astro displays m any characteristics of an effective leader 
during the early years of the revolution.  Besides charisma, Castro is depicted as a master 
at using the media to his advantage; by an uncanny ability to connect with common 
people, as well as through emotional powerful oratory. But soon after gaining power, 
Castro tosses aside democratic ideals of the revolution he led. Instead lusts to amass and 
maintain power. Castro jails supporters who do not show steadfast loyalty and kills 
potential opponents.  He turns the United States into an enemy that his country should 
fight against.  In a ñflash -forw ardò to 1980, C astro is seen clearly as out of touch with the 
C uban people and the ideals of C ubaôs revolution . The movie ends with a long 
monologue by Castro in which he says he will never betray the revolution. Even if 98% 
of the people do not believe in the revolution, he will remain the ñtrueò sole 
revolutionary. A sorry tale of a man who began as a potentially great ethical leader but 
over time turns into a petty, unethical, tyrant.    
 
 
 
Fight Club (1999, 139m, DVD) 
Director:  David Fincher 
Cast: Brad Pitt 
 Edward Norton 
 Helen Bonham Carter 
 
 How does a schizophrenic lead so many dissatisfied males into anti-social 
behavior and give them sense of human identification by participating in brutal 
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underground boxing clubs? Ed Norton is a disillusioned, alienated, insomniac, who meets 
B rad P itt, the answ er to all his ñproblem sò.  T ogether they create a netw ork of 
underground fight clubs that allow young fighters to beat each other to bloody pulps in 
order to delight cheering crowds.  This film demonstrates why unethical behavior 
inadvertently happens among social malcontents.  Mass media and pop-culture creates a 
generation of disappointed, unattached males, ripe for a backlash against American social 
norms.  So does this movie suggest a leadership role is filled when a void exists in the 
lives of youth?  Unethical leadership appears due to mass dissatisfaction?  Is leadership, 
ethical or not, simply satisfying an unmet customer needs of the marketplace? Just like 
H itlerôs rising popu larity within the postwar moral decay of a defeated Germany during 
the 1920ôs? 
 
 
 
First Knight (1995, 133m, DVD) 
Director:  Jerry Zucker 
Cast: Sean Connery  Richard Gere 
 Julie Ormand  Ben Cross 
 

Another Knights of the Round Table tale about the struggle between good and 
evil. A ruthless, power-seeking baron seeks to dominate the Round Table attempting to 
get King Arthur to agree to split the land and wealth taken from  G enevieveôs hom eland.  
King Arthur and the rest of the knights are opposed and so a struggle for power ensues.  
Mannagant strives to rule through dominance over the weak whereas King Arthur, on the 
other hand, is a benevolent leader and knows that success of his kingdom is predicted 
upon the support from his people.  The Round Table as a circle is the symbol of effective, 
unified leadership founded on w hat is em bossed in the R ound T able: ñIn serving each 
other w e becom e free.ò  T he K nights of the Round Table are a collaborative group, who 
provide both leadership for the greater public good and supportive brotherhood for each 
other. The contrasting leadership styles are apparent when the good triumphs over bad.  
To some, its leadership lessons may be too simplistic but this simple and direct message 
may well be worth emphasizing ï and re-emphasizing.  
 
   
 
The Fog of War (2004, 107m, DVD) 
Director: Errol Morris 
 
 Errol Morrisôs documentary chronicles Robert M cN am araôs life mainly from 
WWII throughout his service in the 1960ôs as S ecretary of D efense. Morris uses 
M cN am araôs interview  to relate as a series of key lessons for wartime leadership, but 
these lessons are easily applied to civilian leaders as well. Possibly the most interesting 
one McNamara imparts to viewers is: Belief and seeing are both wrong; we see what we 
want to believe. The U.S. believed the North Vietnamese were communist aggressors and 
pawns of the Soviets. However, when McNamara had dinner with a North Vietnamese 
leader decades later, he found out something starkly different. Questioning his sense of 
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history, the leader informed McNamara that the North Vietnamese had just concluded a 
war of independence with the French. They viewed the U.S. as simply another colonizing 
aggressor and so would have fought Americans to the last man. That misconception led 
the United States to view the North Vietnamese as something they were not. This 
revealing blunder that cost 55,000 U.S. lives and billions of dollars runs contrary to 
sound leadership: first and foremost, know thy enemy. 
 
 
 
Forrest Gump (1994, 142m, DVD) 
Director:  Robert Zemeckis 
Cast: Tom Hanks  Sally Field 
 Robin Wright  Gary Sinise 
 

Leaders are like a box of chocolates.  Okay, it is corny, but in the case of Forrest 
Gump (Tom Hanks), it m ay be appropriate.  G um p is everym anôs leader who through 
persistence and innocence triumphs over every obstacle that stands in his way. 
Throughout his lifetime, Gump moves from suffering a disability, to football stardom, to 
war hero, ping-pong champ, shrimp magnate, and computer pioneer. Forrest Gump is a 
story of an unlikely stereotypical everyman who leads those around him by example in 
order to achieve great things. G um pôs strongest leadership quality is his heart.  H is 
undying faith in those he encounters inspires ñgoodò in others.  T hough not everyone 
may identify him as a leader, his character serves as a role model in various ways for us: 
i.e. as a consensus builder, an educator on community issues, a translator/interpreter of 
issues, problem-solver, process coordinator, convener of diverse groups, team builder, 
source of empowerment, change agent, facilitator of conflict resolution, bearer of ethical 
standards, and so on. Gump characterizes all those attributes and then some, mainly via 
his devotion to people as well as his style to never question the task at hand, but just do 
the job he is assigned to the best of his ability. Perhaps too sugary for som e, the film ôs 
message is that ethical leadership can be possible for anyone with a simple determination 
to accomplish something. Come what may, are ethical leaders like a box of chocolates? 
 
 
 
Fresh (1994, 110m, DVD) 
Director: Boaz Yalin 
Cast: Sean Nelson  Giancarlo Esposito 
 N ôB ushe W right Samuel L. Jackson 
 

In a realistic portrait of unprincipled gang leadership, the main character, Fresh, 
skillfully negotiates the fine line between leadership and manipulation.  His 
determination in positioning others to fulfill his plans for revenge and then escape the 
blame himself for those he misleads is starkly contrasted against the naïve appearance 
which he fosters to maintain his privileged insider position within a New York drug ring.  
All players become nothing more to him than pawns in his personal game of chess.  His 
father teaches him cutthroat tactics on the chessboard which seamlessly translate to the 
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streets.  Fresh gambles that his strategic thrusts and parrying with the drug dealers will 
get him what he wants ï i.e. a move off the deadly streets and out of the projects forever.  
Near-invisibly orchestrating of those around him, Fresh bends others easily to his will, 
but his manipulation devastates him emotionally along the way. The cruelty, however 
deserved by his tormentors, strips away his own humanity, which in turn demonstrates 
that a high price is paid for pursuing unethical leadership.  
 
 
 
Friday Night Lights  (2004, 118m, DVD) 
Director: Peter Berg 
Cast: Billy Bob Thornton,  Lucas Black 
 Jay Hernandez   Garrett Hedlund 
 
 Friday Night Lights might appear to be just another average high school football 
movie but actually contains several good examples of ethical leadership qualities. One 
concerns the issue of motivation. The coach, played by Billy Bob Thornton, demonstrates 
effective motivation skills which spills over to be emulated by others throughout the film. 
Another strong leadership trait involves his ability to be an effective listener. The coach 
carefully listens to the young men and as a result comes to intimately understand each of 
the players. This in return promotes trust and ultimately overall increases the team ôs 
strength and spirit. A third leadership quality is portrayed  by the coachôs skill of 
situational management. Different players respond to various types of management. If a 
player is timid or what if a player is too critical, the coach responds by using different 
types of coaching leadership. In one important scene Billy Bob Thornton discusses a 
problem with the quarterback. Billy Bob attempts to motivate this player and articulates 
how  if he really applies him self, ñS on, you w ill fly.ò T he m ovie also addresses several 
key ethical issues about academics vs. athletics within a Texas small town culture that 
places football as a top priority. Many of the student athletes lose out in the long term if 
they donôt equally apply them selves to academics. A good example is the star running 
back; he is injured and never recovered. This particular young man only focused on 
achieving greatness in athletics and had no alternative to fall back on. The complex 
interaction between community culture values, the maturing ethical values of youth, and 
the special role a coachôs leadership in nurturing these values for the better are 
highlighted throughout this film. 
 
 

 
Fried Green Tomatoes (1991, 120m, DVD) 
Director:  Jon Avnet 
Cast: Kathy Bates   Jessica Tandy 
 Mary Stuart Masterson Mary-Louise Parker 
 

Idgie Threadgood is a leader in the small town of Whistlestop whether she 
realizes it or not. She attracts those who are down and out and she is not afraid to be the 
strong advocate on behalf of anyone treated unjustly. A strong friendship develops 
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between Idgie and Ruth. The two are able to solve most problems they encounter and 
create a community bond by opening a café that excludes no one. The entire community 
of Whistlestop is affected by their informal town leadership that pulls everyone together 
in a crisis.  When Idgie and her friend Big George, a black man, are on trial for murder, 
the law at first is not on their side.  The jury only sees a woman who does not conform to 
her ñexpectedò role in society and a black man who by the standards of the south at the 
time had no rights and therefore is without credibility. However, when the Reverend of 
the local church provides an alibi, no one in the courtroom dares to go against the word of 
this Man of God.  In reality Ruth was able to negotiate a deal with the Reverend who has 
a life long goal to get Idgie to go to church.  Leadership roles shift with roles of the 
follow ership throughout the m ovie betw een Idgie and R uth w hich  clim axes w ith ñthe 
bad guyò not only m urdered, but barbequed and served up to the investigating officer.  
V iew ers are left w ith a com edic conundrum : w e cheer for accom plices involved in ñthe 
barbequeò and detest the m urder victim  w ho displayed no ethics at all.  S o w hat is ethical 
leadership in this case? 
 
 
 
Gallipoli (1981, 110m, DVD) 
Director:  Peter Lindsay Weir 
Cast: Mark Lee 
 Mel Gibson 
 Robert Grubb 
 

During the Gallipoli campaign of 1915, Allies attempt to knock Ottoman Turkey 
out of World War I and reopen a supply route to Russia.  The initial plan, proposed by 
British First Lord of the Admiralty Winston Churchill, called for an Allied fleetð mostly 
Britishð to force open the Dardanelles Strait and then to steam to Constantinople in order 
to dictate peace terms.  Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori, (ñIt is sw eet and w onderful 
to die for oneôs country.ò) This famous epigram, attributed to Cicero, is invoked with 
perilous frequency during m any centuries by youngsters eager for the ñthrillò and 
ñglam ourò of w ar.  A rchy, a young m an with Olympic-caliber track talent leaves his 
hom e in w estern A ustralia to join his nationôs W orld W ar I cam paign . Rejected at first as 
under-aged, he eventually enlists in the cavalry with the assistance of Frank (Mel 
G ibson), a neôer-do-well drifter.  Both men ship off to Egypt for military training and 
eventual assignment.  In the end Frank is the only one of the central characters to survive 
Gallipoli. The honorable one who dies is dutiful Archy, ironically he would have avoided 
soldiering by the age requirement were it not for the casual goading from cynical Frank.  
Yet, it is Frank who proves not to have the stomach for war but learns the nature (and 
consequences) of duty from Archy and his other comrades, all of whom display greater 
integrity, if less longevity, than he.  A t the conclusion, w e w onder w hether F rankôs initial 
skepticism  of A rchyôs nationalist im pulse to enlist is actually prescient. T he m ovie, says 
a lot about human motivation: why do volunteer soldiers-to-be join up with enthusiasm as 
well as such adventurous spirit, not realizing the apparent dangers? Why do they continue 
perceiving war as a meaningful event that contributes something important to the world? 
Why at the Dardanelles when suddenly confronted by a disorganized, awful battlefield, 
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they willingly fight so hard under dysfunctional commanders? Individual human 
motivation on many levels ï  ethical or otherwise -- may be thoughtfully reflected upon 
throughout this fascinating movie.   
 
 
 
Gandhi (1982, 188m, DVD) 
Director:  Richard Attenborough 
Cast: Ben Kingsley   Candice Bergen 
 Edward Fox  John Gielgud 
 Trevor Howard John Mills 
 Martin Sheen  Rohini Hattangadi 
 Ian Charleson  Athol Fugard 
 

Gandhi rose from being a simple, unknown lawyer to become a famous national 
role model who leads India to independence from Great Britain as well as earns 
worldwide recognition as a symbol for peace and nonviolence. The movie begins in 
South Africa in 1893 when Gandhi (Ben Kingsley) is 23 and just started his crusade 
against racial segregation. There he witnessed how Indians sought the same legal rights 
as the British because they were denied full citizenship.  When Gandhi returned to India 
after his university education in England, he saw his own homeland of millions ruled by a 
relatively small British Elite. G andhiôs central objection w as that E nglish rule m ade 
Indians second-class citizens within their own country.  Gandhi, convinced that violence  
is not the answer to gaining freedom, informs the British soldiers politely that had been 
guests in his homeland long enough and so it was time for them to leave. His soft-spoken 
personality derives from the force of moral conviction, the enduring strength of his 
ideals, and his unwavering commitment to non-violence. In the end Gandhi accomplished 
two things: first he mobilized a divided country under a single banner; second, he 
em barrassed the B ritish by the ñrighteousnessò and rightness of his cause. N on -violent 
protest paradoxically used western Christian ethical virtues of the English to end their 
rule by an eastern leader to effectively unite his nation and gain its independence. Ideals 
matter, from wherever they derive, for achieving ethical leadership. B ut w ould G andhiôs 
nonviolent strategy work against an enemy devoid of Christian beliefs, say an Adolf 
Hitler? 
 
 
 
Gangs of New York (2002, 166m, DVD) 
Director:  Martin Scorsese 
Cast: Leonardo DiCaprio 
 Daniel Day-Lewis 
 Cameron Diaz 
 
 T he brutality of gang and class w arfare in N ew  Y ork during the 1860ôs is vividly 
depicted in this Martin Scorsese masterpiece.  William Cutting (Daniel Day-Lewis) or 
ñB ill the B utcherò, though a brutal leader is the film ôs m ost intriguing character. Bill 
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controls the Five Points Neighborhood through fear and intimidation thanks to the mayor 
of New York in return for votes. A lthough C uttingôs leadership style is by no m eans 
ethical, it is effective, and for the most part, he is revered by many of the people, or at 
least the ñnativeò A mericans who make up his gang. Cutting rules his neighborhood more 
viciously than probably even Machiavelli would recommend, yet his toughness gets 
results but is challenged by Amsterdam Vallon (Leonardo Di Caprio) in for revenge of 
the killing of his father. Are leaders supposed to strive for more ethical leadership in an 
unethical world or are they leaders because they fit the needs of their times?  No matter 
how distasteful, Gangs of New York underscores how brutal men like Bill the Butcher 
rise to leadership and maintain their rule through brutal means and trading favors. Yet, 
was such extreme cruelty necessary? Is it, as Machiavelli suggests, not the most effective 
way to lead, at least in the long run? 
 
  
 
A  G en tlem an ôs A greem en t (1947, 118m , D V D ) 
Director:  Eliza Kazan 
Cast: Gregory Peck  Dorothy McGuire 
 John Garfield  Celeste Holm 
 

A Gentlem anôs A greem ent is the story about Phillip Green (Gregory Peck), a 
magazine writer, who poses as a Jew in order to write about anti-Semitism.  Awarded the 
Oscar as Best Picture in 1947, the film was considered daring and controversial at the 
time  Originally Green did not want to write the story, but a conversation with his nine-
year-old son convinces him that he must in order to help stop discrimination. However, 
his decision causes problems with his fiancée who argues she is not prejudiced ï so why 
the fuss?  The scene when she finally figures out that silence in the face of bigotry is 
almost as bad as bigotry itself is perhaps the most powerful moment in the movie.  
Ethical leadership requires one to take the step from talking to action and only begins 
when one person is willing to act. Green reiterates this theme over and over again to his 
son, his mother, and his secretary, and in this manner becomes a transformational leader, 
in James McGregor Burns words  (although he did not set out originally to pursue this 
aim). Green knew he could not write a powerful magazine article that would force people 
to confront anti-Semitism until he personally experienced it himself by posing as a Jew 
and felt its impact first hand. Here is a useful reminder that the initial steps for exercising 
ethical leadership, must begin at home ï within yourself ïoften where it takes the most 
courage.   
 

 
 

Geronimo (1994, 110m, DVD) 
Director:  Walter Hill 
Cast: Gene Hackman Wes Studi 
 Robert Duvall  Jason Patric 
 Matt Damon 
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ñW eôre trying to m ake a country, itôs hard ,ò says L t. G atew ood . With that 
sentence, Gatewood sums up why so many hard ethical leadership choices face these 
characters throughout this movie.  The country is changing and the conquered Apache are 
forced to move their homes repeatedly.  As seen through the eyes of Gatewood, the film 
depicts what it must have been like for U.S. Army officers who attempt to make ethical 
decisions within an unethical policy framework imposed by white Americans on Native 
Americans.  Often times, it amounts to lose-lose situations: the Apache can either fight or 
move to the reservation.  For the Apache, both courses of military action lead to the same 
results for Native Americans.  In the Army, some officers in charge think of themselves 
as the A pacheôs friends by trying to help m ake the transition easier.  H ow ever, those w ho 
aspire to be the most ethical leave or are forced to leave.  The hard truth of what happens 
to a public servant who disagrees with a policy is that they can either resign as did 
General Crook and Lt. Davis or they will be sent to Siberia (or in this case Wyoming), as 
happens to Gatewood.  From the standpoint of the Apaches, Geronimo could hardly be 
called ñvisionaryò.  H e m erely steps forth as an ordinary m an w ho led because of his 
convictions. Therein lies the value of this film. This thought ï  provoking western reminds 
us of the im portance of ñgrass rootsò leadership, just stepping forw ard in difficult no -win 
situations may well define the essence of ethical leadership, or the beginning of forging 
great leadership.    
 
 
 
Gettysburg (1993, 248m, DVD) 
Director:  Ronald F. Maxwell 
Cast: Tom Berenger  Martin Sheen 
 Stephen Lang  Richard Jordan 
 Jeff Daniels  Sam Elliott 
 C. Thomas Howell Kevin Conway 
 

The battle of Gettysburg during the summer of 1863 is considered by many 
historians as the turning point of the Civil War.  This film captures those few days when 
the largest, most significant battle which ever took place on U.S. soil.  While Confederate 
Generals Lee and Longstreet prepare for a decisive battle at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, 
the U nionôs C olonel C ham berlain careful m oves his m en into position to defend several 
important hillsides.  When Confederate General Pickett attacks C olonel C ham berlainôs 
troops, the South furiously fires artillery in order to take the center where they thought 
Chamberlain led exhausted troops. Next, General Pickett orders his men to attack a mile 
over open ground in what becomes a suicidal mission.  Just the night before, Longstreet 
pleads with Lee to reconsider the battle plan, but Lee believes the spirit of his southern 
troops would carry them to victory.  Of course, Gettysburg is a classical study of 
leadership, focusing upon the interplay between great military leaders, their troops, their 
individual personalities, and their strategies.  In particular, the movie humanizes the key 
leaders grappling with difficult life-death decisions and reminds us how great battles are 
often lost due to wrong information, the weather, misplaced hopes, bad luck, as well as 
poor decision-making due to fatigue and overwork.  During the heat of the battle Union 
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and Confederate m ilitary leaders are portrayed as fallible hum an beings w hose ñbestò 
command decisions result in monstrous, inhumane acts.     
 
 
 
Ghosts of Mississippi (1996, 123m, DVD) 
Director: Rob Reiner 
Cast: Alex Baldwin 
 Whoopi Goldberg 
 James Woods 
 
 This film recounts the murder trial of racist Byron Beckwith, played by James 
Woods, who assassinated NAACP activist Medgar Evers in front of his home. The cocky, 
white supremacist was acquitted in a 1963 trial but Assistant District Attorney Bobby 
DeLaughter (Alec Baldwin) resurrects the case four decades later based on new evidence 
w ith help from  M edgarôs w idow  M yrlie, (W hoopie G oldberg). DeLaughter is a modern 
day Atticus Finch, who faces many of the same ethical leadership issues depicted in To 
Kill a Mockingbird. Southern values of his wife conflict with his obsession to retry the 
39-year-old case.  He is shunned by his community even his integrity is doubted by Mrs. 
Evers when he withholds information from her about finding the murder weapon among 
a judgeôs possessions. Unlike Atticus Finch, however, DeLaughter obtains a conviction 
from an integrated jury; again underscoring that right can triumph over evil if just one 
person courageously steps forward. 
 
 
 
Giant (1956, 197m) 
Director:  George Stevens 
Cast: Elizabeth Taylor 
 Rock Hudson 
 James Dean 
 
 Do ethical leadership issues arise from greed and racism?  Texas land baron Bick 
Benedict (Rock Hudson) and poor ranch-hand Jett Rink (James Dean) are both courting 
Leslie Lynnton (Elizabeth Taylor), a spoiled daughter of a wealthy Virginia family. 
Hudson eventually wins her hand.  Dean strikes oil and tries to get even with Hudson by 
buying all the surrounding land as he builds up his oil empire.  Hudson, who harbors 
racial prejudices common to many of his fellow Texans during that era, disowns his son, 
a young D ennis H opper, after he m arries M exican E lsa C ardenas.  M eanw hile, H udsonôs 
daughter Carroll Baker becomes the mistress of the alcoholic millionaire. Dean, now 
drunk w ith success, invites H udsonôs fam ily to the opening of his new  big hotel. A t the 
event D ean insults H opperôs M exican w ife and H opper slugs him , only to be beaten up 
by D eanôs thugs.  H udson, the tragic hero, finally realizes his errant ways and comes to 
his sonôs defense by hum iliating D ean in a drunken stupor.  O n the drive back to R eatt 
(the ranch), Hudson proves to his wife (Taylor) that he had rid himself of all prejudice 
towards his Mexican daughter-in-law and mixed-blood grandchildren during a café brawl 
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with a racist restaurant owner.  Perhaps the ending is too saccharine and superficial to 
believe, but the acting throughout is superb and may reveal in part the tangled complexity 
of what motivates humans to act, for good or ill 
 
 
 
G.I. Jane (1997, 125m, DVD) 
Director:  Ridley Scott 
Cast: Demi Moore 
 Anne Bancroft 
 Viggo Mortesen 
 

G.I. Jane tackles a major political issue in modern society: women and their place 
in the military.  Jordan O ôN eil (D em i M oore) becom es the first w om an selected to train 
for the elite N avy S eals, m ainly due to pressure from  a fem ale senatorôs desire to show  
that w om en are qualified for com bat.  E veryone except O ôN eil expects her to fail; som e 
even sabotage her efforts to insure that she does not finish the training.  In the end, 
O ôN eil overcom es several obstacles and leads her troops to victory in an actual combat 
situation. This fast-paced action film challenges the viewer to make a judgment about the 
morality of women in combat.  Should they be treated differently from men because 
women are the mothers and caretakers of the nuclear family?  Or, should they be viewed 
exactly the same as their military male counterparts? If a woman wants to put herself in a 
place of danger where she may lose her life, then, does she not have a right to do so in the 
same manner as men?  While this film provides no decisive answer, G.I. Jane 
demonstrates women are capable of being equal to or better leaders than men in combat.  
Whether or not society condones it is another matter. 
 
 
 
Gladiator (2000, 154m, DVD) 
Director:  Ridley Scott 
Cast: Russell Crowe  Joaquin Phoenix 
 Connie Nielsen Derek Jacobi 
 Richard Harris 
 
 The Gladiator begins with Maximus (Russell Crowe) carrying out the wishes of 
the Emperor Marcus Aurelius to fight the German tribes for Rome. However, Maximus 
m ust deal w ith C om m odus, the biological son of M arcus, w ho is jealous of M axim usô 
leadership.  Maximus loves Marcus and is selected over Commodus to become a Roman 
general. Maximus demonstrates many fine traits of strategic leadership that includes 
walking away from small battles in order to attack at the right time. Also he is good at 
hiding his identity when he is on the run from Commodus after he becomes Emperor 
when his father dies. Although captured as a slave, Maximus trains to become a strong 
gladiator who easily defeats his competitors. H e repeatedly w ins crow dsô support, 
becom es popular w ith the people, and even earns the love of L ucilla, C om m odusô sister.  
Though, Lucilla turns Maximus into Roman authorities, so as to save her son Lucius from 
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being killed by C om m odus.   W hen M axim usô fam ily is killed by C om m odus, he no 
longer fears him since he has nothing left to live for ï  except to seek revenge.  Maximus 
moves in the film from a general to a slave, slave to a gladiator, gladiator to the chief 
opponent of the emperor.  The power struggle between Commodus and Maximus is a 
central theme, but there are other questions concerning ethical leadership contained in 
Gladiator: w hy does the E m perorôs son, C om m odus, not possess the essential leadership 
abilities to govern the people of R om e and follow  in his fatherôs footsteps? Is it because 
of his ruthless, uncaring leadership?  Vengefulness? Or, his unwillingness to 
accommodate Maximus, once a Roman General, due to personal envy? Or what? Why do 
some leaders with many advantages from birth turn into failures. Is it in the way they 
were raised ï or were they simply following their fate?  Nature or nurture debates can be 
revisited by watching this action-packed Hollywood thriller. 
 
 
 
Glengarry Glen Ross (1992, 100m) 
Director:  James Foley 
Cast: Kevin Spacey  Alec Baldwin 
 Al Pacino  Jonathan Pryce 
 Jack Lemmon  Ed Harris 
 
 

Salesmen of an unnamed office are in a slump.  Alec Baldwin the 
office manager, calls in his men for a pep talk. The man with the highest sales figure in 
the next sales cycle wins a Cadillac, the second highest wins a set of steak knives, and the 
third gets fired.  When one of the salesmen demands to know why he is talking like that, 
the response is, ñM y w atch costs m ore than w hat you m ade last year, thatôs m y nam e.  I 
drove here tonight in an $80,000 car w hile you drove yourself in a H yundai, thatôs m y 
nam e.ò  W hat results is a desperate free-for-all among cynical men who have no loyalties 
to each other.  Ethical leadership is absent within this crowd.  Your own neck is on the 
line based on commissions you earn and only the strong survive in this dog-eat-dog 
business.  Such twisted logic and gutter profanity may be uncomfortable to watch. Here is 
a perspective on human nature that the pleasant workplace may exist often only surface-
deep. It vividly underscores why codes of good behavior are necessary so that we treat 
people with some dignity, and not as m ere ñm achinesò nor stripped of everything called 
ñhum anity.ò T his film portrays the workplace from hell. 
 
 
 
Glory! (1989, 202m, DVD) 
Director:  Edward Zwick 
Cast: Matthew Broderick  Denzel Washington 
 Cary Elwes   Morgan Freeman 
 Jihini Kennedy  Andre Braugher 
 John Finn 
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 Assigned to form the first Union Regiment of black soldiers in the Civil War, 
Robert Gould Shaw (Matthew Broderick) recruits troops for the 54th Black Regiment.  
Among these black soldiers some turn into natural leaders such as Trip (Denzel 
Washington), an escaped slave, and Rawlins (Morgan Freeman), a former gravedigger. 
These black men are proud to wear the uniform and eager to become soldiers because 
they have a chance to fight for freedom ï their freedom. Trip and Rawlins emerge from 
the ranks of the 54th Regiment to play pivotal roles by instilling pride among the black 
troops and enlisting other blacks for an opportunity to wear the uniform in battle. The 
night before the battle of Fort Morgan at Charleston, S.C., the soldiers hold a campfire 
prayer vigil.  The speeches and testimonials made by Trip and Rawlins rally troop 
morale.  While much of the story involves tactical leadership during combat, another 
important ethical leadership theme is raised by the film.  During the Civil War, it was 
widely believed that blacks were less intelligent, would not make good soldiers since they 
could not understand commands, nor submit to discipline under fire. Commanders of all-
black troops were ridiculed, shunned, and held in lower esteem by their military peers 
and superiors.  Shaw, a young, recently wounded officer, traumatized in battle, assumes 
command of the 54th Regiment of Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry, which was 
monumental task in light of such intense prejudice.  So why did Shaw accept this 
assignment, given the odds weighed so heavily against success?  His naiveté and 
inadequate experience as young, aspiring leader? His lack of political acumen sufficient 
to negotiate another ñsafeò m ilitary assignm ent? Or, was it his genuine belief in the 
patriotic ñvisionò? Some inner striving? H is desire for ñG loryò? 
 
 
 
The Godfather (1972, 175m, DVD) 
Director:  Francis Ford Coppola 
Cast: Marlin Brando 
 Al Pacino 
 James Caan 
 
 A side from  being a cracking good m afia crim e story, M ario P uzoôs Godfather 
depicts an organization undergoing transformation.  Don Corlione, the Godfather (Marlon 
B rando), is the head of a N ew  Y ork crim e syndicate.  T he ñfam ilyò is faced w ith a 
changing market by increasing pressure to enter into the profitable drug trade.  An up-
and-coming crime family pushes the syndicate to engage in drugs but sees the Corlione 
family as an obstacle.  What follows is a series of murders that eventually lead the 
ñfam iliesò into w ar w ith one another.  S onny (Jam es C aan) plays the hot-headed son and 
Al Pacino is Michael, the war hero son who is, at that time, somewhat removed from the 
ñfam ilyò business. A s the plot progresses, the G odfather is seriously w ounded and S onny 
is killed, leaving the fate of the family in the hands of Michael.  Changing leadership as 
well as the growing involvement of a reluctant leader to take charge become central 
themes as Michael is called upon to step in and guide the family though its dire crisis. 
H ow  P acinoôs character adapts to a new  hostile environm ent by giving up his former life 
in order to assume the role of Godfather and adhere to a culture that his father created is 
fascinating to watch. He learns how to recruit new loyal followers, keep the respect of 
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long-time followers, and be feared by his enemies.  Pacino turns into a frightening but 
admirable Godfather by accepting the bizarre mob culture. Family loyalty, trust, 
responsibility, and duty are the m obôs basic values intertw ined w ith a w arped code of 
criminal ethics.  The ailing crime syndicate turns around because men die willingly for 
Michael Corlione, not because of the threat of death, but because of Michael Corlione.  
Yet, by modern more standards would the Godfather be considered a good leader?  Let 
alone, an ethical leader?  Or, does the film underscore that ñethical leadershipò sim ply 
remains, more or less, a matter of definition?  Or, more precisely defined by its cultural 
context? 
 
 
 
The Good Girl (2002, 93m, DVD) 
Director:  Miguel Arteta 
Cast: Jennifer Anniston 

John C. Riley 
Jake Gyllenhaal 
 
Justine, a small town girl, played by Jennifer Anniston, is trapped in a dull, 

seemingly hopeless life.  Her husband is nice, but uncommunicative, uninspiring, and 
smokes marijuana daily. Her lackluster home life leads Justine to fall for her younger co-
worker.  Their affair is the only positive force in his life and he becomes obsessed to win 
over Justineôs heart.  E thical issues of loyalty, honor, trust, and fidelity are central to this 
movie in which no character exhibits any solid leadership abilities.  Lack of 
communication and inability of all the characters to cope with their uneventful lives and 
their petty problems leads to ultimately the death of the young man. In this tragedy all 
characters search for short-term, misguided solutions (drugs and affairs) in order to 
escape reality, thus serving as insightful commentary about how troubled people can fall 
into mutual, self-defeating unethical behavior devoid of direction or leadership.   
 
 
 
Gorillas in the Mist (1988, 129m, DVD) 
Director:  Michael Apted 
Cast: Sigourney Weaver John Omirah Miluwi 
 Bryan Brown  Julie Harris 
 
 ñG et off my m ountain!ò com m ands D iane F ossey, exem plifying both passionate 
and idealistic leadership.  Diane Fossey went to research African mountain gorillas for a 
non-profit foundation.  Her research sought to help protect the gorillas and save the 
species from extinction.  As Fossey conducts her research, she becomes more and more 
com m itted to protecting her new  ñcircle of friendsò and turns into the m ain advocate for 
the mountain gorillas. However, she increasingly becomes so narrowly focused that she 
alienates those who could assist her cause.  She frightens and threatens the local tribes.  
P ow erful people are so em barrassed by F osseyôs single-minded leadership tactics which 
possibly leads to her m ysterious death.  A lthough she brought the gorillaôs survival to the 
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forefront of world-wide public attention, she trained no-one to continue her work.  Her 
dogmatic leadership style while highly ethical in pursuit of a worthy cause was also 
severely limited in several ways as is well documented throughout this excellent film.    
 
 
 
The Great Santini (1980, 116m, DVD) 
Director:  Lewis John Carlino 
Cast: Blythe Danner  Robert Duvall 
 M ichael O ôK eefe 
 
 As the father of a military family during the sixties, Robert Duvall plays the 
flamboyant, domineering, alcoholic, Marine Colonel who goes by the moniker, The Great 
Santini.  The Great Santini, one of the best Marine fighter pilots, is transferred to a new 
base in Florida in order to revive a struggling squadron.  The movie focuses not so much 
on his military leadership, but rather on his role of husband and father.  The family is run 
like a m ilitary unit w ith the children referring to their father as ñT he C olonel.ò  H is w ife 
(Blythe Danner) is extremely devoted to the fam ilyôs w elfare, but the story particularly 
examines the rocky relationship with his son whom the Colonel wants to follow his 
career in the Marine Corps.  Only when the Colonel shows some weakness and 
vulnerability does his family accept him  as w ell as his faults.  Ironically the ñrealò leader 
in this film turns out to his wife, even though she did not occupy a formal position of 
authority.  Her role as the mother and head of the family emphasizes her natural 
leadership skills.  She is able to see others for what they really are and encourage the 
family to try to understand and accept each other with their imperfections.  With the love, 
support, and wisdom of his mother, along with energy and direction of his father, the 
oldest son (Michael O ôK eefe) show s potential prom ise to turn into a strong m oral leader. 
The limits of formal authority as well as the critical influence of informal leadership 
within small groups are well portrayed throughout this film. 
 
 
 
Gung Ho (1985, 111m) 
Director:  Ron Howard 
Cast:  Michael Keaton Gedde Wantanabe 
 George Wendt  Mimi Rogers 
 
 This lightweight comedy offers actually a useful study of ethical leadership.  
Michael Keaton, playing union leader Hunt Stevenson, flies to Japan in order to convince 
executives of Assan Motors to open a plant in Hadleyville, his hometown. They do and 
Keaton befriends Kazihiro, the executive in charge of the plant, as they experience 
production and labor problems, mostly as result of cultural differences. At various points 
in the film , each protagonist bem oans the fact that ñI am  not a leader.ò T heir ethical 
leadership, however, is demonstrated again and again by keeping their eyes on their 
common vision, caring about their followers, finding cooperative approaches, and 
inspiring confidence by standing up for what they believe in. Surprisingly several useful 
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lessons about the simple truths of cooperative leadership which in the end overcomes a 
deep cultural divide can be learned by watching this enjoyable film.   
 
 
 
H arrison ôs F low er (2002, 122m, DVD) 
Director:  Elie Chouraqui 
Cast: Andie MacDowell David Strathairn 

Elias Koteas  Brendan Gleeson 
Adrien Brody 
 
Although its plot is about the love between a husband and a wife, a central ethical 

leadership theme ï the trauma they are forced to address ï develops from the civil war in 
C roatia and the A m erican m ediaôs coverage of it.  W hile this film  pays tribute to the 
unheralded men and women of the press who volunteer for assignments in war torn lands 
in order to report the news to the public, H arrisonôs F low ers also points out how media 
answers to the bottom line of the profit. H arrisonôs F low erôs portrays a Newsweek 
photojournalist, Harrison Lloyd, played by David Strathairn, who throws in the towel on 
war assignments for the sake of his young family.  A fellow journalist however goads 
him to publicly admit that big media (like the glossy weekly Newsweek) cove the 
atrocities in Croatia. Inadequately and superficially Harrison decides to take his camera 
one last time to cover this civil war. When believed dead, his wife Sarah Lloyd (Andie 
MacDowell) tries to locate him in Croatia and soon experiences first hand what she has 
until that point simply read about in the media, namely that the American public is only 
receiving limited sound bites of this war that is ultimately more complex than as reported. 
The film thus raises profound questions:  Does the inhumanity of war and a profit driven 
media eradicate any ethical framework necessary to allow for journalistic truth? Or, 
convey balanced reporting? Does the media show the reality of complex issues to the 
American people? Is it providing fair, thorough, and unbiased coverage of events beyond 
our borders?  Are these conveyors of news true to their professional mission, or are they 
governed by mainly financial interests? Is the information that is available to the public 
adequate to shape informed foreign policies?  H arrisonôs F low ers pays tribute to the 
press who daily risk their lives in order to tell a complicated distant story, but its theme is 
not optimistic.    
 
 
 
Heat (1995, 172m, DVD) 
Director:  Michael Mann 
Cast: Robert DeNiro  Val Kilmer 
 Al Pacino  Ashley Judd 
 
 A criminal gang led by Robert DeNiro vividly depicts the pitfalls and possibilities 
of underworld leadership.  A good leader is not always on the right side of the law, yet 
R obert D eN iroôs shady character dem onstrates effective leadership.  H e instills a vision 
within his gang, works to keep that vision alive, and by his motivational techniques 
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develops strong, effective teamwork.  Early in the movie, he learns from mistakes such as 
trusting someone who did not share their bad-guy values.  Robert DeNiro effectively 
scans the environment, understanding its unique external conditions in which his gang 
operates by investigating his investigators, even facilitating group processes to shape 
their goals and plans.  One may well be repulsed by watching its senseless violence, lurid 
plot, and obscene language, but the film reveals gritty realism about the dynamics of 
leadership exercised by a tough crime boss.   
 
 
 
Henry V (1989, 138m, DVD) 
Director:  Kenneth Branagh 
Cast: Kenneth Branagh Derek Jacobi 
 Brian Blessed  Paul Scofield 
 Emma Thompson Ian Holm 
 
 Henry V is an entertaining Shakespearian tale with plenty of superb examples of 
leadership.  Initially King Henry shows compassion and mercy for petty criminals.  
Though when he finds three of his nobles committed treason, Henry states that the 
treason is not only against the King, but also against England. Henry like every effective 
ruler must separate his crown from his person for the good of his constituents.  In other 
words, he differentiates his formal position as King from his informal personal 
friendship. His compassion extends towards the enemy. When his army invades the first 
town in France, he commands his troops not to steal from the French or abuse them. 
However, when he finds a close friend stealing from a French Church, he hangs him in 
order to enforce his orders. After the Battle of Agincourt, at a conference with the King 
of France, Henry states that France is his brother.  He shows no ill will towards the land 
he just acquired.  Perhaps the highpoint of leadership lessons in the film is witnessed 
when Henry instills confidence and loyalty in his troops before and during battles.  For 
example, Henry disguises himself to determine what subordinates are saying about him.  
A s he m oves through his troops that night, H enry calls them  ñbrothers, friends and 
countrym en.ò  H is S t. C rispins speech is perhaps the greatest ever uttered by any leader ï  
ñyou shall rem em ber this dayò, ñthis band of brothersò, ñhe w ho spills his blood w ill be 
m y brother,ò ñyou lucky few ,ò and ñall things are ready if our m inds be so.ò  Henry V 
exem plifies how  a great leader ñm ust w alk and the talk.ò  K ing H enry  V, not only 
believed in the mission and won battles, he listens to his followers, and he put himself at 
risk in the middle of deadly battles in order to lead by personal example. Every aspect of 
his speech, stature, intuitiveness, physical fortitude and, most of all, his keen strategizing 
exemplifies Henry as a great leader. A  good counterpoint to H enryôs rem arkable 
leadership throughout this movie is characterized by the French King: overconfident, 
lacking realism about the enemy, believing in the superiority of his weapons and numbers 
of troops, rather than instilling bravery in his men, passively staying inside his tent during 
the battle, weak and uninspiring.   
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High Noon (1952, 84m, DVD)\ 
Director:  Fred Zinnemann 
Cast: Gary Cooper  Grace Kelly  Henry Morgan 
 Lloyd Bridges  Lon Chaney Jr. Lee Van Cleef 
 
 High Noon remains a crowd-pleasing favorite as sentimental western morality 
tale. Gary Cooper, stars as lawman Will Cane who stands alone to defend a town of 
righteous cowards.  Adapted from the book, ñT in S tarò, and directed by Fred Zinnemann, 
W ill C ane m ade the tow n ñfit for w om en and children to live inò by putting F rank M iller 
and his gang behind bars.  Politicians save Frank from hanging, and so he comes back to 
town on the noon train, vowing it would be W illôs life or his. F ellow  citizensôs tell Will 
that it is ñnot our job,ò to standup against the gang and urge Will to leave town so his 
ñtroubleò w ould not be the tow nôs trouble. In a timeless story of human nature, its virtues 
and failings, Will believes that people would never again be safe if they turned their 
backs on a villainôs threats.  In that stark, arid , western town, he faces alone the outlaws 
in one of the greatest showdowns in cinema history. With the relentless clock ticking, 
approaching noon, Sheriff Cane guns down the gang. His Quaker bride (Grace Kelly) 
fires the final shot that brings down the last bad guy.  As a quintessential American-style 
individualistic leader, Will Cane portrays strong convictions necessary for exercising 
effective ethical leadership, or as W ill says, ña m an m ust be brave, or lie a cow ard, a 
craven cow ard in his grave.ò 
 
 
 
Hoffa (1992, 140m) 
Director:  Danny DeVito 
Cast: Jack Nicholson Danny DeVito  Armand Assante 
 J.T. Walsh  John Reilly  Natalija Nogulidi 
 
 Hoffa, a renowned teamster union leader in Detroit, brought unionized fair labor 
conditions to the trucking industry.  From the outset Hoffa (Jack Nicholson) is portrayed 
as a strong character, well dressed, and an excellent speaker, who identified himself as 
ñone of the people, a friend w ith scars on his knuckles, tooò.  H ow ever, his style of 
leadership is based on manipulation, often negotiating with the mob, which eventually 
leads, as this film implies, to his own death.  Charismatic and able to motivate his 
followers, eventually Hoffa is elect President of the International Brotherhood of 
Teamsters with over 10,000 members.  Much of his success is credited to a strong 
alliance with Robert Channall, his right hand man, who continually protects Hoffa and 
helps to develop his leadership strengths.  Y et, in spite of H offaôs declared devotion to 
the common good, in the final analysis he is not a principled leader, but more of a 
pragmatist than visionary, exhibiting no illuminating inner conviction.  Full of hate, a 
loner, a self-contained scheming strategist, his cold corpse is found, believed killed by his 
enemies who held personal vendettas.  The film portrays also Robert Kennedy whose 
unrelenting prosecution sent him to prison as well as Frank Fitzsimmons, his successor as 
Teamster President.  In the end, the film suggests a Mafia-sponsored murder of Hoffa.  
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W as it H offaôs ow n peculiar personal characteristics that brought him success as a union 
leader were also the very same sources of his demise?   
 
 
 
Hoosiers (1986, 114m, DVD) 
Director:  David Anspaugh 
Cast: Gene Hackman  Sheb Wooley 
 Barbara Hershey  Fern Parsons 
 Dennis Hopper  David Neidorf 
 
 Hoosiers is the true story of a small Indiana high school basketball team in which 
Gene Hackman plays a new coach, given one last chance to succeed at coaching 
basketball.  Gene Hackman, a down and out basketball coach in rural Indiana, transforms 
a town of hardened skeptics into vocal supporters by means of his unorthodox coaching 
techniques and strategies. His stubborn vision that what he is doing is right, eventually 
brings the tow nôs star player out of retirem ent. Hackman ultimately leads the team to the 
state championship game by focusing their energies on a worthy goal, as well as by 
urging them not to be distracted by anything else.  Along the way he shows one of the 
boyôs fathers, played by D ennis H opper, that by taking responsibility for being an 
alcoholic, he could becom e sober and contribute to the team ôs victory.  P ublic, non -profit 
and business managers are well-served by seeing this fine example of sticking to a vision 
at all costs and letting the chips fall where they may. H aving the courage to risk oneôs job 
by doing w hatôs right is som ething that is too often m issing in todayôs m anagem ent.  Y et, 
can winning be the only goal?  While enjoyable, the film also raises troubling issues 
about strong leadership in which winning becomes everything.  
 
   
 
Hotel Rwanda (2004), 122m, DVD) 
Director: Terry George 
Cast: Don Cheadle  Sophie Okoneda 
 Nick Nolte  Cara Seymour 
 
 This film takes place in Rwanda.  Paul Rusesabagina (Don Cheadle), plays the 
main hero in a true story of a hotel manager who housed over one thousand Tutsi 
refugees during their struggle against Hutu militants seeking to eliminate the entire Tutsi 
tribe. This amazing film points up one m anôs w ill to stop the genocide of the T utsi T ribe. 
Rusesabagina, a Hutu, is married to a Tutsi woman which complicates his difficulties. 
UN troops are there only to bring the peace but not to intervene, leaving hundreds of 
thousand innocent men, women, and children to be slaughtered by machete knives and 
guns. Surprisingly in an age of high-tech rapid, world-wide communications, this 
genocide was little featured by the mass media. This oversight is disappointing, for if 
covered, m any lives m ay have been saved. R usesabaginaôs leadership skills through 
courage, compassion, and inventiveness are exceptional. The obvious question of ethical 
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leadership in this, film is, ñC an one m anôs determ ined leadership save his fam ily and 
thousands of others?ò In this case, one person can m ake a difference. 
 
 
 
The Hudsucker Proxy (1993, 115m, DVD) 
Director:  Joel Coen 
Cast: Tim Robbins  Jennifer Jason-Leigh 

Paul Newman  Charles Durning 
 
When unassuming Norville Barnes (Tim Robbins) is promoted from the mailroom 

clerk to CEO of Hudsucker Industries, he is thrown into a leadership role that he neither 
aspired to nor desired.  Not realizing that he was chosen so that stock prices would crash, 
allowing the board to buy up shares when the former ow nerôs stock goes public in a 
month, Barnes is expected to mismanage the company and ruin both its reputation and 
value.  When Barnes unexpectedly invents the hula-hoop and the com panyôs stock soars, 
his success as a great CEO ironically turns out to corrupt him because he believes he is 
infallible.  In order to continue as a corporate leader, Barnes learns that he can never rest 
on past success.  Great leaders should never assume that past accomplishments will 
continue indefinitely into future. However, like Barnes, they may be in the right place at 
the right time, and donôt w ant to becom e nor even envision them selves as leaders. L uck 
and fate remain keys, along with continued hard work, to success in every field. 

 
 
 
The Hunt for Red October (1990, 132m, DVD) 
Director:  John McTiernan 
Cast: Sean Connery  Alec Baldwin 
 Scott Glenn  Sam Neill 
 James Earl Jones Tim Curry 
 
 The Hunt for Red October demonstrates how leadership places enormous 
responsibilities on a leader within intricacies of the high level maneuvering and tactics 
between superpowers. Sean Connery plays a Soviet skipper, Ramius, trying to defect to 
the United States with a submarine, The Red October. Ramius trained most of the other 
captains in the fleet and is now in charge of the most advanced soviet submarine, The 
Red October. This nuclear submarine has revolutionary technology for diving and 
outwitting American Intelligence. When The Red October leaves the Soviet shipyard, 
American lose track of it. The Soviets attempt to deceive the Americans into believing 
that The Red October is heading towards the American Coast to fire its nuclear missiles 
at New York or Washington and that Ramius is a madman. They ask the United States 
Navy for help to track and destroy The Red October, but Jack Ryan, a U.S. intelligence 
agent, tells Admiral Grear that Ramius is trying to defect and bring the submarine with 
him. This movie is a tense, fast-paced adventure about men with doomsday cold war 
technology in their hands. For ethical leadership, the movie raises the question:  is 
coercion necessary for exercising effective leadership?  T he m ovie answ ers ñyesò ï as 
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long as the ends justify the means.  Russian Sub Captain Ramius races to U.S. territory 
where he and his crew would like to defect, but along the way, some of his men change 
their minds.  Meanwhile, the American Government believes (due to Soviet propaganda) 
that Ramius plans to fire his technologically superior weaponry at the U.S. Jack Ryan, 
having studied the military tactics of the Captain, figures out the R am iusôs actual plan, 
but must convince his own superiors before either the sub reaches America or the 
Russians destroy it. Within the fog of war, the film points out how complicated 
intelligence gathering and com m unicating ñthe truthò to superiors can make or break 
successful leadership, not to mention cause war or peace.  
 
 
 
Hurricane (1999, 125m, DVD)\ 
 Director:  Norman Jewison 
Cast: Vincent Pastore  David Paymer 
 Denzel Washington  Harris Yulin 
 Dan Hedaya   Deborah Kara 
 
 Based on the real life of Rubin Carter, this absorbing film provides a fine study of 
ethical leadership.  R ubin ñH urricaneò C arter (D enzel W ashington) is on his w ay to 
w inning the m iddlew eight cham pionship during the 1960ôs.  A  racist detective, B eldock, 
arrests Carter and his companion for murdering three white people based on false 
evidence.  E ven after M uham m ed A li and B ob D ylan protest H urricaneôs life sentence 
imprisonment, the State of New Jersey refuses to retry Carter.  Beldock had underworld 
connections so everyone involved with the case did not want to their risk the lives or their 
reputations by defending Carter.  The ethical dilemma addresses whether or not one 
should be a whistleblower. Surprisingly so many cops, judges, and lawyers went along 
with the original verdict due to fear of the potential life-threatening harm from Beldock.  
In the end, Carter, by then in jail twenty-two years, tries a last ditch the appeal to the 
Federal Court using new evidence. At his hearing Carter gives an impassioned speech 
about how the U.S. Constitution is not set up to confine or limit justice but to serve 
justice, ñconsider the evidence, consider the truthé donôt ignore the law , em brace the law  
for the higher principle for which the law was meant to serve.ò Here Carter exhibits an 
essential trait of great ethical leadership ï i.e., an unyielding conviction that oneôs cause 
is just.     
 
 
 
I Am Trying to Break Your Heart (2002) 
Director:  Sam Jones 
Cast: Jeff Tweedy  Leroy Bach 
 John Stirratt  Jay Bennett 
   
 I Am Trying to Break your Heart docum ents the rise of one of the nationôs 
premier alternative country bands ï Wilco ï and probes how they make their big break ï 
through the album, Yankee Hotel Foxtrot. But what does it say about leadership and 
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ethics?  Quite a bit. In this particular case, rather convoluted issues surround the music 
industry and its conflicting values between promoting art and receiving profits.  I Am 
Trying to Break your Heart documents recording an album that was almost never 
released yet became the most critically acclaimed rock and roll album in 2002. Led by 
Jeff Tweedy, Wilco wants to record music reflecting their beliefs but are promptly 
dropped by their label Reprise Records because the company did not see how this music 
would be profitable.  Despite the lack of support, the group continues working without a 
major company label backing and finally signs up with a record company that does not 
ask Wilco to compromise their musical standards.  Ultimately Wilco is successful by not 
taking the easier route of selling out for profit.  In the music industry where popularity 
drives the profit m argin, W ilcoôs tale hints that follow ing your heart also yields rich 
rewards. 
 
 
 
I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1979, 100m) 
Director:  Fielder Cook 
Cast: Constance Good John Driver II 
 Esther Rolle  Ruby Dee 
 Dianne Carroll  Roger E. Mosley 
 
 I Know Why Caged Bird Sings recounts the autobiography of poet Maya Angelou.  
In her youth she battled both racism and molestation.  The film begins in the town of 
Stams, Arkansas when Maya Angelou is eleven, living with her grandmother, uncle and 
brother.  Abandoned by both parents, Maya is raised mostly by her grandmother, Momma 
who having never left the south, knows only racism that plagues the black citizens of 
Stams. We witness many acts of ethical leadership throughout the film. Momma, an 
elderly black woman, strives to raise two black children and shelter her grandchildren 
from harm. For example, warned that the KKK was out looking for the black man 
responsible for the rape of a white female in town, she quickly saves her innocent son by 
having children unload potatoes and onions from a farm bin, laying him at the bottom of 
the bin, and covering him back up with onions and potatoes. Another example of personal 
leadership takes place several m onths after M ayaôs rape. A  guest speaker at her 
graduation ceremony, a white Senator, proposes improving the school system for black 
students - - a new athletic department for the boys and a new home economics division 
for the girls so they could improve their housekeeper skills.  Maya breaks her silence 
about her rape and urges blacks to be more than just athletes or maids.  At that moment 
she realizes that a black fem ale can soar beyond anyone elseôs or even her ow n 
expectations. By recognizing new leadership roles within themselves, new potential 
always is possible to discover, as this film ably suggests.     
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Ice Age (2002, 81m, DVD) 
Director:  Chris Wedge 
Cast Voices: John Leguizamo Tara Strong 

Denis Leary  Jane Krakowski 
Ray Ramano  Goran Visnjic 
 
Set during the Ice Age, this animated kids cartoon flick tells the story of a human 

infant found by a group of animals that includes a woolly mammoth, a saber-toothed 
tiger, and a sloth. For various reasons they have not yet migrated south to avoid the 
coming Ice Age.  After finding the human baby, the animals try to reunite the baby with 
his parents who are living in a nomadic tribe.  Catching up with the humans who moved 
on from their camp presents numerous dangerous challenges that forge an unlikely bond 
among them.  As in any real world scenario when collectively facing of danger, someone 
often turns into the true leader of the pack ï in this case it is the woolly mammoth. At 
first, the mammoth leads because of his sheer size and brute strength, but another reason 
surfaces soon, namely his effective plans for dealing with a series of life-threatening 
situations the animals confront. He shows a keen strategic sense, plus courage, strength, 
honesty, and integrity ï  all vital qualities for any ethical leader.  As a result, the others 
rally around him.  The story touches three key issues:  first, within diverse groups how 
can individuals unite as a strong team in order to reach their common goal? Second, when 
presented with difficult choices, how can groups decide on the best course of collective 
action? Third, why ethical leadership that arises makes all the difference? 
 
 
 
Ikiru (1952, 143m) 
Director:  Akira Kurosawa  
Cast: Takashi Shimura  Miki Odagari 
 Nobuo Kaneko  Yunosube Ito 
 Kyoki Seki 
 
 This 1952 black and w hite film  by Japanôs m ost fam ous film m aker com bines self-
revealing dialogue and superb acting in order to tell a simple tale about a Japanese 
bureaucrat who worked for thirty uneventful years in seemingly meaningless job that he 
cannot even describe. After discovering that he is dying of cancer as well as after an eye-
opening drunken spree, he decides that somehow he must give meaning to his life.  
Feverishly he devotes his remaining brief time to build a park for a group of women and 
children who had been previously ignored by his own agency. Firsthand he sees 
resistance and apathy everywhere in government, yet refuses to give up. Despite all that 
he has to go through to get his project approved by the local bureaucracy, he patiently 
works with each division of government and surprisingly discovers new ways to get his 
project completed. The bittersweet aspect of this film depicts how not until his death does 
the viewer find out how he transformed his department and local government. All of the 
local managers are sitting around trying to figure out why he went so crazy just to build 
this neighborhood park. Not knowing of his ailment, they speculate on a variety of 
theories. A catalyst ironically reveals itself when the town mayor takes credit for his 
accomplishments after several bottles of Sake. Why he stopped at nothing to get the park 
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built is easy to appreciate, yet it is disturbing that only death motivated him to action. At 
his funeral his comrades to confront their own meaningless lives.     
 
 
 
In the Name of the Father (1993, 125m) 
Director:  Jim Sheridan 
Cast: Daniel Day-Lewis  Pete Postlewaite John Lynch 
 Emma Thompson  Corin Redgrave Beatre Edney 
 
 T his true story about T he ñG uilford F our,ò a relatively obscure IR A  terrorist 
group convicted for bom bings in E ngland during the 1960ôs, highlights different qualities  
of both ethical and unethical leadership. The father, Giuseppe, is quiet but reliable who 
ultimately influences his son as a strong role model.  Originally the son thought his Dad 
was weak and ineffective but learns to respect him immensely.  The detectives 
demonstrate repeatedly a significant lack of ethics by making mistaken arrests and 
suppressing evidence that falsely convict people. A lawyer, who clears all the parties 
convicted of an IRA bombing in London, demonstrates remarkable ethical leadership 
through his persistence and idealism despite enormous obstacles. Journalists display key 
leadership roles by doggedly pursuing the investigation of the case, and by bringing 
injustice to public attention.  Such diverse leadership styles and strategies offer arresting, 
indeed instructive contrasts throughout the film.    
 
 
 
The Insider (1999, 157m, DVD) 
Director:  Michael Mann 
Cast: Russell Crowe  Christopher Plummer 
 Al Pacino  Gina Gershon 
 Diane Venorn  Debi Mazor 
 
 Jeffery Wigand (Russell Crowe) is a whistleblower who confronts an enormous 
ethical dilemma by deciding to come forward with information that will bring down his 
company as well as certainly put himself in great danger. Wigand displays strength and 
idealism by exposing the lies of the tobacco industry, in turn jeopardizing his career and 
personal safety.  Journalist Lowell Bergman also depicts ethical leadership skills when he 
convinces W igand to com e forw ard w ith the ótru thò as w ell as uphold the best principles 
of investigative journalism.  But in the end did Wigand display ethical leadership during 
his confrontation with the tobacco industry?  While he stood up to an industry that had 
knowingly been producing a product that w as harm ful to the publicôs heath, he signed a 
confidentiality agreement with the tobacco company before he was fired.  Thus, he broke 
an agreem ent by going public that he had legally agreed to, but he did so for ñthe greater 
good.ò  S o w hat is ethical leadership?  To whom is one obligated? Your family? A signed 
contract? Your career? The law? Yourself? The public interest? Or, what? W igandôs 
story illustrates well such conflicting choices, ultimately he chooses to follow his own 
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heart. To blow the whistle within the vortex of such gut-wrenching choices is never easy 
as this superb film ably underscores.   
 
 
 
Insomnia (2002, 116, DVD) 
Director:  Christopher Nolan 
Cast: Al Pacino   Robin Williams Martin Donovan 
 Hillary Swank  Mauria Tierney Nicky Katl 
 
 A Los Angeles homicide detective (Pacino) travels to Alaska to investigate a 
violent murder.  This case laced with moral compromises which the detective must 
resolve while under investigation by his department back home for unethical conduct. His 
partner from home travels to Alaska to work on the homicide case but also possesses 
incriminating evidence against Pacino and has decided to do the right thing by turning in 
Pacino.  It is summer in Alaska and the sun never sets.  Pacino cannot sleep and his 
judgment becomes impaired.  On a foggy chase, Pacino shoots his partner by mistake (or 
so Pacino thinks he did accidentally).  At any rate, Pacino covers up the murder by 
blam ing it on the suspect that they w ere pursuing.  T he m ovie centers on P acinoôs 
internal struggle which becomes more and amore bizarre as his sleepless nights continue.  
Pacino constantly obsesses about whether or not he meant to kill his partner until he 
mixes reality and fiction to the point where he can no longer decipher between the two.  
Judging what is right and wrong we learn here is at the core of exercising ethical 
leadership. When it blurs, trouble follows.   
 
 
 
In the Bedroom (2001, 130m, DVD) 
Director:  Todd Field 
Cast: Sissy Spacek  Tom Wilkinson Celia Weston 
 Nick Stahl  Marisa Tome  William Wise 
 
 A serious drama about themes of violence and morality takes place in a quaint, 
quiet, New England fishing village.  T he film ôs title, In the Bedroom, holds several 
meanings:  the bedroom is the inner most chamber of a lobster trap while the ñreal storyò 
focuses on a son, caught in a ñbedroom ò love triangle, who is violently shot in the face. 
M uch of the story deals w ith how  the boyôs surviving m other (S issy S pacek) and father 
(Tom Wilkinson) choose to deal with the crippling loss of their son.  The murderer is the 
son of the sm all tow nôs w ealthy lobster com pany and so is unlikely to face m uch, if any, 
jail-time due to lack of hard evidence (although the audience knows he is clearly the 
killer).  The father of the murdered boy is forced to deal with the loss of his son and 
wants to take matters into his own hands.  Morally he feels justified to vindicate his dead 
son by taking the life of the murderer.  But is he?  Here is an excellent study of the 
ñgreysò tangled w ithin personal ethics and informal leadership.   
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Itôs a W on d erfu l L ife (1946, 129m , D V D ) 
Director:  Frank Capra 
Cast: James Stewart  Thomas Mitchell 
 Donna Reed  Ward Bond 
 Lionel Barrymore Gloria Grahme 
 
 Itôs a W onderful L ife is a tale of G eorge B ailey (S tew art), an ñevery m anò, who 
gives up his professional dreams to leave Bedford Falls to run the small savings and loan 
after his D adôs sudden death. F ollow ing a series of fateful events, G eorge, in a m om ent of 
desperation, considers taking his life.  But even in this suicide endeavor, he puts the 
needs of another before his own in order to save the life of Clarence, his guardian angel.  
C larence, sent to earth to save G eorge,(and earn his ñw ingsò), grants him one wish ï to 
see what his community would be like if he had never been born. From a leadership 
perspective, Clarence vividly demonstrates what happens to Bedford Falls without an 
ethical leader.  In G eorge B aileyôs lifetim e, he saves his brother, the savings and loan, 
and the town of Bedford Falls because he is the only person willing to confront the evil 
M r. P otter (B arrym ore). G eorge w itnesses, thanks to C larenceôs gift, the rare opportunity 
to see himself as an ethical leader, though he never truly viewed himself as a leader.  
Throughout his life he went about his daily business simply not realizing his own visible 
and not-so-visible influences on those around him.  When Clarence shows George the 
town without the benefits of his leadership, he sees it as Pottersville, a run down village, 
full of vice and corruption.  The savings and loan died with his father, his brother never 
lived past his childhood accident, his wife (Donna Reed) remained a spinster librarian, 
his mother became a mean old boarding housekeeper, his first boss turned into a convict, 
and his Uncle Billy was sent away to a mental hospital as insane.  In the end, George 
discovers that he really lived ñw onderful lifeò. In the last scene the town and his family 
rallies behind him as George enjoys his own spiritual rebirth. And is this ethical 
leadership message why this film ôs continues to remain A m ericaôs m ost beloved 
Christmas story?   
 
 
 
Jakob The Liar (1999, 113m, DVD) 
Director:  Peter Kassovitz 
Cast: Robin Williams  Alan Arkin   Bob Balaban 
 Bob Balaban   Hannah Taylor Gordon Nina Siemaszka 
 
 Set in a Polish Jewish Ghetto in 1944, inhabitants live in constant fear, starvation, 
awaiting daily for trains to haul away them like cattle to a place of no return. When a 
Jewish man hears a radio news broadcast reporting that the Russians are pushing back the 
Germans, he shares the information with one friend. This news significantly boosters 
morale. At the urging of a respected doctor, who is also a Ghetto resident, Jakob (Robin 
Williams) perpetuates the myth of the radio by making up encouraging news further to 
promote morale.  Although some residents are fearful that they will be punished and ask 
Jakob to destroy the radio, others relish every encouraging word.  Finally the Ghetto 
decides to organize and appoint Jakob as their leader.  When the Germans learn of the 
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resistance movement, they kill the doctor and threaten the inhabitants with retribution 
unless the radio owner comes forward.  Jakob takes responsibility for the radio (a myth) 
but refuses to discount his story in front of his fellow residents and quickly is shot.  The 
film suggests an interesting paradox of a beneficial lie necessary for leadership.  Jakob 
lived in terror in the Ghetto, as did other Jews.  Yet, when he saw the opportunity to bring 
hope he continues to lie and even embellishes the news. His ultimate display of ethical 
leadership involves his personal courage to step forward and take responsibility for 
perpetuating the falsehood while at the same time being unwillingness to dash the hopes 
of those who believed his stories.  Does effective leadership at times entail spinning 
artful, convincing falsehoods, at least to some degree, in order further a just cause? 
 
 
 
JFK (1991, 190m, DVD) 
Director:  Oliver Stone 
Cast: Kevin Costner  Pruitt Taylor Vince 
 Kevin Bacon  Tommy Lee Jones 
 John Candy  Sissy Spacek 
 
 This Oliver Stone movie recounts the unending saga of who shot JFK and why.  
Jim Garrison, New Orleans DA, re-opens the investigation after the Warren Commission 
Report in order to explore alternative possibilities, namely that there was more than one 
shooter and link the Kennedy assassination to high-level businessmen connected with the 
Communists as well as potentially to the FBI.  Mr. Garrison is committed, despite 
numerous obstacles in his way to uncover the true assassin(s).  He leads his own 
investigation team, which is all the time surrounded by controversy.  Soft-spoken, well-
mannered, extremely intelligent, but exhibiting an unquestionable thirst for publicity, he 
earned his followers respect and trust. Garrison doggedly pursues his investigation, 
despite the Warren Commission Report declaring the issue resolved.  Internally, his 
office supports him, externally, the federal government does not, and his family waivers 
throughout, putting him under great strain. This film emphasizes his leadership 
characteristics of enjoying the spotlight while balancing immense conflicting pressures.  
But was he a zealot rather than an effective public leader? Garrison faced continual 
public humiliation at the hands of the press, his family, friends, and higher-level 
government officials who were against crusade. In the end he failed to prove his case and 
spun just one m ore conspiracy theory of K ennedyôs death.  Thus the film raises troubling 
questions about what defines the boundaries of both ethics and leadership  
 
 
 
John Q. (2002, 118m, DVD) 
Director:  Nick Cassavetes 
Cast: Denzel Washington  Robert Duvall  Ann Heche 
 James Woods    Kimberly Elise Ray Liotta 
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 John Q. Archibald (Denzel Washington) is a working class guy trying to provide 
for his son Mikey (Daniel E. Smith) and his wife (Kimberly Elise).  An unexpected 
medical emergency happens when Mikey collapses at a Little League game and is rushed 
to the hospital.  D octors are convinced that only a heart transplant w ill save M ikeyôs life 
and Johnôs H M O  w ill not cover the expensive surgery.  With the hospital and his 
insurance company unwilling to help, John takes matters into his own hands, holding the 
hospitalôs renow ned heart surgeon (Jam es W oods) and several others hostage in an 
emergency care wing until the surgery is prom ised.  John Q .ôs plan to shoot him self and 
give his heart to his son is abandoned at the 11th hour when a donor heart is flown in and 
Mikey is saved.  All hostages support John Q. and one of the hostages dresses up like 
John Q. so that when the police arrest the imposter, the real John Q. momentarily escapes 
dressed in surgical scrubs.  Police negotiators (Robert Duvall and Ray Liotta) depict 
unethical ñbad-copsò since they repeatedly lie and cheat to cajole John Q . into 
surrendering.  Throughout this film injustices within the US health system are 
underscored, although possibly by too sharply contrasting black/white morality?   
 
 
 
Judgment at Nuremberg (1961, 178m) 
Director:  Stanley Kramer 
Cast: Spencer Tracy   Burt Lancaster 
 Maximill ion Schell  Richard Widmart 
 Judy Garland   Marlene Dietrich 
 
 Two critical issues related to ethical conduct are depicted by this movie.  The first 
is how could the German people allow Nazi persecution of Jews and minorities to 
happen?  Some German citizens argued afterwards that they were unaware of the horrors 
and atrocities during the war.  The second issue is: if German citizens really did not know 
about the horrors that were taking place, were they as much at fault for not knowing?  
This film made in 1961, only sixteen years after the end of World War II, raises 
fundamental questions concerning both leadership and followership.  To complicate 
ethical issues for the tribunal, the free world nations urge the hearing officials to find 
little or no wrong doing on the part of Germany in order to assist the US and Europe 
contain the postwar spread of communism. In this regard, do some situations make it 
acceptable to overlook law for a greater good?  The lead American Judge of the tribunal 
(Spencer Tracy) is also affected by a genuine appreciation for the German people and 
their culture. The film does an excellent job of highlighting the complexity of political 
cross - pressures involving national security and justice ï pressures that influence the 
panel of judges to disregard higher ethics for the sake of immediate national interests of 
w aging ñT he C old W arò.       
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Judgment Night (1993, 109m, DVD) 
Director:  Stephan Hopkins 
Cast: Emilio Estevez Cuba Gooding, Jr. Stephan Dorff 
 Denis Leary  Jeremy Piven 
 
 Judgment Night involves four friends who are driving to a boxing match in 
Chicago. Due to a traffic jam, the driver Ray (Piven) decides to take a short cut through 
one of C hicagoôs toughest, m ost dangerous neighborhoods.  A s a result, they becom e lost 
and witness the killing of a gang member.  The gang wants no witnesses and chases the 
four friends through Chicago with the intent to kill them.  From the perspective of ethical 
leadership, will the friends survive by the leadership of Frank Wyatt (Estevez)?  Estevez 
develops into an effective leader.  Estevez learns that Piven has been drinking after being 
involved in an accident and lies about dialing 911.  Estevez formulates a plan while being 
chased by the gang leader Fallon (Leary). Estevez displays exceptional leadership 
qualities, including the ability to formulate an escape plan with clear goals, communicate 
it effectively to the others, motivate them to be strong enough to live, and along the way 
accept a variety of difficult challenges. Perhaps a useful study of accidental leadership, 
thrust upon someone without choice?   
 
 
 
K-PAX (2001, 120m, DVD) 
Director:  Ipin Softley 
Cast: Kevin Spacey  Celia Westin 
 Jeff Bridges  Alfre Woodland 
 Mary McCormick David Patrick Kelly 
 
 If a m an believes heôs a chicken ï and is evidently comfortable, content, 
functional, and satisfied with his delusion ï is it ethical to ñrestoreò his hum anity if the 
psychological intervention causes distress or even harm? In K-PAX, Dr. Mark Powell 
(Jeff Bridges) is assigned a dual-diagnosed (amnesia/psychotic delusions) psychiatric 
patient (K evin S pacey), w ho goes by the nam e of ñP rotò and claim s to com e from  a 
planet called K-PAX where there are no weddings, families, laws, crime, government, or 
structured society.  For a variety of scientifically proven reasons, P rotôs claim s are 
rem arkably convincing, albeit intellectually im plausible.  C onsequently, D r. P ow ellôs 
professional responsibility to determine, first, who Prot really is, and, second, disabuse 
his patient of this ñfantasyò.  Powell feels compelled to do so because Prot has declared 
his intention to ñreturnò to K -PAX on a specific date, which Powell believes is somehow 
linked to the traum a that triggered P rotôs ñpsychosis.ò  P ow ellôs chosen course of 
therapies ï involving mainly hypnosis ï  seem s cruel, and his sleuthing into P rotôs 
ñquotidianò background, w hich he eventually establishes through the application of 
random clues and improbable intuition, may strike one as unethical.  Just prior to the date 
of  his departure, Powell confronts Prot with his human identity:  Robert Porter, formerly 
of Gulf, New Mexico. P rot denies this identity, although he urges P ow ell, ñT ake good 
care of R obert, now  that youôve found him .ò  T he next m orning, at the set tim e, P rot does 
indeed return to K-PAX, leaving behind the catatonic shell of Robert Porter, and gone 




