Eric Voegelin on
the Authority to Lead

Nathan Harter

THE pHILOSOPHER ERIC VOEGELIN labored for
many years in relative obscurity until
his death in 1985. Even now his disciples
are drawn largely from conservative
academe, which is so marginal as to be
something of an oxymoron. Part of
Voegelin’s obscurity, to be sure, is the
inaccessibility of his prose. Despite oc-
casional flights of poetry, he struggles
for both clarity and thoroughness in
some of philosophy’'s most difficult sec-
tors. There is yet another reason for his
obscurity: Voegelin is a theorist, a pil-
grim among ideas. He is not known for
having written about concrete issues of
the day, concretely. And, to be candid,
not everyone is willing or able to ascend
to the level of abstraction that he made
his profession.

Although he would probably never
express it this way, Voegelin continually
wrote about the subject of leadership.
Early in his academic career he openly
challenged theleadership of the National
Socialists in Germany, attracting the
scrutiny of the Gestapo. He set about to
discredit such leadership by intellectu-
ally cutting it off at the knees. His works
repeatedly demarcate the line between
legitimate leadership conducive to good
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order and corrupt leadership participat-
ingindisorder. Thus, in asense, his work
should contribute to leadership studies,
so long as we can apply his findings to
everyday situations. The specific topic
of this essay is Voegelin’s consideration
of a leader’s authority, grounded in a
careful balance of force, reason, and
revelation, or as [ have identified them
for the sake of alliteration: might, mea-
sure, and meaning.

As a process, leadership is a dynamic
without rigidity of structure.! Without
rigidity of structure, however, most of
us experience anxiety. To this, Voegelin
replies, “The search for order is the
response to anxiety.”? In a manner of
speaking, leadership is a search for or-
der, order in oneself and throughout the
organization—none of which is to be
confused with the struggle for control.In
her popular book Leadership and the
New Science, Margaret Wheatley plausi-
bly asks: “What if we stopped looking for
controland began, in earnest, the search
for order?™ Voegelin devoted his aca-
demic life to this search. Tounderstand
the search for order, we might turn to
Voegelin’s understanding of interper-
sonal influence.

As the textbook authors Callahan and
Fleenor put it, “the one word that seems
to pinpoint the major element of leader-
ship is influence.™ This word has been
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defined as the process by which a per-
son changes the attitude or voluntary
behavior of another.5 At the core of any
understanding of influence is the phe-
nomenon of interpersonal communica-
tion. Thus at the center of leadership is
influence, and at the center of influence
is communication. “Communication is
an instrument for gaining social power
by transforming the listener into a fol-
lower of the truth propounded by the
speaker.” Elsewhere, Voegelin has writ-
ten: “The spoken word, it appears, is
more than a mere sign signifying some-
thing; it is a power in reality that evokes
structures in reality by naming them.””
In other words, you influence me only if
I perceive some authority for what you
articulate as the desired objective; the
listener becomes transformed into a fol-
lower upon perceiving a leader’s author-
ity.® Accordingly, at the center of a
leader’s communication is the percep-
tion of authority.

Voegelin himself identifies three such
authorities: Might, Measure, and Mean-
ing. He then avers that “the balance of
the three authorities is the condition of
true order in Western civilization.” The
secret to successful leadership, in other
words, is securing that balance. By the
same token, an imbalance results in dis-
order. The leader who relies on such an
imbalance puts his or her operation at
risk. How, then, are we to understand
Voegelin’s meaning about these authori-
ties?

Might. By “might” Voegelin means
force, that is, acts of coercion, ranging
from scorn to explicit threats of punish-
ment. He would distinguish this from
persuasion, for example, which is an
appeal to reason. Not only is might al-
ready known to be a base of power in
fact, according to studies dating all the
way back to Raven and French. Voegelin
himself positively endorses the use of
might. Without might, order cannot be
created or maintained. “[T]Jhe mainte-
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nance of an order will have always, hu-
man nature being whatitis, torely onthe
instrument of force.”'" How does he jus-
tify this blatant appeal to the threat of
institutional violence? Voegelin depicts
human nature as both personal and im-
personal. The personal side of a man
orders his conduct by reason and con-
science, but the impersonal “contains a
powerful sector of urges, passions,
concupiscences....”"! This impersonal
side we all possess to varying degrees,
from the saint to the criminal, and soci-
ety cannot long prevail without its con-
straint, by means of “social pressures,
energetic reminders, and ultimately the
threat of force....”*? Consequently, “the
use of force is necessary to break the
impersonality of man when it tends to
disrupt the order of human existence in
society.”® In other words, the use of
might is an attempt to control the imper-
sonal for the sake of the personal. Might
does not make right, yet force serves a
useful purpose.

Contemporary theories of leadership
downplay this fact. Few bestsellers in
organizational management explain the
techniques of coercionin the workplace.
Nonetheless, it is a very real and regret-
tably necessary base of influence that a
leader must be willing to employ, for as
Voegelin suggests the very capacity to
impose undesirable outcomes is a com-
ponent of one’s authority to lead.

Measure. To enable an organization
to realize its purpose, a leader will have
to resort to reason in order to persuade
others to follow. A leader might appeal,
for example, to others’ self-interest,
which is the presumption of all need-
based models of motivation. But the rig-
orous use of reason ultimately involves
one in philosophy,**and philosophy can
be understood in part as techné
metretiké, the art of measurement.

For reason to lead to action there
must be some coordination of means to
ends, which is to say that means can be
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said to be rational when they adequately
serve some intended purpose. This ra-
tionality is referred to as a “pragmatic
rationality of action.”® A leader knows
the measure of atask, the dimension and
scope of his purpose. But then “[t]he full
rationality of means depends on the ra-
tionality of ends,”'® which in turn de-
pends on an understanding of a hierar-
chy of goods. And it is against this hier-
archy that an individual’s conduct might
be measured, such that a man ought to
do this or that because it is in this man-
ner that he serves his purpose best.
After all, under the pressure of the mo-
ment we can try one procedure, impose
another policy, and generally drift along
ad hoc, or we can stop and ask, with
Voegelin, “Do there exist objective crite-
ria which enable us to define what is
‘better’?”l” Measure is a perspective, a
kind of envisioning the big picture and
then recognizing the best steps to take
toward realizing that vision. In this way,
aleader develops a sense of proportion.

Having said this, one could well ask,
What does a leader contribute to each
individual’s private hierarchy of goods?
If, indeed, reason is “the constituent of
humanity at all times” and “the source of
order in the psyche of man,””® then why
is not everyone already perfectly ratio-
nal? Is it not often presumed in econom-
ics and theories of liberal democracy
that man is the best judge of his own
actions and the sole curator of his own
values?

Voegelin points out that in the past
the existence of reason “in human na-
ture had not prevented the order of soci-
etyfrom fallinginto...disorder....”" Stated
elsewhere, he remarks, “Men capable of
an optimum application [of reason] are
a minority in every society.”® Reason
shines its light on the tension between
order and disorder, a disorder largely
attributable to the impersonal, the pull
of passions and mere imagination. It fol-
lows that the “‘quality’ of society de-
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pends on the degree to which the life of
reason, actively carried out by a minor-
ity of its members becomes a creative
force in that society.”® But isn’t this
hierarchical? Of course it is; the very
concept of leadership presupposes a
state or condition of inequality, no mat-
ter how slight. After all, “the structure of
society is in fact, for unknown reasons,
hierarchical and not equalitarian, and
we know of no way of changing this
situation.””? The philosopher-eader is
admonished by Voegelin to proceed as
follows:

We find in our immediate circle both the
opinions and the terminology expressing
ideas of right or wrong; our job is to find
the path leading from this vocabulary
and these customs toward the objective
element. This is introduced by the postu-
late that there is such a thing as human
nature, and if we can discover what it
consists of we can offer advice as to how
society ought to be organized, since the
organization of society should aim at the
full flowering of human nature.”

What, too, about specific institutions
within society? He continues.

[T]here is no sense talking about good or
bad institutions or making concrete sug-
gestions about this or that social prob-
lem unless we first know what purpose or
end these institutions are supposed to
serve. This we cannot know unless we are
familiar with the human nature which is
going to develop within this social con-
text.

How do we conduct this analytical
research in a fully rational manner? How
does one measure the task? On a con-
crete level, Voegelin mentions several
hazards to effective dialogue.* He would
forbid:

a) communicating by speech or memo-
randum, rather than by the give-and-take
of dialogue;
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b) ignoring arguments for which you de-
tect psychological motives (“The only
reason you're saying that is....”);

c) classifying or labeling each other;

d) assuming that the physical sciences
offer the only valid methodologies (a risk,
for example, when limiting TQM to the
methodologies of statistics); and

e) treating “values” as essentially
nonrational, a mere matter of preference.

The complete theoretical argument
has been summarized by Raymond Aron.

[Flor there to be any rational or reason-
able discussion of [organizational order],
there first has to be agreement on the
common good. There can be no agree-
ment on the supreme good, however, if
one does not have a conception of human
nature. This conception implies the im-
mutability of human nature, however, and
this is linked to a certain conception of
man’s participation in a transcendent
reality....%

This conception of man’s participa-
tion in a transcendent reality shows an
interdependence of reason with revela-
tion in the authority to lead, since at
some point in the regression we have to
involve the spiritual dimension of our
enterprise. We have to keep things at
work in proportion. Behavior results
from choices, which in their turn result
from beliefs, and these beliefs come to-
gether into a coherent world view only if
we practice the art of measurement.

Meaning. Early in his academic ca-
reer, Voegelin was compelled to con-
sider the emergence of Hitler and his
policies. In the course of his study, he
felt he had to trace the unsettling beliefs
of the Nazis back to their spiritual pre-
cepts. His argument, as it pertains to the
issue of leadership, is to be found in his
Political Religions.”

In any community, as in any organiza-
tion, there is a plurality of powers. On
this proposition we can all agree. Conse-
quently, “the plurality of powers would
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necessitate the question of their legiti-
macy and order....”® “One basic form of
legitimacy for the rule of man over man
is realized in the symbol of radiation
from a divine summit, through a hierar-
chy of rulers and officers, down to the
last obedient subject.”® In other words,
legitimacy can be said to have derived
from a divine source. Of this Voegelin
offers historical examples, beginning in
ancient Egypt and reaching geometric
completeness in Bodin.?® Bodin’s sche-
matic order resembles any contempo-
rary organizational chart, with a central
authority and layers of increasingly dif-
fused responsibility and function. Es-
sential to Voegelin’s thesis is the gradual
marginalization of the divine while at the
same time retaining this hierarchy. In
other words, once the leader no longer
enjoys the afflatus of the cosmos, so to
speak, the whole structure loses legiti-
macy. If God never ordained your lead-
ership, why should anyone obey you?
This leadership without legitimacy is
what alarmed him about the Nazis.?!

One might conclude that, in order to
retain the existing hierarchy, something
had to replace the divine as the fount of
all legitimacy, and Voegelin alleges that
the unity of the structure was often held
up as its own justification. Rather than
reinforce revelation or replace it with
some sort of myth, authority has been
derived from the identity people felt as a
group, which could be created and sus-
tained only in differentiation from oth-
ers.*?In this sense we perceive ourselves
as a group and cohere because of the
awareness of others, ie. “aliens.” We
cooperate in order to repel a common
enemy, a rival. We come together to
defeat the competition. (In what other
sense can we appreciate the obsession
with market share?)

But mere opposition is not an iden-
tity. The existence of some other group
does not tell us who we are or why we in
our group should act in concert. This
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much is true. To posit a common lan-
guage or a common culture is to deify
tradition or, failing that, to beg the ques-
tion. Since there really can be no re-
vealed identity, apart from revelation,
we readily traffic in myth.* Nazis were
particularly aggressive about celebrat-
ing myth. The result is an irony. The
political becomes religious in aspect;
there being no gods, we invent one, such
as Hobbes’s Leviathan, or the almighty
customer, with the correlate that per-
sonality, the rational and religious
part of ourselves, can be realized only in
community, pursuant to the prevailing
myth.% After all, why should a firm en-
courage a myth that runs counter to the
firm’s objectives? Any religious or philo-
sophical experience separated from the
community is at risk for being perceived
as apostasy worthy of hemlock or the
Cross.

In less melodramatic terms, let me
make the argument another way. An or-
ganizational culture encourages certain
beliefs about a common purpose, and
these beliefs include the conviction that
we depend on each other to realize that
purpose. It is axiomatic that organiza-
tional culture always promotes loyalty.
Of what use, therefore, is someone who
is not a team player? Of what use is any
self-serving behavior? Private revela-
tions about the meaning of one’s life
would seem to stand outside the organi-
zation and, for this reason alone, consti-
tute a threat, since the tendency is for
organizational culture to think of itself
as aclosed system with a sufficient ratio-
nale. There is a point after which the
worker cannot challenge the corpora-
tion.

Disrespect for private revelation (as
we are calling it) would be a mistake.*
Voegelin takes the experience of tran-
scendence quite seriously. He did not
treat revelation as a mere utility to sub-
jugate the masses or to prop up the
imagination of lesser minds. He states
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clearly that the classic experience of
reason is neither the same as faith or
trust or love, nor arevolt against them. It
is instead an orientation and as such a
differentiation.?” As a result, there is a
necessary role for genuine revelation,
not only in the private lives of individu-
als, but also in the collective sense of
purpose preceding and underlying our
everyday efforts. In another passage,

- Voegelin remarks that the individual

“yearns for an explanation of his social
existence, of his ‘community’ in
immanentist terms.”

Leadership derives its authority in
part from its respect for revelation and
its convergence with the myths that ani-
mate the rest of us. A leader shows that
your purpose andmy purpose depend on
the organization’s success, which is an-
other way of saying that a leader fosters
a sense of meaning. In this sense, then,
not only is the leader an agent of force
and something of a philosopher, as we
have just seen, but also he or she must
also be a kind of corporate prophet.

We are left by Voegelin to balance
three factors in order to establish one’s
authority to lead: revelation and myth
about the spiritual dimension of our en-
terprise; rigorous analysis to discernthe
rational means to achieve our common
purpose; and, in those instances when
theimpersonal threatens the operation—
which is to say, upon the occurrence of
behavior disrespectful of revelation, void
of useful myth, or simply irrational in
terms of achieving our purpose—resort
to force. This article attempts to apply
certain lessons from the career and
achievement of Eric Voegelin to the more
immediate world of day-to-day manage-
ment. Hopefully his wisdom will find its
way into the burgeoning literature on
organizational leadership.
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