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How to understand leadership in a democracy: an innate or 

manufactured property? 

Course description:  

This course is an invitation to discover the different dimensions that combine to create a 

leadership situation. How to circumscribe this concept that resists a simple definition. Many 

entries can be mobilized to define the concept of leadership. The ability to organize an entity? 

To lead a project? To unite people? While the notion is frequently analyzed in management 

and business administration, it is rarer to find its mechanisms detailed in works and situations 

specific to political science. Yet it is a skill that is essential to the success of any political 

enterprise. What makes a person succeed in rallying resources and willpower around him or 

herself? How do you draw up the outlines of a project that unites several people? What are 

the qualities and skills needed to create a leadership situation? 

Prerequisite:  

No academic prerequisites are required for this course. On the other hand, an openness to 

going beyond the usual framework of political science to explore sociological works examining 

examples of social movements, or literary works tracing the biographies of actors who have 

left their mark on their time, is expected. Similarly, a willingness to try out more engaging 

practical exercises will structure the assessment of learning outcomes. 

Methodology: 

Drawing on lessons learned in other national contexts, notably the United States, we propose 

to define the constituent elements of a leadership situation. How can we recognize and bring 

together the approaches, know-how and skills that facilitate the emergence of a leadership 

capacity? To do this, we can draw on the classic sources of political science, with Weber's 

analysis of the different forms of leadership, which we will refine and examine in the light of 

modern leadership situations. The program will also include excursions into the field of 

history, with authors who have studied the making, course and achievements of great leaders. 

The aim is to understand the context and situations that activate latent leadership capital. 

Finally, the last part of the program focuses on how to put knowledge acquired in this course 

to the test in the real world, in order to generate projects and opportunities to try out a 

leadership situation. A high degree of flexibility and initiative will thus be expected from the 

students invited to take this course. 
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Learning goals: 

Several skills will be targeted through this course: 

• Identifying strengths and those to be reinforced. Your passions and talents. How to 

cultivate them to bring them closer to the qualities and skills that facilitate the 

emergence of leadership situations. Drawing on the careers of people who have left 

their mark on their time, the aim is to create and capitalize on contexts that lay the 

ground to the realization of a collective enterprise. 

 

• Bringing together a vision and the resources needed to implement it. What formats, 

temporalities, networks and intermediaries are needed to build and make a project 

come true ? How to federate a group around an idea and ensure its success ? 

 

• Drawing lessons from leadership attempts, how to create information loops and 

feedback to improve efficiency. Find and generate institutional support to ensure 

recognition and sustainability of your action 
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Films, tv series and videos dealing with leadership : 

Sully, Miss Sloane, Invictus, Steve Jobs, the social network, the founder, the godfather, coach Carter, the Shawshank 

redemption, thirteen hours, primary colors, darkest hour 
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Rome, house of cards, Chernobyl, for life.  

Olivia Fox Cabane build your personal charisma, Philip Zimbardo quiet rage, Pierre Bourdieu, sociology is a martial art. 

Teacher:  

Valerian Benazeth holds a doctorate in political science from the University of Paris-Saclay 

(UPS) and is a research associate at the Center of sociological researches on law and criminal 

justice (CESDIP). He spent seven years working on his thesis on the exit process of criminal 

careers, and spent two years studying political science in the United States, where he was 

introduced to the notion of leadership. 

Meeting schedule: 

• 1) Defining and problematizing the limits of a ubiquitous but elusive concept 

• 2) Disentangling the paradox of leadership within democratic institutions 

• 3) Is leadership an acquired set of skills or the sum of innate features?  

• 4) Example of famous leaders and different forms of leadership 

• 5) To lead one has to know one’s self: strengthen intellectual background 

• 6) Sharp communication skills: how to communicate a purpose to others (books, 

speeches and symbols) 

• 7) Transforming reality: how to federate and achieve change with organized support?  

• 8) Learning from past mistakes and institutionalizing values and impact 

• 9) Restitution and evaluation of the team projects 

Evaluation: 

Individual participation 20 %  

Short but regular group presentations on the theme of the session based on a film, a book or 

a TV serie 30%. 

Analysis of a leader’s biography 20% 

Leadership project design, implementation and feedback 30%. 


