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Since the 1980s, leadership as a subject of inquiry has become a prominent
feature in higher education both in the United States and Europe.1 The old “bosssubordinate” model of leadership has given way to an interactive paradigm that requires a
new set of skills. Leaders and followers are now asked to be flexible, accept constant
change, work in teams, and decentralize the decision-making process. In the political
arena, we ask our citizens to become active participants in the political process at a young
age. Leaders and followers play an integral part in the success of modern democratic
polities, and college-age citizens should not feel alienated from the political system.
These emerging emphases suggest a search for meaning and purpose in leadership
development.
In their rush to acquire the necessary “credentials” to face a highly competitive
marketplace, students often overlook the real meaning and purpose of leadership
development. This paper argues that the “for what” question is critical at the outset of any
leadership development program at the undergraduate level. Leadership is not a value-
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free process.2 Students should ground their skill development in a context that allows
them to find meaning and purpose in leadership. This context-building process constitutes
the “humanistic” approach to leadership development that we often overlook in our rush
to build new leadership programs.
The first section of this paper reviews two different types of undergraduate
leadership programs – one focused on the economic aspect of leadership training and
another that places emphasis on an individual’s participation in the political process (the
development of the citizen-leader). The second section suggests a common ground
between these two approaches. The economic and political arenas, particularly with the
increasingly interdependent global marketplace, have become in recent decades part of a
single process that emphasizes words such as creativity, flexibility, and comfort with
ambiguity and constant change. These words indeed suggest that leadership encompasses
the humanistic realm that behavioralists often ignore in their studies of a leaders’
behavior.
The third section explores a humanistic approach to leadership development that
moves us beyond the short-term requirements of this dizzying globalized politicaleconomic environment that demands efficiency and stability. The final section
demonstrates how the humanistic approach can be implemented by reviewing the
programmatic schema used by Marietta College’s McDonough Center for Leadership and
Business in Ohio, USA.
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Approaches to Leadership Development
While there are now hundreds of leadership programs across the United States
and Europe, we can discern two dominant approaches to leadership development. We call
the first one “utilitarian,” and it addresses a student’s interests in economic security
beyond graduation. This approach recognizes that students are particularly interested in
acquiring leadership skills before they enter the job market. The second approach focuses
on the democratic requirement for active citizenship. This approach addresses the
political sphere. In this section, we address both approaches’ contribution to our notions
of leadership development at the undergraduate level.

The Utilitarian Approach. Students in leadership programs often approach their
undergraduate educational experience as a simple exercise in skill building. Graduate
programs, such as the ones in business schools, have long worked with executives to
increase their leadership skills. The leadership literature is crowded with “how-to’s” and
“three-step” formulas.3 Some undergraduate programs, therefore, replicate these
expectations as a way to give eighteen-year-olds an “early start.” If leadership students
can acquire critical skills, they will be ready to face a demanding workplace.
The list of recognized leadership skills is certainly too long to address in a single
paper, but there is general agreement on several of them. Mark Bagshaw, for example,
conceives of leadership skills as a continuous improvement model that not only
delineates skills, but also conveys a sense of the ongoing nature of leadership for change
(see Figure 1). Common to the process are the skills of facilitation, communication,
reflective listening, clarifying values, resolving conflict, and achieving consensus. These
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FIGURE 1
Enacting Leadership

© Mark Bagshaw 2002 (printed with permission)
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Notes:
•
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•
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and between the stages of the cycle by which leadership is enacted.
•
Conflict is conceived as arising when participants in a process hold dissimilar and apparently incompatible views on (a) the
importance or desirability of some future state or outcome, or (b) the mechanisms for achieving some mutually desired future state
or outcome.
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skills are central to specific tasks that range from scanning and interpreting the
organization in which change is to be created to marshalling the resources needed to
accomplish change. Assessment, the final stage, ultimately leads one back to the initial
stage of scanning the organization.
While leaders need to be adept in a variety of skills, leadership requires, among
other things, the sound judgment that comes with education, understanding, experience,
and practice. Without these, and perhaps-other factors not easily defined, leadership is
merely a bag of tricks, and the leader who has gained these tricks may be regarded as
merely adept. More about this later. Moreover, in its linearity, the Bagshaw model
unintentionally suggests that the tasks are carried out in chronologically arranged steps.
This is, most often, not the case, nor was it his intention.

The Communitarian Approach. Self-governance constitutes the foundation of a
modern democracy. Because power resides in “the people,” citizens are expected to take
on leadership roles in the polity. In recent decades, both social science scholars and
community activists have engaged in a lively debate over the state of citizen
involvement.4 Robert Bellah, for instance, identifies “communitarianism” as an important
strand in American political culture, which balances an individualist tendency.5 He, along
with other critics, argues that since the 1980s the balance has tilted dangerously in the
direction of individualism. Thus, Bellah calls for a renewed communitarian effort in
American society.
Other social critics have argued that the American political system is breeding a
nation of individualists who care little about the “common good.” These individualists
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have become cynical, demobilized citizens who watch a few make decisions for the
many.6 Many leadership programs in the United States, therefore, have been created as a
way to counter this trend in citizen demobilization.
In fact, the first attempt in the United States to help students develop their
leadership abilities was found not in academic departments, but in the offices of student
affairs, where students were challenged to take on their own governance in student
activities, including in residence halls. Further, student affairs administrators saw
leadership development as a way to involve the students in the process of structuring their
own lives outside the classroom. Early Student Affairs models of leadership development
focused on the clubs and organizations to which students belonged, and well-staffed
Student Affairs divisions taught students how to run meetings, develop and manage
budgets, and advertise their events. More advanced efforts led Student Affairs
professionals to focus on specific interpersonal skills, particularly how to resolve conflict
through effective confrontations, as well as on values exploration and reflection. In all,
leadership development, as undertaken within Student Affairs divisions, was intended to
use the extra- and co-curricular activities of students as laboratories in which students
practiced the art and skills of citizen-leadership.
The basic premise in these communitarian leadership programs is that students are
the future leaders in their communities, so they are asked to develop the necessary skills
to make a difference even before they graduate. The communitarian approach, not
surprisingly, places a strong emphasis on “community service” as a venue for leadership
development. In general, students are required to perform a certain number of service
hours in the city where the college/university is located. While this community
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engagement is often labeled “volunteerism,” the pedagogy is derived from service
learning – a method that places the students in direct contact with the issues and problems
that they learn in the classroom.

Seeking Common Ground
Students join leadership programs for a variety of reasons. As the previous section
suggested, two approaches emphasize at least two dominant reasons for being a part of a
leadership program. Many students are pragmatic when approaching a college education.
They want to get a good-paying job after they graduate. If the leadership program can
enhance their marketability, we know that they will want to acquire that “credential.”
There are also those students who are moved by the ideals of community service
and their potential contribution to the health of the democratic polity. Those students join
leadership programs in order to expand their involvement in service learning and enjoy
the community spirit that the program promotes.
Oftentimes, these two approaches (utilitarian and communitarian) are presented as
opposites in a leadership development continuum, as Figure 2 suggests. While the
utilitarian approach is supposedly designed to address individual needs, the
communitarian one seeks to promote collective interests. One may even chide the other
for perceived shortcomings. For example, the communitarian approach at times sees the
utilitarian as promoting a “selfish” myopia – taking care of one’s own needs before
societal needs can be addressed. The utilitarian approach, however, may criticize the
communitarians for allowing idealism to cloud a more realistic view of the world under
which human beings are primarily motivated by individual interests.
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FIGURE 2
The Utilitarian and Communitarian Approaches
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Recent global processes are rendering this form of dichotomization increasingly
irrelevant.7 In other words, this type of reasoning – creating polar opposites to define
approaches to leadership development – no longer holds. The two approaches are not
mutually exclusive. Globalization, which is defined here as an integrative process of
interdependent connectivity, is shaking loose our notions of community.8 An eighteenyear-old in Ohio may have more in common with an eighteen-year-old in Germany than
with another in West Virginia, although they are essentially neighbors.
Furthermore, global economic processes are challenging our conceptions of
individual gain as promoting the common good. There is a growing concern that
globalization, while celebrating the strength of market capitalism, is actually creating
more divisions between the “haves” and the “have-nots.”9 In the process, the “winners”
feel little responsibility to address growing economic inequality.

A Challenge to the Utilitarian Approach. Globalization has brought about a host
of changes in the workplace that transcend the simple notion of individual effort/rewards.
The web of interdependence and the complexity of the marketplace ensure that no single
individual can hold all the answers. As a result, individuals are increasingly asked to
work in teams and develop group goals. Decision-making also has been decentralized,
and everyone potentially can participate in the development of an organization’s vision
for its future. In other words, individuals are asked to see themselves as part of a
collective whole.
From a leadership standpoint, a student cannot simply focus on individual skill
building as a way to become a “better leader.” More than ever, he/she must understand
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the delicate relationship between leaders and followers in the leadership dynamic. At the
least, leaders must be prepared to invite followers into the process by which mission and
vision are clarified and converted into effective action. At the other extreme, they must be
prepared to become followers at times when others have “the answer,” and, in a
pluralistic system, the leaders’ ability to capitalize on the richness of the groups’ diversity
depends on mutual respect. In short, leadership in a global context demands a host of
new skills that modify traditional notions of individual skill development.

A Challenge to the Communitarian Approach. Critics of globalization are quick
to point out that economic interdependence leaves local communities vulnerable to the
vagaries of the global marketplace. The numerous protests that spring up whenever
international economic leaders are meeting suggest the deep divisions that exist in many
parts of the world over the negative impact that economic dislocation may have on
individual countries. Protesters point out that critical decision-making that affects million
of lives is left to business leaders who are not accountable to any democratic political
process.
The real challenge to the communitarian approach resides in the ability to connect
local needs to global processes. How do we prepare students to be effective global
community leaders? The very notion of community is changing before our very eyes.10
As the pace of technological change picks up, so do our connections across frontiers. In
the process, our old notions of identity tied to blood and geographical location are
challenged. Globalization also fosters a backlash – movements that attempt to reassert
traditional notions of identity. How do we respond to leaders who emerge in the name of
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preserving national identity at the expense of the local population’s economic
development? How do we cope with nationalistic leaders who foment ethnic hatred?

A Humanistic Approach to Leadership Development
The approaches discussed in earlier sections address real needs that students and
societies have, but they do not represent a complete picture of leadership development. In
this section, we offer a third alternative – one that combines utilitarian and
communitarian elements – while exploring a deeper understanding of leadership
development.
The search for alternatives or methodological clarification is not new in the
leadership literature. In the 1980s, as the proliferation of leadership programs took place,
Dennis Roberts provided a pioneering framework for program design.11 Roberts
acknowledged the importance of skill building (leadership training), but also highlighted
the need for providing students with an understanding of leadership concepts (leadership
education). The combination of the two provided for “leadership development,” which
ultimately provided the environment for a student’s emergence as a leader.
Roberts’ formulation became a path-breaking approach in the 1980s and 1990s
for leadership development. Training and education are certainly critical components of a
student’s college experience. To be fair, Roberts’ main interest was to provide a
connection between the leadership training (utilitarian approach) and the academic side
of higher education. Faculty members, mostly in small liberal arts colleges, were critical
of student affairs’ skill-building activities, which they considered to be devoid of credible
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academic content. “Leadership education,” therefore, was developed as a way to provide
leadership development with an academic luster.
We do not quarrel with this formulation per se. Rather, after two decades of
program building, the proposed humanistic approach moves us beyond this old debate
between faculty members and student affairs administrators. We call for a third
component that is missing in Roberts’ conception – the process by which a student
develops a calling and translates knowledge into meaningful and purposeful action. This
third component constitutes the heart of a humanistic approach to leadership
development.
At the outset of this discussion of a third alternative, we need to attend to some
definitional requirements. By calling an approach “humanistic,” we obviously raise the
question as to the meaning and use of this word. Colleges and universities today integrate
certain disciplines into a single division that is called the “humanities” – including areas
such as languages, literature, history, and philosophy.12 What we consider the humanities
in reality is the remnant of a much wider educational experience dating back to the 5thcentury B.C. Greek city-states, under which young men were prepared for active
participation in the polis.13 The Romans in the first century A.D. promoted this
“classical” education, which in Latin was translated as humanitas, meaning human
nature.14
Two other subsequent historical periods expanded this notion of a “classical”
education designed to prepare the youth for adult life. The Catholic Church in the Middle
Ages combined both Greek (paedia) and Roman (humanitas) educational ideals under a
program of Christian education that included not only what we consider today part of the
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humanities (languages, literature, history and philosophy) but also mathematics and the
sciences in general. Later, the European Renaissance revived this classical notion of
education.15 The humanities, therefore, as conceived in the classical sense, became the
foundation for the “liberal arts” in American colleges and universities today, combining
the study of languages, philosophy, arts and the sciences.
These four movements (Greek, Roman, Middle Ages, and Renaissance) formed
the basis for a classical Western educational model which in recent years has come under
attack as being outdated and ideologically myopic.16 The purpose of this paper is not to
resolve this debate between classicists and postmodern humanists. Each side has done
well in recent decades adding to the list of scholarly titles.17 By advancing a “humanistic”
approach to leadership development, we are not necessarily advocating a “classicist
revival” in higher education, although at times that is missed, given the cacophony of
doctrines and approaches offered in the new humanities “canon.”18 However, that is the
topic for another scholarly endeavor.
Rather than suggesting a classicist revival, we are arguing here that we need to
recover the historical foundations that gave rise to the classical canon. These elements
remain just as pertinent today as they were 2,500 years ago. There are three elements that
we would like to highlight that can be used to build a humanistic approach to leadership
development: (1) search for meaning and purpose in human experience; (2) focus on
knowledge as the basis for action; and (3) action grounded in a moral ethos. Figure 3
summarizes how these three elements work together in leadership development.
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FIGURE 3
A Humanistic Approach to Leadership Development
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The Human Experience. While we credit the study of human behavior to the
social sciences (and not to the humanities), humanists in the classical sense have always
been the ultimate behavioralists – or, the students of human behavior. While the social
scientist attempts to devise models that can explain (and predict) human behavior, the
humanist through a more qualitative method explores the meaning and purpose of human
action. The experience associated with being human is essentially an artistic inquiry, as
opposed to scientific.19 However, both humanists and social scientists are in the same
general business: interpreting the significance of being human.
When we apply the above insight into leadership education, it becomes clear that
this notion that the study of leadership resides in the social sciences realm is only
partially accurate. The humanities have much to contribute to our understanding of
human motivations, which are central to our own interpretation of leadership as a social
phenomenon. The leader-followers relationship is fraught with the qualities associated
with being human – compassion, betrayal, seduction, love, hate. A humanistic approach,
therefore, can help us develop an understanding of the leadership dynamic through these
artistic lenses.20

Knowledge Before Action. The classical humanist did not promote the
development of knowledge for its own sake. Oftentimes, the “humanities” and the
“liberal arts” have been criticized as promoting a divorce between knowledge and “the
real world.”21 In reality, the classical humanists promoted the expansion of knowledge
because of social needs. The Greek approach (paedia) was directly linked to the concept
of self-governance. The youth were educated for the explicit purpose of becoming active
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citizens in their communities (city-states). Action, however, could not be divorced from
insights gained by studying the human experience.
Clearly, this humanistic approach – linking knowledge to action – has a direct
implication to leadership development. In the Renaissance, Machiavelli’s The Prince,
uncovered the complexities of human nature, for the direct purpose of developing “better
rulers.”22 However objectionable Machiavelli’s recommendations may be, he made a
direct connection between human nature (insights based on the human experience) and
the expected behavior of leaders and followers.23
Another important element of the humanistic approach is that knowledge does not
simply lead to a contemplative outcome. Rather, it leads to action. This knowledge,
therefore, has to have direct bearing in the actions that are to follow. The utilitarian
approach discussed earlier in the paper put much emphasis on skill development for its
own sake, devoid of a social context. In reality, this focus does not contradict classical
humanism. The Romans’ studia humanitatis included rhetoric as the basis for effective
communication. Today, we see this skill as central in leadership development. A leader’s
eloquence can sway followers toward a particular vision. However, the vision must exist
first, and that can only come from awareness of context.

Moral Ethos. Classical humanists saw human action as value-laden; that is, it is
embedded in a moral ethos that must reflect certain assumptions about human virtue.
Even Machiavelli, who is often interpreted as a defender of an “amoral” view of human
behavior (reflecting more the birth of modern political philosophy), made certain
assumptions about the expected relationship between outcomes and resource usage – “the
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ends justifying the means.” In the Middle Ages, humanists such as Augustine, grounded
the moral ethos in Christianity, which came to be associated with Western ethical
principles. While this paper does not seek to resolve the current debate over the
universality of ethics and its relationship to individual cultures (i.e., Western), the
humanists’ central point remains relevant: what motivates our actions?
This central point is critical in leadership development. The communitarian
approach has stressed the need to direct leadership toward the “common good.” This
notion of the good is grounded in certain assumptions – collaboration, participation,
sharing, inclusion – as desirable elements in a leader-follower relationship. A humanistic
approach to leadership development does not disagree with the basic assumption that
before one becomes an effective leader, one has to come to grips with the basic values
that will guide action. The search for knowledge, therefore, is not simply a skill-building
desire. It also includes the process by which one comes to know oneself. From that basic
knowledge, a leader can develop a deeper understanding of the meaning and purpose of
action. Leadership for what?

The Marietta Model
In the previous section, we uncovered some of the basic elements of a humanistic
approach to leadership development. These elements have become guiding points for
building a leadership program at Marietta College’s McDonough Center for Leadership
and Business (Ohio, USA). As a small liberal arts institution that traces its roots to the
late 18th century revolutionary days in the United States, Marietta College was chartered
to educate its students in the various “branches of useful knowledge.” In 1987, through a
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grant from the McDonough Foundation, the College established a leadership program
that has sought to build on this tradition while infusing a humanistic approach to
leadership education.
For the purposes of the McDonough Leadership Program, leadership is defined as
encompassing a broad range of activities and responsibilities attributed to the successful
citizen-leader. This definition does not categorize leadership as an elitist activity, the
exclusive province of the traditional “Great Man,” but rather as an empowering and
accessible activity invaluable to contributing citizens in a pluralistic democracy. In this
model, leadership is in part reconceptualized as a form of empowerment that emphasizes
collective action and shared power for the purpose, among other things, of enhancing
social justice. Leadership education based on this model focuses, therefore, on
clarification of values for the purpose of developing self-awareness, on gaining trust, and
on developing the capacity for listening and for serving others through collaborations
designed to bring about change for the common good. Rather than focusing entirely on
the skills required for “being in charge,” leadership education at Marietta College also
supports the acquisition of other skills and values important to the welfare of the various
communities in which citizens live and work.
Articulated by David Mathew of the Kettering Foundation, these community
skills include participating actively in solving community problems; framing questions
from the perspective of the community; making difficult decisions by mastering skills of
public deliberation and public judgment, with the concomitant creation within the
community of new voices; articulating a sense of the common good; reordering
relationships in order to work toward the common good.
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Within the framework of the Program, leadership as a focal point provides us with
educational opportunities appropriate to the humanistic, liberal arts context of Marietta
College’s educational schema. These reach to the very core of the humanities. The
Marietta Model is built on the following assumptions that reflect the Program’s and the
College’s humanistic focus:


The study of leadership repeatedly poses questions of ethics and values in all
areas of human endeavor;



The study of leadership is a persistent reminder that we think, live, and act at
all times in a variety of communities, each of which demands an
understanding of human thought and interaction;



The study of leadership involves the analysis of many of the most significant
myths and symbols of a given culture;



The study of leadership provides a fruitful vantage point for exploring a
variety of issues in social and political philosophy. These issues—the nature
and avenues of influence, the repositories and uses of power, the role and
transference of authority, the role of dissent—all gain richness when viewed
through the lenses of anthropology, history, literature, philosophy, political
science, and comparative religion;



The study of leadership provides a perspective useful for historical analysis.

Through leadership study, then, the Program exemplifies and illuminates the role
that humanistic study can play in linking historical consciousness to an understanding of
the present – which then leads to a vision for the future. The ability to envision
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possibilities, both good and bad, is a skill vitally necessary to the education of citizenleaders in a democratic society and a globally interdependent world.
While sensitive to the contributions of the other two approaches (utilitarian and
communitarian), we believe that the increasingly interdependent world requires a
humanistic approach. We are calling for the “social renewal” of the liberal arts by
challenging students to develop a deeper sense of their role in society. Leadership,
therefore, is not just an exercise in skill building. It also encompasses self-discovery and
the unfolding of a calling. In other words, leadership development seeks to answer the
“for what” question.
The Marietta Model combines elements from both approaches (utilitarian and
communitarian) within a humanistic perspective, as defined in the previous section. In the
first semester of their leadership studies, students are introduced to some of the basic
concepts and skills that leaders are asked to master. We ask our students to reflect on the
variety of definitions of leadership in the scholarly literature. Further, they are exposed to
the relationship between power and leadership. This introductory discussion provides the
foundation for an in-depth look at ethics. Students are exposed not only to Western
ethical principles, but also to other non-Western perspectives, including Taoism.
The first semester also includes a discussion of the leadership context for
traditional college-age students. As members of the “millennial generation,” much is
expected from these graduates in terms of social activism. We emphasize at this point,
using a humanistic approach, that knowledge cannot be divorced from action; and, action
is grounded in a moral ethos. The students finish the semester looking at one example of
this emphasis, found in the communitarian approach – the concept of a citizen-leader –
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the notion that today’s citizens should actively participate in the political life of their
modern democratic societies. This look at citizen-leadership culminates in a two-day
simulation (“Neighborhood”) that calls on the students to practice many of the leadership
skills developed throughout the semester.
After this first experience in the leadership program, the second semester is
devoted to a broader look at an individual’s participation in an organization. This
emphasis on organizational leadership highlights the fact that we are by nature social
beings, and as such we actively participate in human organizations. At this point, students
are also required to participate in a structured community service project. Community
service is grounded in the service-learning methodology and links the students to a
community organization in the city of Marietta.
By the end of the freshman year, a leadership student will have a basic foundation
that combines both the utilitarian and communitarian perspectives under a single
approach – which we call here “humanistic.” During the third semester in the program,
the students continue to participate in community service, but they receive instruction on
the history of leadership studies, which includes the variety of models and theories of
leadership. This theoretical section of the program gives students new insights about the
ways leadership can be practiced out in the “real world.”
In the fourth semester of the program, we widen the students’ lenses by
introducing the concept of “global leadership.” In this section, we help students realize
that the behavior of leaders and followers cannot be divorced from the culture where
leadership takes place. We expose them to the ways leadership occurs in Latin America,
Asia, and the Middle East. While most of our students are from the United States and
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have a Western perspective when approaching leadership issues, this section serves as an
important awakening to the fact that other cultures have different perspectives on ethics,
power and the good.
This global section also serves as a way for the students to critically evaluate the
recent international trends. In particular, they are asked to reflect on the meaning of
“globalization.” While much of the traditional American media tend to paint a favorable
view of globalization, other parts of the world actually view globalization negatively. The
students are then asked to evaluate the pros and cons of globalization from a
“humanistic” perspective – search for meaning and purpose in the human experience;
focus on knowledge as the basis for action; and action grounded in a moral ethos.
These four semesters of coursework (foundations, organization, theories, and
global issues), coupled with the community service and simulations, prepare the students
for the next critical step in a humanistic approach to leadership development: a summer
internship in an organization that is translating knowledge into action. Normally, we ask
our students to combine their professional aspirations with an internship assignment. A
pre-med student, for instance, might spend the summer at a rural hospital dealing with
resource constraints and socioeconomic dislocation. Or a student interested in a legal
profession, might intern in an office that is dedicated to helping low-income families get
legal advice. What these examples have in common is the fact that they challenge the
students to think of leadership beyond the utilitarian perspective, while exploring deeper
socioeconomic and political insights that they may not gain from their traditional major
coursework.
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After completing their internship, the leadership students take a capstone course
that is designed to be both integrative and reflective. This senior seminar integrates the
knowledge acquired through years of coursework and the practical experiences in the
internship. However, it also asks the students to reflect on the leadership lessons gained
in the process. These insights and lessons provide the final step in answering the main
question: leadership for what? At this point, this question becomes not only an academic
exercise, but also the beginning of a personal journey. What do they plan to do with all
the knowledge they received in college? What action do they plan to take beyond
graduation? And, why? What is their calling in life?

Concluding Remarks
Students choose a variety of answers to the question that has guided this paper.
Some see leadership as a way to become more effective in the workplace. Others, using
the communitarian perspective, see leadership as a way to strengthen communities in an
age of increasing political apathy and cynicism. Regardless of their preferences, the main
mission of the McDonough Center is to awaken in its students the true spirit of the
humanities – the connection among knowledge, meaning/purpose, and action. Ultimately,
a liberal arts education should not simply lead to a high-paying job. Rather, it should lead
to a meaningful life under which leadership means the use of the acquired knowledge to
the effective implementation of an individual or collective moral vision.
Perhaps the best way to end this discussion is with the citation of what our critics
call anecdotal evidence (in the humanistic tradition, we call it qualitative), namely the
stories that some of our students tell about their experiences off campus.

23

Consider a young man from a small town in Maine who chose to spend his Senior
Internship in San Francisco, in a section of the city that is a kind of multicultural Skid
Row. Working for a group of community organizers gathering information for the
construction of a new Single Room Occupancy hotel, this student found himself one day
on the third floor of a hotel questioning a resident who was wheelchair-bound. The man
had not been off the floor for two years because the elevator shaft had been destroyed in
the earthquake of 1989. While this young man certainly arrived in San Francisco with a
sense of the “haves” and the “have-nots,” not until he worked there did he really
understand what W.H. Auden captured in “Musee de Beaux Arts,” “About suffering, they
were never wrong, the Old Masters.”
Or a young man from Marietta, an art major who had never been outside this
small city of 15,000. Working in an inner city art school in San Francisco, he met a
muralist who assigned him the task of interviewing area residents for the purpose of
creating a true piece of public art—a community mural. For weeks, he interviewed
residents, many of whom barely spoke English, and at the end of the process, he had
rallied women and men to contribute towards the articulation of a set of significant
community values. Once completed, the mural stood as a community landmark until the
wall on which it was painted was razed many years later. Until the day it was destroyed,
not one mark of graffiti ever marred its surface.
Through the process of searching for an appropriate internship, an elementary
education major from one of Ohio’s small cities was offered the chance of a lifetime—an
internship at a school for retarded students in Capetown, South Africa. Traveling farther
than she ever imagined she would, she found herself working with retarded students who
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knew more English than she knew Afrikaans, and, after several weeks, she found her
students urging her to accompany them on the school bus after school. They wanted to
show them where they lived, and they spoke with such obvious pride of the Squatter
Towns in which they lived after apartheid that she agreed. The teachers at the school told
her to take her video camera because she would see things she would never see in the
United States. So off she went one day, stopping at various Squatter Towns, where the
students and their parents invited them to see their homes. After she returned to the
States and told us about the day, we asked her if we could see the videotape. But she had
not shot any footage, and, when we asked her why, she replied, “I just couldn’t turn their
joy into a spectacle.”
While our students learn a variety of things during the Senior Internship, when the
planets are aligned in just the right way, they experience something special, a quickening
of the moral imagination perhaps, that remains with them for the rest of their lives. It is
this that we hope will serve as an antidote to the quotidian “getting and spending" that
often serves as an obstacle to being an involved citizen. The McDonough Leadership
Program instills in its students a positive spirit of accomplishment, a belief that the
desirable is attainable, that we can take “such stuff as dreams are made on” and transform
it into reality. It is for this that the program was designed.
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