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INTRODUCTION

James McGregor Burns was born on August 3, 1918 in
Williamstown, Massachusetts. With a PhD from Harvard,
Burns was a professor, a scholar, a historian, a political sci-
entist, and a presidential biographer. He is also the author of
26 books. It was his military service that drew his attention
to leadership. However, Burns was not interested in the same
view of leadership by looking only at leaders, he was also
interested in followers. In his book, he looks at the leader-
follower relationship, through various lens and frameworks.

Though written in 1978, Burns’ theories and writing are
fresh and ever relevant, especially for this confusing and
complex concept that is leadership. Burns himself says that,
“. . . leadership is the most observed and the least understood
phenomenon on earth” (p. 2). So, he wrote this book in re-
sponse to, “. . . one of the most universal cravings of our time,
the hunger for compelling and creative leadership.” (p. 1).

The two main types of leadership that Burns presents in
this book are transactional and transformational leadership.
While presenting these leadership dimensions, Burns also
refers to other important factors in leadership, such as power,
morals, influence, change, and conflict. Burn says that “con-
flict has become the stepchild of the political thought” (p.87).
Conflict, like leadership, needs to be understood in all its
complexity in order to engage with it. The engagement with
conflict is not optional.

Burns (1978) states that the potential for conflict perme-
ates the relations of humankind and that potential is a force
for health and growth as well as destruction (p. 37). Con-
flict experts say the type of response to a conflict will match
the way we view the conflict. Fear of conflict will trigger
the need to quickly solve it, while the view of conflict as
a normal process will welcome the opportunity for commu-
nication, change and growth. Conflict, as leadership, is re-
lational, multidimensional and process oriented (Burgess &
Burgess, 1996).

Throughout his book, Burns masterfully weaves multiple
complex concepts across each other, times, situations, and
contexts. The learning from this elaborate tapestry is that no
element in leadership can be singularly analyzed. The anal-
ysis will not be complete without considering all the others,
both in the same dimensions of time and space, as well as
across dimensions, past history and future goals and motives.
Looking at an outcome or a behavior in an isolated manner

will most likely be deceiving or only revealing a partial truth.
From establishing boundaries to provide a channel to hos-

tility, to invigorating class and group interest, conflict has the
role of renewal as it encourages innovation. Conflict arises
when the wants, and especially the needs, are not met. This
symptom of a deeper need is differently manifested from cul-
ture to culture: “. . . anthropologists identified countless cul-
tures with the most remarkable varieties of wants and needs”
(Burns, 1978). Also apparent in Burns’ book is how the un-
met wants and needs, and therefore the manifestation of con-
flict, manifest throughout the lifecycle of an individual, and
particularly how the unmet wants and needs persist over time
and manifest in various ways.

One of the human needs is the voracious need for affection
which is often sought and accepted from everywhere with no
discrimination. Burns (1978) also mentions that children are
exposed to a variety of changes, especially throughout the
school years, changing schools, classes, teachers, different
classmates, and different rules. The children who are able
to cope and adjust to this myriad of changes are able to be
successful later in life. The misfits are the ones who reject
the roles that are placed on them by others. They my force
change by being in opposition or remain in apathetic confor-
mity. These situations may present opportunities for some to
grow a sense of competence and motivate them for leader-
ship, while they may be completely paralyzing for others.

One characteristic that seems to play a central role is the
lack of self-esteem. Lyndon B. Johnson, who lacked self-
esteem as a child, wanted every member of the Senate to love
him (Burns, 1978). Lenin compensated for some of the ele-
ments missing in his childhood: the love for his father who
departed too early from his life and guilt over his brother’s
execution. Qualified as a slow learner, Lenin lacked motor
skills, and he suffered psychic stress. These childhood short-
comings translated into ambition, purpose, and discipline.
He became a revolutionary leader, guided by the Marxist
doctrine. The childhood feel of powerlessness led Lenin to
become a power wielder and demand obedience.

The same applied to Hitler, who allegedly had a dark and
unhappy childhood. He loved his mother but unlike Lenin,
hated his father. The most prominent childhood image that he
transposed into his leadership discourse was that the mother-
land was being raped. It was inferred by psychoanalysts that
Hitler may have seen or he thought he did see his mother
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being raped. His doubts of his self-worth from childhood as
a “. . . small, unattractive boy, who was dwarfed by his digni-
fied uniformed father. . . ” fed his desire for stature and power
later on to such extent that he became the tyrant – not the
leader – that we do know of today.

Piaget (cited in Burns, 1978), argues that childhood-
internalized rules turn into moral rigidities later on in life.
The child-parent relations translate into specific behavior
later into the adult life, some adding up to obsessive qualities.
Gandhi, in his childhood, was internally conflicted about his
outwardly appearance, also about his relationship with his
father. Unlike Lenin and Hitler, other than his guilt over his
carnal desires, no other conflicts carried over into Gandhi’s
political life.

Conflict is ubiquitous. Throughout life, an individual tran-
scends a series of evolving social systems that provides them
the cues to which group they belong and to which group other
members of society belong. There is pressure in the social-
izing forces that influences the individual, teaches them the
rituals of transitioning from child to adult, the value systems
of the society they belong to, and confuses them as to how
they should behave toward the others. Children and youth
face cross-pressure when parents have different values, and
out of the desire to resolve conflict they adopt a neutral posi-
tion. Though parents who are authoritarian do have a special
and rather strong influence on the shape of the adolescent
thinking (Burns, 1978).

Conflict exists in families, kinship groups, communities,
regions, nations, and races, as well as economic enterprises
and labor unions. Conflict can have, “. . . various degrees
and qualities of persistence, direction, intensity, volatility,
and scope” (Burns, 1978, p.38). Conflict is contagious; it
spreads, and the number of people involved changes its out-
comes. The results are directly proportional with the number
of participants. At its origins, the root causes of the conflict
are varied: differences of opinions, especially those related
to religion and government, speculations of practice, attach-
ment to power and fortune, attachment to different leaders,
and contentions for eminence and power.

Leaders can and should influence the intensity and scope
of the conflict, narrow it or broaden it as it fits with their
political agenda and seek to limit or multiply the number of
entrants into a specific political arena. What Burns does talk
little about – with the exception of Hitler and Stalin’s contri-

bution - is that conflict most always comes with great loss, es-
pecially for the party with less power. I think that the sound-
est advice that Burns has for a leader is that a leader must
be willing and be able to be unloved, to deny themselves
the affection of their adversaries, and accept conflict (1978).
Leadership is grounded in the seedbed of conflict, which is
“. . . compelling and galvanizing, it prods and motivates peo-
ple. Not only is that inevitable, but it has a strong function
in leadership – to give it shape” (Burns, 1978). Conflict is
the catalyst that converts generalized needs into intellectual
leadership.

As the symptom of an unmet need, conflict gives birth to
leaders. An individual becomes a leader and engages in lead-
ership with the purpose to attempt to meet the needs of peo-
ple. The greatest leaders set out to help their followers meet-
ing higher needs. Nelson Mandela led the movement against
apartheid in South Africa, as well as anti-poverty and pro-
education. Mother Theresa responded to deep human needs,
taking care of people dying of AIDs, leprosy, and tuberculo-
sis. She was in service to the poorest of the poor. Gandhi led
India to independence, Martin Luther King, Jr. was a human
rights activist and led the civil rights movement in the United
States. Each leader arose out of conflict, and each conflict
represented a huge need of the people. These leaders vowed
to support their followers to meet their needs, giving their
whole lives either literally or figuratively to the cause.

Burns notes that a leader should observe how levels of
wants and needs and other motivations, combined with hi-
erarchies of values sharpened by conflict, undergird the dy-
namics of leadership (1978). Leaders have the role of bring-
ing the followers into the state of political consciousness to
be aware of their own needs, values, and purposes of their
own identity. Leaders also help people identify their own
value structure or value contradictions that exist within them-
selves and within the society at large. People strive for con-
sistence and coherence within their hierarchy of values and
look for some sort of structure. Contradiction in values leads
to a sense of dissatisfaction, which uncovers unmet needs
such as liberty and justice. The unmet needs may give birth
to aspirations, and to plans to attain them. Conflict is a cata-
lyst and a transformation waiting to happen.

Burns, J.M. (1978). Leadership. New York, NY: Harper
Collins.


