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Texts and Contexts: Literature and Leadership 

 

   
 

Course Description:   
Is Don Draper a leader? Are you? Are leaders born or made? What makes someone a good leader?  
What can we learn about leadership by reading literature? What can we learn about what we usually 
call “literature” by reading it alongside writing about leadership? What do each of these nebulous 
terms even mean?  
 
In this course, we’ll study literary and supposedly non-literary texts to examine leadership as a 
concept and as a practice. We’ll look at mythic leaders (and myths about leaders). We’ll take apart 
stereotypes about leadership and consider ethical questions about leadership in a global age. We’ll 
read some important literary works, as well as a wide range of theoretical and practical writing about 
leadership. Along the way, you’ll (re)formulate your own definition of what a leader is—or you may 
deconstruct the term and exchange it for another term. 
 
We’ll read short stories, essays, articles, poems, philosophical works and historical accounts. Writing 
assignments include analytical and creative essays, personal reflections, and leadership project 
memos. The semester will also include discussions, interviews, presentations, and collaborative 
projects. 
 

Together, we’ll learn more about literary interpretation by developing/honing techniques of close 
reading. You’ll be given the chance to develop your abilities to write critically about the interplay 
between a text and its contexts—a crucial skill in the academy, and one in high demand beyond 
academe. A central goal of mine is that you’ll leave at the end of the semester with a deeper 
appreciation of the relations among literary works and the contexts in which they are written and 
read.  



 
Course Policies and Guidelines 
This course is both reading and writing intensive. You must be able to dedicate a significant portion 
of your homework schedule to reading and writing. Revisions are often required. This course’s 
success depends on your participation: come prepared to ask questions and to answer them. Since 
this course counts toward the distributive requirement in Eloquentia Perfecta, a significant portion of 
class time will be dedicated to analysis of student writing and oral expression. 
 
Attendance Policy 
Attendance is mandatory. You should do everything possible to avoid having to take an excused 
absence.  If you need to miss a class, we’ll discuss ways you can make it up.  The university considers 
excused absences those involving a serious illness, a religious holiday, death in the immediate family, 
or required participation in a university-sponsored event. Even if you miss a class for legitimate 
reasons, it is your responsibility to find out what you missed and to obtain course materials 
distributed on the day you were absent.  It is also your responsibility to speak to me and make 
arrangements for make-up work. 
 
Academic Integrity 
Plagiarism, cheating, and other violations of academic integrity will be penalized severely.  You are 
expected to be familiar with and to adhere to Fordham University’s standards of academic integrity, 
which you can find in the Student Handbook (http://www.fordham.edu/student_affairs/alcohol_ 
and_other_dr/student_handbook/index.asp), Section “Undergraduate Arts and Sciences Policy on 
Academic Integrity,” pages 79-83. 
 
From the Office of Disability Services 
   Under the Americans with Disabilities Act and Section 504 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 
1973, all students, with or without disabilities, are entitled to equal access to the programs and 
activities of Fordham University. If you believe that you have a disabling condition that may 
interfere with your ability to participate in the activities, coursework, or assessment of the object of 
this course, you may be entitled to accommodations. Please schedule an appointment to speak with 
someone at the Office of Disability Services (Rose Hill -x0655 or at Lincoln Center –x6282). 
 
Google Docs 
I’d prefer that you send me all written assignments via Google Docs. If this is a problem, please see 
me to discuss an alternative arrangement (Word, pdf, etc). 
 
Final Grade 
Your final grade will be based on the following breakdown of points: 
Participation/Quizzes/Peer Review       20%  
Presentations/Instigator                         10% 
Writing Assignments 1-3     30% 
Midterm            20%    
Final        20%   
 
Participation/Quizzes 
Because much of the class will be based on exchanging ideas in a collegial environment, I expect 
everyone to contribute regularly. Participating in class shows me that you are keeping up with the 
readings, engaging with these readings, and reflecting on your writing and research project. We often 



think about participation as speaking in class, and that’s one way to do so. But I’d like to avoid 
merely rewarding extroversion, as I understand that not everyone feels comfortable speaking up in 
class. There are many other ways of contributing to our discussions, including handing me notecards 
before/during class, and emailing the class with a question before class. Given the truncated nature 
of this class, it is important that you speak to me ASAP regarding any uncomfortable feelings you 
may have about speaking in public. We’ll work through them together!  Since quality discussions 
don’t happen by accident, you are expected to complete reading assignments on time. If 
participation lags, I may administer weekly quizzes. 
 
Presentations/Instigator/Peer Review 
Each of you will open our discussions at least once. Instigators are required to do ALL readings on 
syllabus (including the keyword essays—which I’ll email to you—and the recommended readings) 
and should come prepared with questions that will help jumpstart our discussion for that day’s class. 
These questions can come from your own interests: what about the readings grabbed your attention, 
puzzled you, or made you think?  Though I don’t require them, handouts often prove helpful in 
facilitating discussions. These presentations should be roughly 4-5 minutes, not including discussion.  
In addition, each of you will also give an in-class presentation on one of your essays. Finally, you will 
each be required to periodically give feedback to your peers.  
 
Writing Assignment 1: Hitting the Pavement (Precise Parameters TBD) 
Interview a leader on campus or off. Before conducting the interview, circulate sample questions to 
the class for discussion. Write up the interview, and consider submitting to relevant publications 
(The Observer, for example) 
 
Writing Assignment 2: Reading Literature Alongside Writings on Leadership (Precise 

Parameters TBD) 

In this assignment, you’ll put close-reading skills into practice. First, identify a style of leadership (or 
shared leadership, or anarchy) you admire, explain why you admire it, and use literature to talk about 
your preferred form of leadership, and vice versa. 
 
Using at least one of the sources that we’ve read about in this course, find a style of leadership—
named or unnamed—that you admire 
 
Now select a work of fiction—preferably from our readings—and write a 4-5 page reflection that 
makes connections between the work of fiction and the style of leadership.  
 
Suggestions: Begin with a close-reading of one of the assigned readings from this semester.  
 

Writing Assignment 3: Research Essay of 7-10 pages (precise parameters TBD) 

 

Reading Schedule and Deadlines 

Week I 
Tuesday: Introduction & Diagnostic  
 
Friday: “Woman Hollering Creek,” Sandra Cisneros (pdf) 
 



Discussion: What does a Google image search of terms like “leader” and “leadership” show us? 
What stories/assumptions are bound up in the recurring imagery associated with leadership? 

 
Week II   
Tuesday: “Iron” (from Periodic Table), by Primo Levi (Word Doc via email) 
     “Seven Transformations of Leadership” (Harvard Business Review) 
 
Friday:  Read: John Winthrop’s “A Model of Christian Charity” 

 “The Most Important Leadership Competencies.” HBR 
Watch: Ronald Reagan’s Farewell Speech 

 Listen: “American Dream” Jeezy, feat. J. Cole and Kendrick Lamar  
 
INSTIGATING COMMENCES WEEK III (Pick a week ASAP) 
 
Week III  
Tuesday: Walt Whitman, “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” 

“So What is Leadership?” from Adam Bryant’s The Corner Office (pdf) 
“The Written Word: Literature and Leadership.” Phillip M. Kibort (link) 

 
Friday: Lynn Hunt: “How Writing Leads to Thinking” (pdf) 

Atlantic Monthly: What Police Officers Can Learn from Literature (link) 
“Leadership Identity Development Among Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Student 
Leaders.” Kristen A. Renn and Brent L. Bilodeau 

 
Week IV 
Tuesday:  Writing Workshop I (Conducting and writing up an Interview) 

     Zinsser, On Writing Well, Chapter 12 (pdf) 
 
Friday: Greenleaf, Servant Leader (pdf) 
 Self-Assessment (online) 
 
Week V: Studying/Critiquing/Revising/Destroying Systems  
Tuesday: Orwell, Politics and the English Language  

   Orwell, Shooting an Elephant 
   Leadership: Theory and Practice: Peter G. Northouse (selections) 

 
Friday: Carolyn G. Heilbrun, selections from When Men Were the Only Models I Had (2001) 

Introduction to Orientalism, Edward Said 
Friedrich Engels, On Authority 

 
Week VI  
Tuesday: Emerson, “Self-Reliance” 

   Peter F. Drucker, “The Educated Person”; “The Manager of Tomorrow” (Management) 
   Foucault, selections from his lectures on neo-liberalism  

 
Week VII   
Tuesday: Writing Workshop II (Close-Reading) 

   “To Be ‘A Speaker of Words and a Doer of Deeds:’ Literature and Leadership.” Drew  

https://hbr.org/2005/04/seven-transformations-of-leadership
https://liberalarts.utexas.edu/coretexts/_files/resources/texts/1630%20Model%20of%20Christian%20Charity.pdf
https://hbr.org/2016/03/the-most-important-leadership-competencies-according-to-leaders-around-the-world
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c32G868tor0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LkbrpBy1nhg
http://www.freepatentsonline.com/article/Physician-Executive/119952257.html
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2017/11/the-baltimore-cops-studying-plato-and-james-baldwin/546485/
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.2202/1949-6605.1512
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.2202/1949-6605.1512
http://ipip.ori.org/
http://studycircle.wikispaces.com/file/view/21052,%20Engels,%20Marx,%20On%20Authority,%20On%20Indifferentism,%201872,%201873.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0061252662/ref=olp_product_details?_encoding=UTF8&me=
http://www.harvard.edu/president/speech/2016/to-be-speaker-words-and-doer-deeds-literature-and-leadership


    Gilpin Faust 
 
Friday: Guest Lecture (Nathan Tinker) 
 
Week VIII  
Tuesday: Benito Cereno, Herman Melville 
 
Friday: Benito Cereno, Herman Melville 
 
Week IX  
Tuesday: Benito Cereno, Herman Melville 
 
Friday: Guest Lecture (Scott Paulsen-Bryant) 
 
Week X  
Tuesday: Communication & Leadership (Public Speaking Workshop) 
 
Friday: Bartleby, Herman Melville 
 
Week XI  
Tuesday: Bartleby, Herman Melville" 
    Correlatives of Liberalism: Melville's Managers and the Microphysics of Security," a special  
    issue on "Security & Liberalism" in Telos 170 (March 2015), 131-148.    
 
Friday: CV/Resume Workshop 
 
Week XII  
Tuesday: Melville, Billy Budd 

  “Melville’s Billy Budd and Security in Times of Crisis.” Daniel J. Solove 
 
Friday: Melville, Billy Budd 
 
Week XIII 
Tuesday: Writing Workshop III (Research Essay) 
 
Friday: Between the World and Me, Ta-Nehisi Coates (First third of book) 
 
Week XIV 
Tuesday: Between the World and Me, Ta-Nehisi Coates (Second third of book) 
 
Friday: Between the World and Me, Ta-Nehisi Coates (Final third of book) 
 
Week XV  
Tuesday: Guest Lecture (Anne Fernald) 
 
Friday: Watch: Baldwin vs. Buckley debate (Available on Youtube)  
           Read: James Baldwin, selections (pdf via email)  
 

http://www.law.utoronto.ca/utfl_file/count/users/mdubber/CALFlix/Solove.pdf


Week XVI  
Readings: TBD;Final Projects/Course Conclusion 
Final (TBD) 


