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ABSTRACT 

I examine the connection between Ronald Heifetz's adaptive leadership framework (AL) and ethics. AL is an outcome-oriented frame-
work—successful leadership brings some group through an adaptive challenge. But AL also offers views on how that ought to happen 
and entails much procedural advice. This combination complicates the relationship between AL and ethics. The matter becomes 
urgent when we consider Hitler, who mobilized millions in pursuit of monstrous goals. Was he not really a leader, or would this make 
AL implausibly moralistic? Working with an understanding of ethics as “relating appropriately,” I analyze four positions and ultimately 
support one I call Limited Ethics. Certain limited commitments are built into AL: epistemic honesty about reality, respect for persons 
as learning agents, and participatory rather than authoritarian processes. Hitler violated these requirements. However, Limited Ethics 
does not determine what justice requires, how to prioritize among competing values, or which adaptive goals are worth pursuing in 
the first place. Nor do they specify how to relate to people affected but not engaging in the adaptive challenge, or how to navigate 
tensions between process and urgency. Leading well requires both adaptive skill and independent ethical insight about what is worth 
adapting toward, why, and for whom.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The adaptive leadership framework (AL) has emerged as one of 
the most influential approaches to leadership in contemporary 
organizational and political life.1 Originally developed by Ronald 
Heifetz at Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of Government and 
now taught and practiced around the world, AL addresses a fun-
damental challenge: how to lead when problems cannot be sol-
ved by technical expertise alone, when solutions require changes 
in people's values, beliefs, and behaviors.2 From climate change 
to digital transformation, from addressing systemic inequality to 
navigating democratic backsliding, major challenges of our time 
are quintessentially “adaptive.”

Beneath AL’s practical appeal lies a profound philosophical 
question: Is AL properly practiced inherently ethical leader-
ship? Or are techniques of mobilizing people through adaptive 
change morally neutral, capable of serving any ends? This ques-
tion cuts to the heart of how we understand leadership itself, 
how we educate future leaders, and how we evaluate leadership 
(past and present). 

The stakes become clear when we consider historical figures like 
Hitler.3 He mobilized millions, transformed society, and addressed 
what followers experienced as adaptive challenges. Hitler was 
commonly referred to as “Führer” (leader), a term now inseparably 
associated with him. While the 
word survives in compound 
terms (Reiseführer for travel 
guide, Führerschein for driver's 
license), using “Führer” as a 
standalone title in German 
public life is taboo. By many 
descriptive measures, Hitler 
exercised AL. He also was 
among the most evil figures in 
history. Does this mean he was 
not really a leader, as Heifetz 
suggests?4 But if so, would this not make AL implausibly moralistic, 
folding moral judgments into leadership theory that are conceptually 
out of place there? Or does it mean AL can serve profoundly unet-
hical ends, and we need ethical frameworks beyond adaptation to 
constrain and guide practice?

Section 2 explains what I mean by ethics, developing the concept 
as “relating appropriately.” Section 3 examines adaptation across 
disciplines. By making adaptation central, AL synthesizes insights 

1  I am very grateful to Ronald Heifetz, Christopher Robicheaud and Nicolas Parra Herrera for conversations about the relationship between ethics and leadership over 
the years, and specifically also for very helpful substantive comments on this essay. 

2  Heifetz, Leadership Without Easy Answers; Heifetz et al., The Practice of AL; Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line; Heifetz, “Leadership and Values.”

3  Kershaw, Hitler; Toland, Adolf Hitler.

4   Heifetz, “Leadership and Values.” Also see Heifetz, Leadership Without Easy Answers, 21f. 

5  (1) The present essay continues my engagement with AL in Risse, “Leadership on the Line.”  That essay contrasts AL with an understanding of gaslighting as a lead-
ership style. I have long been teaching a class called “Moral Leadership: Ethics in Public Life.”  The approach to leadership I enlist there is AL. This essay provides the 
theory for doing so. Accordingly, the ideas here have been years in the making. (2) Work at the intersection of ethics and leadership, especially philosophical work, is 
rare; exceptions include Ciulla, The Ethics of Leadership; Ciulla, Ethics, the Heart of Leadership; Price, Leadership Ethics; Badaracco, Joseph L. Jr., The Good Struggle. 
Also see Nye, Do Morals Matter?

6  Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 5f; Dworkin, Justice for Hedgehogs, 158–65. I make use of this distinction myself, e.g., in Risse, On Justice: Philosophy, History, Foundations.

from biology, psychology, and organizational theory, creating a hy-
brid framework (outcome-oriented yet process-constrained) whose 
relationship to ethics requires careful analysis. Section 4 analyzes AL, 
exploring how it synthesizes various understandings of adaptation. 
Section 5 investigates different philosophical positions on whether 
AL is automatically ethical. The Hitler example serves as a crucial 
test case, helping us determine which position is most defensible. 
Section 6 discusses it separately. 

The position that emerges is one I call Limited Ethics. Its gist is that 
certain limited ethical requirements are entailed by proper practice 
of AL. But on many ethical questions that arise in the exercise of AL 
this approach is silent: answers must come from elsewhere. Section 
7 articulates a comprehensive position on the relationship between 
AL and ethics that incorporates but also goes beyond and qualifies 
the result of our inquiry about whether AL is automatically ethical. 
Section 8 concludes by calling for integrating AL and ethics.

My goal here is to articulate the moral architecture of AL—by which 
I mean an assessment of what kind of ethical commitments is built 
into AL, and what kind is not. It is as part of that endeavor that I also 
deal with the Hitler case, but do so rather self-consciously. One 
should not lightly use Hitler as a case study. Hitler-references often 
make arguments go too smoothly because he is so obviously evil. 
And why conjure up images of concentration camps when relevant 

points can be made in other 
ways? In this context, however, 
there is good reason to invoke 
Hitler because he did deploy 
what are recognizable AL tech-
niques. Moreover, it is highly intui-
tive that Hitler should be called a 
leader, albeit a morally abhorrent 
one, rather than no leader at all. 
Typically, such a view is groun-
ded in a desire for conceptual 
clarity, and in sensible resistance 
to folding in moral judgment 

where it does not belong. It is not easy to respond to this view—but 
a response is essential to a clear-minded view on the relationship 
between leadership and ethics.5  

2. ETHICS AS INQUIRY ABOUT RELATING APPROPRIATELY

Throughout, I deploy a distinction common in philosophy between 
concept and conception.6 A concept is a general, abstract idea iden-
tifying a subject matter: relatively thin, formal, and widely shared. 

From climate change to digital 
transformation, from addressing 
systemic inequality to navigating 
democratic backsliding, major 
challenges of our time are 
quintessentially ‘adaptive."

"
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Conceptions are specific, substantive theories filling in what the con-
cept requires or entails. Conceptions answer questions about the 
concept, different conceptions answering them differently. Concep-
tions are thicker, more detailed, and often contested. 

Some conceptions are widely known, so I begin with them before 
formulating the concept. Utilitarianism holds that an action is right 
if and only if it produces the greatest overall good (utility).7 It judges 
actions entirely by their outcomes or consequences and in that sen-
se is a consequentialist doctrine. What matters about outcomes, for 
utilitarians, is how much welfare or happiness they produce. Right 
action pursues outcomes with highest aggregate happiness. 

Utilitarianism illuminates moral vocabulary. Goodness is unders-
tood as happiness, welfare, or wellbeing (terms used synonymously 
here), and is the overriding value.  Right action is what maximizes 
happiness. Wrong action is what fails to do so.  Duty is understood 
as what you have conclusive reason to do—which always is to per-
form happiness-maximizing action.  Utilitarianism naturally extends 
consideration to all beings capable of welfare, including animals.8 	

Kantian deontology, another well-known conception of ethics, 
holds that certain actions are right or wrong in themselves, 
regardless of consequences.9  “Deontology” derives from the 
Greek for “must do.” This conception judges actions by whether 
they conform to duties or principles, not by outcomes. Kant's 
Categorical Imperative states: “Act so that you use humanity in 
your person, as well as in the person of every other, always at 
the same time as end, never merely as a means.”10 Wrong action 
violates this imperative (treating people merely as means). Right 
action follows it. Goodness is understood as purity of motiva-
tion—acting from duty rather than inclination. Duty is rational 
necessity binding persons as rational agents.

7  Ryan, John Stuart Mill and Jeremy Bentham. Utilitarianism and Other Essays. For general introductions, see Wolff, An Introduction to Moral Philosophy; Vaughn, 
Beginning Ethics.

8  Singer, Animal Liberation; Kagan, How to Count Animals, More or Less.

9  Korsgaard, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals; Reath, Critique of Practical Reason. For general introductions to ethics, see again Wolff, An Introduction to 
Moral Philosophy; Vaughn, Beginning Ethics.

10  Korsgaard, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, 4: 429.

11  Fisher, Metaethics; Miller, Contemporary Metaethics.

Non-consequentialism per se means outcomes are not all that mat-
ters to right action; Kant’s version is distinctive in that outcomes do 
not matter at all. This stance applies to interactions among rational 
persons. Animals enter only in terms of how bad treatment of them 
would also deform a person’s character. 

Consequentialism and non-consequentialism admit multiple 
developments. Consequentialists might not aggregate but prioritize 
the worst off. Also, questions arise about the nature of happiness or 
about whether it is actions or rules that must be assessed. Non-con-
sequentialists might not share Kant’s rigid dismissal of any relevance 
of outcomes. Metaethical questions about moral reasoning also 
arise, questions about what we are doing in moral deliberation.11 
Are we making claims that can be evaluated in terms of true or false, 
or are we doing something else? Such questions—and the different 
answers that can be given to them—reveal that in each case we are 
really dealing with more than one conception of ethics. 

What matters now is the contrast between such conceptions and 
the concept of ethics. That concept I understand as relating appro-
priately to various entities and concerns, ranging from other people, 
oneself, animals, parts of nature to works of art, other artifacts, or 
also bits of knowledge, human rights, or the truth. “Appropriate” is 
a normative term, a term about how things should be and how we 
ought to act. 

So what does it mean to relate appropriately? The answer depends 
on the nature of the things we are asking about, one’s relationship 
with them, and on which other entities also need to be treated ap-
propriately. Spelling out appropriateness ushers in our usual moral 
vocabulary, including rightness, wrongness, duty, or goodness. It is 
the task of conceptions to answer these questions. Consequentia-
lism and non-consequentialism are two families of conceptions that 
answer these questions differently. 

So “ethics” is inquiry about what it means to relate appropriately, 
and then also about what it means to be the kind of person who 
does so reliably. Sometimes I say ethics is about relating appro-
priately when talking about practices and attitudes through which 
someone seeks to relate appropriately. “Morality” (or morals) is the 
sum total either of commonly accepted or of arguably plausible 
stances on what it means to relate appropriately (depending on 
whether we talk descriptively or normatively). “Ethically” and “mo-
rally” I use synonymously, meaning “according to our best unders-
tanding of what it is to relate appropriately.” These terms always 
invite more inquiry and could only settle things in any given context 
if the answer is fully understood and uncontroversial. 

A statue of the German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), in Kali-
nin-grad, Russia. Image: Andreas Toerl
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“Ethics” derives from the Greek for character, “morality” from the 
Latin for customs.12 Contemporary philosophers put them to 
work in different ways. The conceptual clarifications I offer do not 
track all common uses and require refinement. But they suffice 
for our purposes.13

Capturing ethics this way means we begin with a simple but pro-
found observation: we are always already in relations. We do not 
start in isolation asking “What should I do?” We are embedded in 
webs of relations—to other persons, to communities, institutions, 
animals, land and nature, values and ideals, cultural artefacts, and to 
ourselves, including past and future selves. 

Several themes flesh out appropriateness: relating in ways fitting 
what the other party actually is (responding to real features rather 
than projecting); responsiveness to particulars requiring discern-
ment and practical wisdom;14 and getting relationships right—rela-
tionships have their own character and standards (treating your child 
as an employee misunderstands that relationship). Our moral lives 
also generate guiding vocabulary: respect (relating to persons and 
things as having worth), care (attending to vulnerability and need), 
reciprocity and fairness (relating as equals where appropriate), grati-
tude (acknowledging what we receive), reverence or awe (appropria-
te relation to what is sacred, beautiful, sublime), justice (appropriate 
distribution of benefits and burdens), among others. Conceptions 
must make sense of this vocabulary, one way or another.15 

Consider one additional conception of ethics. Around the world, 
virtue ethics traditionally has been the central topic of moral 
thinking.16 It was sidelined in the 19th century by consequentialist 
and non-consequentialist approaches—which focused on rules 
rather than character. Virtue ethics was revitalized in the West in 
the middle of the 20th century but was never lost elsewhere.17  Tra-
ditionally, that is, around the world ethics has indeed been about 
character, and thus about what it means to be the kind of person 
who relates appropriately (rather than about rules that capture 
the specifics of relating appropriately). One may think of Confucian 
ethics,18 Daoist ethics,19 Buddhist ethics,20 African ubuntu philo-
sophy,21 Islamic ethics,22 but also the virtue-ethical traditions of 

12  Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, 6; MacIntyre, After Virtue, 38f. 

13  Also see Scanlon, “What Is Morality?” 

14  This is a major theme in Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics. Book VI is on phronesis (practical wisdom).

15  Justice has been a major theme in my own research, see e.g., Risse, On Global Justice; Risse, On Justice: Philosophy, History, Foundations.

16  Annas, The Morality of Happiness; Hursthouse, On Virtue Ethics. Also see Van Zyl, Virtue Ethics.positions, and arguments in virtue ethics today. While it focuses 
primarily on Aristotelian virtue ethics, it also includes discussion of alternative forms of virtue ethics (sentimentalism and pluralism

17  Anscombe, “Modern Moral Philosophy”; Foot, Virtues and Vices and Other Essays in Moral Philosophy.

18  Confucius, The Analects. For contemporary work, see Chan, Confucian Perfectionism; Bai, China: The Political Philosophy of the Middle Kingdom. Also see Nor-
den, Introduction to Classical Chinese Philosophy.

19  Laozi, The Daodejing of Laozi. Also see Hansen, A Daoist Theory of Chinese Thought.

20  Bodhi and Lama, In the Buddha’s Words; Santideva, A Guide to the Bodhisattva Way of Life.

21  Ramose, African Philosophy through Ubuntu; Tutu, No Future Without Forgiveness.

22  Lings, Muhammad; Ramadan, Introduction to Islam.

23  Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics; Broadie, Ethics With Aristotle.

24  Annas, The Morality of Happiness, Part III.

25  Aquinas, The Summa Theologica of St. Thomas Aquinas; Porter, The Recovery of Virtue.

26  Futuyma and Kirkpatrick, Evolution; Dawkins, The Selfish Gene.

27  Gould and Vrba, “Exaptation.” 

28  Gazzaniga et al., Cognitive Neuroscience; Goldstein and Cacciamani, Sensation and Perception.

the West, such as Aristotelian ethics,23 Stoic or Epicurean approa-
ches,24 and Christian ethics as developed by Aquinas and others.25 
Such perspectives illuminate ethical vocabulary as part of an 
approach to human excellence. 

Conceptions often simplify our ethical lives by systematizing them. 
In addition to the broad categories of conceptions we have encoun-
tered now (consequentialism, non-consequentialism, virtue ethics), 
contemporary philosophy acknowledges conceptions that capture 
the richness of our ethical lives without such simplifications. My 
approach here is to distinguish a concept of ethics from conceptions, 
and I have also introduced several themes and guiding notions that 
illuminate the richness of our ethical lives. We do not need to sort 
these matters out in greater detail.

3. WHAT IS ADAPTATION?

“Adaptation” carries remarkably different meanings across 
disciplines. Understanding them illuminates the distinctive 
synthesis AL offers. 

In evolutionary biology, an adaptation is a heritable trait shaped 
by natural selection because it enhanced survival or reproductive 
success.26 True adaptations show evidence of “design”—purposeful 
structure solving specific problems—and must have been selected 
for those advantages (not merely be currently useful). Biologists 
distinguish adaptations from exaptations (features serving functions 
they were not selected for) and mere byproducts.27  

Crucially, biological adaptation is entirely amoral. It describes what 
enhanced reproductive success, with no reference to justice, dignity, 
or goodness.  Predator camouflage and prey speed are equally 
adaptive; there is no normative aspect to this whatsoever.

In psychology and neuroscience, adaptation refers to organisms 
adjusting responses to stimuli in real time—a dynamic process ex-
pressing flexibility within single lifetimes.28 This includes sensory ad-
aptation (eyes adjusting to darkness) and behavioral flexibility (trying 
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new approaches when strategies fail). Here too adaptation is initially 
amoral but normative questions arise more readily.  We are discussing 
behavior of individuals who could make different choices, and whose 
decisions come up for assessment. Psychologists distinguish adapti-
ve responses (healthy coping, beneficial learning) from maladaptive 
ones (addiction, learned helplessness, harmful defenses).29 People 
can “adapt” to abusive relationships in ways enabling survival but 
perpetuating harm.

In cultural studies, adaptation is transformation and reinterpretation 
of narratives from one medium, genre, or context to another.30 This 
understanding has the following features: intertextuality—adaptations 
exist in explicit relationship to prior “source texts”; creative interpre-
tation—adaptation involves selection and transformation, not mere 
copying; and medium specificity—different media have different 
strengths requiring transformation respecting what each can do (think 
of adapting novels to film vs adapting plays to film). This unders-
tanding too is initially amoral but raises normative questions about 
artistic fidelity, fairness to authors, or audience impact.

All three share a core notion of change in response to circumstances, 
which is the concept of adaptation. But under this umbrella, these 
conceptions differ fundamentally and engage with different ontologi-
cal categories. Biological adaptations are physical traits with genetic 
basis; psychological adaptations are adjustment processes; cultural 
adaptations are artifacts in interpretive relationships. 

Other fields too have their own conceptions of adaptation: anthropo-
logy (cultural practices for survival in particular environments and so-
cial contexts),31 computer science (systems modifying behavior based 
on input),32 organizational theory (institutions modifying structures 
responding to change),33 or climate science (adjustments to climate 
impacts, distinct from mitigation addressing causes).34

4. ADAPTIVE LEADERSHIP 

The concept of leadership denotes influencing and mobilizing people 
toward collective goals or through challenges. As before, the abstract 
concept generates questions conceptions of leadership must answer: 
What is the leader’s role? What is the follower’s role?35 To what extent 
is it the role of leadership to address losses that arise as people pursue 

29  As classically done in Lazarus and Folkman, Stress, Appraisal, and Coping.

30  Stam and Raengo, Literature and Film; Hutcheon, A Theory of Adaptation.

31  Moran, Human Adaptability; Kottak, Anthropology.

32  Norvig and Russell, Artificial Intelligence.

33  Kegan and Lahey, Immunity to Change; Pascale et al., The Power of Positive Deviance.

34  Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Climate Change 2022 – Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability.

35  On the neglected role of the follower, see Kellerman, Followership.

36  For an overview, see Northouse, Leadership: Theory and Practice.

37    Heifetz, Leadership Without Easy Answers; Heifetz et al., The Practice of AL; Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line; Heifetz, “Leadership and Values.”  I do not 
trace particular positions to these writings, partly also because I have been involved with AL teaching myself for years now. In that sense I also offer my summaries as 
member of the AL community. 

38  On power, see Dahl, “The Concept of Power.” 

39  It is worth emphasizing that the common case indeed is that holding positions of authority does come with exercising power. But I would like to create conceptu-
al space for the possibility that such positions are held without actual power. Such a stance is more plausible for formal rather than informal authority: for instance, 
for some centuries of Japanese history before the Meiji restoration the emperor held no actual power but was overshadowed by the shogun. For the case of informal 
authority such a claim is less plausible since informal power is not connected to formal positions anyway. So it does not seem to be meaningful to speak of informal 
authority that is not connected to actual power. Still, it is in light of scenarios of ineffective roles of formal power that I do not want to state here that holding positions of 
authority automatically involves wielding power, and thus do not want to assert that “wielding power” is conceptually broader than holding positions of authority. 

new collective goals? How does leadership relate to power, authority, 
or ethics? Can leadership be taught? In addition to AL, other concep-
tions of leadership that are available in the literature and are taught 
include transformational leadership, servant leadership, authentic 
leadership, and transactional leadership, among others.36

AL synthesizes several disciplinary understandings while creating 
something distinctive. By making adaptation central, Heifetz connects 
human leadership to broader adaptive processes studied across di-
sciplines. This positions leadership studies within a cross-disciplinary 
conversation about how complex systems respond to change. Let me 
highlight some key characteristics of AL.37

To begin with, AL contrasts leadership with “authority” and “wielding 
power.” Formal authority comprises appointed or elected offices 
defined by institutional expectations. Informal authority is defined by 
charisma, relatability, status, wealth, insightfulness—features attrac-
ting followers. Wielding power is the ability to get people to do things 
they otherwise would not or would do for different reasons.38 Some 
people wield power detached from formal or informal authority. 
Some people who have either form of authority wield no power. But 
typically holding authority involves power. Except for occasional odd 
cases, wielding power is the broader notion.39 

AL understands leadership as something yet different. Here—and this 
is the second feature—leadership is understood in the context of par-

Ronald Heifetz, known for his work on adaptive leadership. Image: Flickr - 
Ferengi
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ticular kinds of problems, adaptive problems (or challenges), which 
contrast with technical problems. Technical problems involve exer-
cising skills or applying available knowledge. Surgery exemplifies 
this: being a surgeon requires extensive training but involves shared 
professional standards. Adaptive challenges require adjustments to 
new circumstances. In medicine, to stay with that example, adaptive 
challenges often accompany technical ones: lifestyle changes are 
essential for medical advice to matter. Unlike technical challenges, 
mastering adaptive challenges typically involves losses—and thus 
unlike technical mastery, exercising adaptive leadership involves 
managing such losses. 

Adaptive challenges arise for companies monitoring markets, count-
ries handling global shifts, but also for families working through 
crises. Adaptive challenges must be identified properly because they 
require adjustments to an institution’s structure, which cannot be 
brought about solely through power or authority. People must learn 
new things and interact differently. 

A third feature is that AL views leadership as a set of learnable skills 
and best practices, rather than innate characteristics or personality 
traits. Adaptive leaders may or may not have authority or wield pow-
er. Anyone within entities facing adaptive challenges could exercise 
AL. Some AL practices enable people to identify adaptive challenges 
and take steps toward change. Others involve pacing work and 
tracking changes to ensure people are not overextended. Skills and 
practices enable groups to do the necessary work.

Many significant challenges contain both technical and adaptive di-
mensions. Healthcare reform has technical components (insurance 
mechanisms, electronic records) but also adaptive ones (doctors 
and patients changing their relationship, accepting different role ex-
pectations, confronting end-of-life care values). A common mistake 
is treating adaptive challenges as technical. 

AL, then, is the practice of mobilizing people to tackle chal-
lenges that require this kind of adaptation rather than merely 
technical fixes.

Heifetz and his colleagues offer several core principles:

Identify the adaptive challenge: Diagnose whether you face 
technical problems, adaptive challenges, or combinations. 
What requires expertise? What requires people to change 
beliefs, behaviors, or values?

Regulate distress: Adaptive work creates disequilibrium. 
Leaders must keep people in a “productive zone”—enough 
discomfort motivating change but not so much that they 
become overwhelmed.

40  “Holding environment” is borrowed from Winnicott, “The Theory of the Parent-Infant Relationship.” 

41  Kegan and Lahey, Immunity to Change; Pascale et al., The Power of Positive Deviance. Additional connections could be drawn to fields like systems thinking and 
complexity theory, see Senge, The Fifth Discipline; Meadows, Thinking in Systems. The “get on the balcony” principle reflects systems thinking—seeing patterns and 
dynamics rather than just events. The emphasis on emergent solutions (not top-down but discovered through interaction) reflects complexity theory. The recogni-
tion that small interventions can have large effects, and vice versa, comes from understanding non-linear dynamics in complex systems.

Holding environment: Adaptive work requires people seeing 
themselves as “in something together”—ties, structures, 
processes, and norms creating cohesion and safety to 
engage difficult problems and tolerate the disequilibrium of 
adaptive work.40 

Maintain disciplined attention: People avoid adaptive work 
through predictable mechanisms—denial, scapegoating, 
blaming authority, finding distractions. Leadership means 
directing and keeping attention on hard issues.

Get on the balcony: Leaders must observe system patterns 
while being part of them—a meta-perspective revealing dy-
namics participants cannot see, requiring both engagement 
and distance.

Give the work back to the people: Unlike traditional leader-
ship where leaders have the answers, AL involves helping 
those with the problem develop solutions. Leaders do not do 
the work for the people but enable them to do it themselves. 
This respects people’s agency and ensures that solutions fit 
their situation. 

Protect voices from below: People without formal authori-
ty often see problems those in authority miss. Leaders with 
authority must protect these voices—even when inconve-
nient, as in the case of gadflies and oddballs—because they 
often identify adaptive challenges.

Acknowledge and manage loss: Adaptive change always 
involves loss—of competence (skills becoming obsolete), 
status (positions becoming less central), or loyalty to cheris-
hed practices (what worked must be abandoned). Leadership 
must honor and manage losses rather than dismissing them.

AL does indeed draw on multiple disciplines. From biology: the 
idea that organizations face environmental pressures demanding 
adaptive responses, requiring experimentation and “selecting out” 
what no longer serves. But unlike biological evolution (operating 
through random variation), human adaptive work is conscious and 
values-driven. From psychology: understanding of stress, disequi-
librium, and defense mechanisms people deploy against adaptive 
challenges. From organizational theory: recognition that adaptation 
requires changing structures, cultures, and identities while naviga-
ting competing stakeholder interests.41

While drawing on these various conceptions of adaptation, AL 
offers something unique: a practice-oriented framework for 
exercising leadership. Several features distinguish use of adap-
tation here:
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Russia’s use of hybrid warfare in Ukraine—blending cyberattacks, dis-
information, and conventional military operations—offers a clear blue-
print that other authoritarian regimes may seek to emulate. To effectively 
counter this evolving threat landscape, the international community must 
prioritize the development of practical, coordinated strategies.

Certain limited commitments 
are built into AL: epistemic 
honesty about reality, respect 
for persons as learning 
agents, and participatory 
rather than authoritarian 
processes.”

“
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Leadership as practice, not position: Leadership can come 
from anywhere, not just from authority. Those with authority 
might fail to exercise leadership; those without it may mobili-
ze attention to challenges.

Disappointing at a rate people can absorb: AL helps 
people confront difficult realities, necessarily involving 
disappointment. The art is pacing disappointment so 
people can absorb it.

Orchestrating conflict: Rather than suppressing conflict, AL 
surfaces and orchestrates it productively. Working through 
conflict is how adaptation happens.

Political and personal dimensions: AL is inherently political 
(navigating competing interests) and personally risky (facing 
criticism, marginalization). It requires courage and resilience.

This interdisciplinary synthesis is philosophically significant. 
It reveals what we might call a structural homology: across 
domains—biological, psychological, organizational—adaptation 
addresses how complex systems composed of interdependent 
elements maintain organization when conditions change. By 
conceptualizing leadership this way, AL opens doors to learning 
across domains of life.42

However, recognizing this homology also reveals a conceptual 
tension. Biological adaptation is purely outcome-oriented: traits 
are adaptive if they enhance reproductive success, regardless 
of process. But AL is also process-oriented: it specifies methods 
(confront reality, respect agency, enable participation) as consti-
tutive of adaptive leadership, not merely as means. This hybridi-
ty—outcome-focused yet process-constrained—complicates AL's 
relationship to ethics.

5. IS AL AUTOMATICALLY ETHICAL LEADERSHIP? 

Now we are ready to address our central question: What is the 
relationship between AL and ethics (understood as relating appro-
priately)? Might there be a sense in which AL automatically is ethical 
leadership? I explore four positions: By Definition, Tendency, Inde-
pendence, and Limited Ethics. I present arguments for and against 
each before offering my reasoned assessment.

Position 1: “By Definition”—AL Implies Ethical Leadership

By Definition holds that AL, properly understood, is by definition et-
hical leadership. If someone is truly practicing AL, they are relating 
appropriately; if relating inappropriately, they are not doing AL.

42  For a discussion by an Indigenous author of analogies between biology and parts of human social life, see Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass. The idea that there 
is learning across domains of life is very much central to that project. 

43  Hirschman, Exit, Voice, and Loyalty. To elaborate, Hirschman distinguishes three responses to dissatisfaction with an organization, relationship, or system: exit 
(leaving), voice (attempting to reform from within), and loyalty (continued commitment). Hirschman argued that the availability and effectiveness of these options 
shapes whether declining systems deteriorate further or recover. 

Arguments for By Definition

First, AL contains built-in normative commitments. Enabling the 
system to solve problems —enabling participation—presupposes 
respect for agency. Confronting reality presupposes epistemic 
honesty. Pacing work presupposes care for capacities. Distributing 
work presupposes participation. These embody ethical commit-
ments about relating to people, not just techniques.

Second, the notion of “adaptive challenge” is normative. Such chal-
lenges are identified relative to conceptions of what systems need 
to flourish. Hitler's supposed “challenges”—maintaining totalitarian 
control, pursuing genocide efficiently, conquering territories—are 
perversions, not genuine adaptive challenges. True adaptive chal-
lenges concern genuine flourishing (or at least, minimally, survival) 
and confronting reality.

Third, democratic values of sorts are built into AL. It emphasizes 
participation, shared learning, distributed authority, and protecting 
dissenting voices. When work is pushed back to the people, they 
are enabled to provide authentic feedback about whether they are 
pursuing real adaptive problems—which presupposes they have 
voice. In Albert Hirschman's well-known terminology, authoritarian 
regimes do not allow voice, only loyalty.43 Exit too is often prohi-
bited once regimes are entrenched. Authoritarian “adaptation” 
therefore violates the essence of AL.

Finally, it makes sense to police “leadership” to exclude unethical 
behavior, rendering “unethical leadership” oxymoronic. Leadership 
is something we care about and wish to admire. AL provides vo-
cabulary for this by differentiating leadership from wielding power 
and exercising authority.

Arguments Against By Definition

First, advocates present AL as teachable technique applicable to 
any organization—corporations, NGOs, governments. The language 
is often technical and instrumental, suggesting value-neutral toolkit 

Martin Luther King Jr., a leader of the civil rights movement, speaking at a rally 
in 1967. Image: Wiki Commons - Minnesota Historical Society
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rather than inherently ethical practice. Prominent examples used in 
AL circles tend to be Washington, Lincoln, Martin Luther King Jr., in 
important ways heroes of progressive politics. But creators of theore-
tical approaches do not have exclusive interpretive rights over inter-
preting these approaches. 

Second, many different systems face adaptive challenges. The ma-
fia faces adaptive challenges. Colonial empires did. Putin's Russia 
and North Korea's Kim regime currently do. When Hitler became 
Chancellor in 1933, he had understandings of Germany's adaptive 
challenges and made no secret of his views. Why would these ent-
ities not practice AL for bad ends? We are dealing with two kinds of 
judgments when assessing leadership: whether actors have identi-
fied genuine adaptive challenges and deployed AL techniques; and 
whether the challenge, techniques, and consequences are ethically 
defensible. These seem like separate matters.

Third, By Definition conflates excellence in leadership (effective, skill-
ful) with ethical leadership. Perhaps AL represents effective leader-
ship for navigating change, but effectiveness does not equal ethics.

Fourth, By Definition may commit a “No True Scotsman” fallacy.44 A 
“Scottish chauvinist” reading about a sex crime declares no Scots-
man would do such things. When another crime is committed, this 
time by a Scot, he doubles down: “No true Scotsman would do that.” 
Similarly, By Definition defines leadership normatively so any coun-
terexample can be dismissed as “not really leadership.” This protects 
the definition but comes at the expense of analytical power.

Position 2: “Tendency”—AL Tends Toward Ethical Leadership

Tendency holds that AL is empirically correlated with ethical leader-
ship because relating appropriately generally works better for 
solving adaptive challenges, but exceptions are possible.

Arguments for Tendency

First, there is pragmatic reasoning: manipulation, lies, and exploita-
tion tend to undermine trust, which is usually necessary for adaptive 

44  Flew, Thinking About Thinking, 47.

45  This argument parallels social contract theory's claim that cooperation requires trust, see Gauthier, Morals by Agreement; Hardin, Trust and Trustworthiness.

work. If people discover they have been manipulated, they withdraw 
engagement. Therefore, AL generally tends toward honesty, respect, 
and fairness—not for inherently ethical reasons but because these 
approaches tend to work better.45

Second, Tendency permits tragic cases and exceptions. Per-
haps sometimes leaders must deceive for greater good or make 
ruthless crisis decisions. AL does not rule this out, but such cases 
are not normal.

Third, this position is empirically modest. It does not make strong 
conceptual claims about what leadership “must” be but observes 
patterns about what tends to work when mobilizing people through 
adaptive challenges.

Arguments Against Tendency 

First, Tendency actually undermines the ethical force of AL. If the 
connection is merely empirical, then the more manipulation or 
other unethical approach “work,” the more they will seem ac-
ceptable. That is, the more we agree that there is such a thing as 
unethical leadership that still counts as genuine AL, the more we 
will incline to separate judgments of excellence in leadership from 
ethical judgments. 

Second, it is unclear what the exceptions would actually look like. If 
AL is genuinely about “enabling the system to solve its problems,” 
when would systematic manipulation, violence, or other unethical 
means enable this better than honesty? The supposed exceptions 
may instead show that what is happening is not AL at all.

Third, Tendency treats ethics as external to leadership—as cons-
traint on or tool for leadership rather than constitutive of it. But if 
AL is fundamentally about enabling people to do adaptive work, 
respect for agency seems internal to the practice.

Position 3: “Independence”—AL is Independent of Ethical
Leadership

Independence holds that AL is a set of techniques usable for any 
ends. Hitler adapted German society to his vision; whether that was 
ethical depends on independent assessment. Ethical failures are not 
per se leadership failures.

Arguments for Independence

First, Independence has historical plausibility. Hitler identified 
what followers experienced as adaptive challenges—economic 
crisis, national humiliation, identity threats. He mobilized people to 
change society fundamentally. He addressed gaps between tech-
nical solutions and deeper challenges. Therefore AL techniques 
can serve evil ends.

Adolf Hitler speaking from the balcony of the Klaipėda Theatre Building, 1939. 
Image: Atvi-raKlaipeda. lt
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Second, technique is neutral. “Identifying adaptive challenges” can 
be done for any purpose. “Mobilizing people” can serve good or ill. 
“Enabling learning” might mean indoctrination from certain per-
spectives. The “how” is separate from the “what” and “why.”

Third, Independence avoids the “No True Scotsman” fallacy. Saying 
Hitler was not an adaptive leader because he was unethical defines 
away the problem. We need independent criteria for both “adaptive” 
and “ethical.”

Fourth, Independence is pedagogically important. If AL just means 
“ethical leadership,” the concept does no work. We need to say “X is 
an adaptive leader but uses those skills unethically” so we can teach 
skills while teaching ethical constraints separately.

Arguments Against Independence

First, Independence misunderstands what “adaptation” means in 
AL. Hitler did not enable Germany to adapt to reality; he imposed 
fantasy. He did not enable the system to solve problems; he hijacked 
and destroyed it. Genocide, totalitarian control, and aggressive war 
are not “adaptive”—they are pathological. Germany was utterly 
destroyed in 1945, revealing catastrophic failure.

These are not hindsight judgments. Identifying Hitler's goals as 
proper adaptive challenges is impossible without faulty theories 
about racial superiority, economic theories seeing Germany's future 
in conquest rather than labor force development, and views on 
military strategy rendering simultaneous wars feasible. AL is about 
confronting reality, and enough was known in the 1930s to see 
Hitler's policies did not do that.46

Second, Independence conflates authority and power with leader-
ship. AL explicitly distinguishes these. Hitler wielded immense power 
and absolute authority—but did not provide genuine AL. He did 
not enable people to do adaptive work; he commanded obedience 
and extinguished dissent. Once we recognize differences between 
power, authority, and AL, Independence loses plausibility.

Position 4: “Limited Ethics”—AL Requires Limited Ethics but 
Leaves Many Questions Open

Limited Ethics holds that certain limited ethical commitments are 
built into AL's very conception: one cannot practice it while syste-
matically violating these commitments. This position acknowledges 
both what AL requires ethically and what it leaves open—a distinc-
tion Section 7 explores in detail, showing why additional ethical 
frameworks remain necessary. 

What is built in are these commitments (primarily to people in the 
holding environment—a qualification I address in Section 7):

46  Tooze, The Wages of Destruction; Evans, The Coming of the Third Reich.

47  Greene, Moral Tribes; Bazerman and Tenbrunsel, Blind Spots.

Epistemic ethics: Commitment to truth and reality over fan-
tasy, denial, or systematic deception. Willingness to confront 
uncomfortable facts. Intellectual honesty about what's known 
and unknown. One cannot practice AL while lying about reality 
or leading people into delusion.

Respect for persons: Treating people as capable of learning 
and adapting, not as mere objects or tools. Respecting their 
agency while guiding. Not reducing them to means for your 
ends.

Procedural ethics: Participation over pure command. 
Distributed authority over total concentration. Enabling over 
dictating. Pacing over forcing. One cannot practice AL through 
totalitarian control or systematic suppression of all dissent. 
On the contrary: silent and marginalized voices carry special 
weight here because they are less likely than other voices to 
mostly echo the dominant status quo. 

These commitments are considerable. They rule out totalitarianism 
(violates respect and participation), systematic propaganda (violates 
epistemic ethics), cult of personality (violates distributed authority), 
and pure manipulation (violates respect for persons).

However, Limited Ethics says nothing about substantive theories of 
justice (say, libertarian vs. egalitarian), trade-offs between compe-
ting goods (say, liberty vs. equality vs. security), moral community's 
scope (only citizens? all humans? animals?), or specific policy choices 
on contentious issues. Moreover, Limited Ethics says nothing about 
choosing adaptive process goals themselves, clearly a matter for 
ethical assessment. Nor does it specify appropriate treatment of 
people outside the holding environment. Common in-group/out-
group thinking suggests that different standards might naturally 
apply within the holding environment and beyond it.47

Arguments for Limited Ethics

First, Limited Ethics captures what is genuinely built into the concep-
tion. You cannot coherently talk about “manipulative AL” or “tota-
litarian AL”—the adjectives contradict the noun. Anyone deceiving 
people does not enable them to adapt to reality. Anyone comman-
ding obedience and punishing dissent does not distribute work or 
enable learning.

Second, Limited Ethics acknowledges what remains open. AL 
provides process guidance (how to enable people through adap-
tive challenges) but not all substantive answers (which challen-
ges to prioritize, how to balance values, what counts as just dis-
tribution). Most importantly, Limited Ethics does not assess the 
moral value of adaptive goals. These matters require additional 
ethical frameworks.

Third, Limited Ethics handles the pedagogical structure well. AL 
representatives teach practices anyone can learn, but practices 
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presuppose only limited ethical commitments. Students must 
bring or develop additional ethical judgment about ends, priori-
ties, and trade-offs.

Arguments Against Limited Ethics

First, one might argue Limited Ethics is unstable—trying to have it 
both ways by being partly normative and partly neutral. If limited 
requirements are built in, why not maximal ethics? How do we de-
marcate where limited requirements end? Consider a leader who is 
epistemically honest, respects agency, and enables participation—
but pursues deeply unjust policies harming vulnerable populations. 
Limited Ethics seems to say this person practices AL but needs ad-
ditional ethics. But does not harming vulnerable populations violate 
“respect for persons”?

Second, requiring “confront reality” presupposes we can agree on 
what reality is—but this is often what is contested. Hitler presumably 
was not just fooling people but actually believed that he was con-
fronting reality (racial differences, Jewish conspiracy, German need 
for living space). From inside his worldview, he was not imposing 
fantasy but revealing truths. Who decides what counts as “reality” 
vs. “fantasy”? Consider debates about gender identity, economic 
systems, or climate change. Different sides accuse each other of 
denying reality. Does AL help adjudicate this? Or does it presuppose 
a liberal secular scientific worldview?

So Which Position is Most Plausible?

I submit that Limited Ethics is most plausible. My strategy has been 
to present the full picture behind this complicated question of whet-
her AL is inherently ethical. I now single out the considerations that 
strike me as strongest in reaching a verdict. 

By Definition is too strong. It makes the claim that AL necessarily 
is ethical leadership unfalsifiable. Any apparent counterexample 
gets defined away as “not really AL.” (That was the No-True-
Scotsman Fallacy.) 

Tendency understates the connection. The limited requirements are 
not just empirically useful; they are conceptually built into what AL is. 
One cannot coherently describe “deceptive AL” because deception 
contradicts the enabling function.

Independence fails because it cannot account for the Hitler case 
adequately, a scenario important enough that I revisit it in section 
6. Hitler did not practice AL; he exercised totalitarian control based 
on delusional ideology. The practices of AL are not value-neutral 
techniques applicable to any end.

Limited Ethics captures what we have achieved in the discussion of 
By Definition, Tendency, and Independence. AL has some ethical 
commitments built into its conception—but these are insufficient for 
fully ethical leadership. So, it is possible to be an unethical adaptive 
leader—if one adheres to the minimal requirements but falls short 
otherwise. AL is not ethically neutral, but neither does it determine 
all ethical questions. It requires certain ways of relating appropriately 

(honest about reality, respectful of agency, participatory in process) 
while leaving open substantive questions about ends, priorities, and 
distributions that require additional ethical frameworks.

Tendency and Limited Ethics have important similarities. The point 
Tendency makes—that ethical leadership will often and perhaps 
typically help with AL—is consistent with Limited Ethics. But on ba-
lance, Limited Ethics seems to be the better answer to our question 
of whether AL is automatically ethical. 

And One More Objection to Limited Ethics 

The case for Limited Ethics seems clearest when we talk about 
systematic violations of Epistemic Ethics, Respect for Persons, and 
Procedural Ethics. But one might object: if occasional deviations 
from these standards do not undermine AL, yet are still unethical, 
does this not show that Limited Ethics is not built into AL's concepti-
on after all? It does not. Occasional violations are precisely that—vio-
lations, departures from proper practice. They are moments when 
AL is not being practiced, or when the leader has failed to meet the 
standards constitutive of the practice. The fact that such failures do 
not destroy the effort (unlike systematic violations) does not mean 
they are compatible with AL or ethically acceptable. 

Consider an analogy: precision and care are constitutive of surgery. 
Occasional careless cuts do not mean “surgery is not happening.” 
But neither is the careless cut an instance of surgery being practiced 
well—it is a lapse, a failure in surgical practice. The fact that surgery 
can survive occasional lapses does not mean precision is not built 
into what surgery is. Similarly, we can distinguish between: (1) practi-
cing AL well, (2) practicing AL with occasional failures, (3) systematic 
violations incompatible with AL being practiced at all. The objection 
assumes that if AL continues despite violations, those violations 
must be compatible with AL. But this conflates “the practice has not 
been destroyed” with “the violation was part of the practice.” 

6. THE HITLER CASE REVISITED 

If Hitler was practicing AL, then AL can serve profoundly evil ends 
(supporting Independence). If he was not, then we must explain why 
not in a way that is principled rather than ad hoc, rather than merely 
by the moral horror he brought. We touched on Hitler before, but for 
reasons that should be clear by now, he offers an important test case 
for my approach. The case warrants extended analysis. 

I begin by acknowledging what makes the case challenging. Hitler 
did exhibit many characteristics of AL. He identified Germany's situ-
ation as facing not merely technical problems but deep challenges 

AL has some ethical 
commitments built into its 
conception—but these are 
insufficient for fully ethical 
leadership."

"
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requiring transformation of values, beliefs, and identity. Economic 
crisis and political instability were symptomatic of deeper issues 
requiring societal change. He mobilized millions to fundamentally 
change their values, and behaviors. The transformation of society 
and culture was profound and rapid.48 Mass participation in Nazi 
organizations, rallies, and activities engaged ordinary citizens in the 
“work” of building the Reich.49 Furthermore, Hitler managed to build 
a powerful political coalition, navigating competing interests and 
factions within Germany (at least initially).50 

By descriptive measures, this looks like mobilizing people through 
adaptive challenges. If AL is just a set of techniques for mobilization, 
Hitler employed them. However, examining Hitler against AL more 
carefully reveals he systematically violated the essential elements 
of AL itself. 

To begin with, he systematically failed to confront reality. AL requires 
epistemic honesty—confronting difficult realities rather than esca-
ping into fantasy. Hitler's worldview was based on delusions: racial 
pseudoscience (Aryan superiority, Jewish conspiracy theories),51 
Lebensraum ideology (that Germany needed to conquer Eastern 
Europe for “living space”),52 military fantasies (that willpower could 
overcome material disadvantages), and conspiracy theories that 
blamed all problems on internal and external enemies.

Rather than helping Germans confront actual adaptive challenges 
(how to build a stable democracy, how to address legitimate grie-
vances through diplomacy, how to reform the economy sustainably), 
Hitler offered fantasy solutions. He did not enable adaptation to 
reality; he led Germany deeper into delusion.

The contrast with genuine AL is stark. An adaptive leader helping 
a community through economic crisis would help them face 
uncomfortable truths about changing markets, develop new 

48  Koonz, The Nazi Conscience; Evans, The Coming of the Third Reich.

49  Evans, The Third Reich in Power.

50  Turner, Hitler’s Thirty Days to Power.

51  Proctor, Racial Hygiene; Koonz, The Nazi Conscience.

52  Liulevicius, The German Myth of the East; Smith, The Ideological Origins of Nazi Imperialism.

53  Caplan, Government Without Administration.

54  Jarausch, After Hitler; Bessel, Germany 1945. On how the Nazi regime literally created nightmares for many Germans, see Beradt, The Third Reich of Dreams.

skills, and find sustainable paths forward. Hitler instead offered 
fantasies of restoration through conquest and purification. 

Moreover, AL presupposes treating people as capable of learning, 
respecting their agency even while guiding them. Hitler did the oppo-
site. He demanded total obedience, cultivated a cult of personality, 
and treated people as instruments of the regime's will.

The concentration of all authority in the Führer principle directly 
contradicts AL's emphasis on distributed practice.53 Systematic elimi-
nation of dissent contradicts the principle of protecting voices from 
below. AL means enabling people to do their own adaptive work. 
Hitler's regime meant total control and indoctrination.

Systems often avoid adaptive work through predictable mechanisms: 
scapegoating (blaming problems on others), externalizing (finding 
external enemies), attacking those who raise hard issues, and finding 
distractions from real challenges. Hitler exemplified these mecha-
nisms of what AL calls work avoidance rather than confronting them. 

In the end, Nazi Germany was utterly destroyed. The nation was 
divided. The society was traumatized.54 This was not adaptation—it 
was catastrophic failure. Hitler did not enable Germany to adapt; he 
led it to ruin. The point here is not that the war ended in defeat for the 
Third Reich. The point is that no adaptive capacities to address real 
challenges were built. When Germany lay defeated, it had to start the 
adaptive process anew. 

AL helps us see that Hitler wielded enormous formal authority, equal-
ly formidable informal authority from his almost godlike status in the 
imagination of many Germans, as well as power (capacity to compel). 
But he did not exercise leadership in the adaptive sense.  Hitler did 
something fundamentally different from what AL describes. Calling 
both “leadership” obscures rather than illuminates the difference. 

Some Remarks on Contested Realities 

So the Hitler case supports Limited Ethics rather than Independence. 
He systematically violated the limited requirements built into AL. 
But let me also say that the objection above about contested reality 
is serious and deserves some more exploration: AL does presuppo-
se some shared epistemological standards about what counts as 
confronting reality. This is a substantive commitment. One reason AL 
diagnoses a world full of failed leaders is precisely because contesta-
tions of reality that do not hold up are quite common. 

It should be clear already from the transfer of adaptation from evo-
lutionary biology that AL presupposes a reality “out there” vis-à-vis 
which adaptive challenges arise. In biology, adaptation concerns 

The Nuremberg Rallies (1923–1938) were massive, annual propaganda events 
staged by the Nazi Party. Image:  German Federal Archive
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survival in environments that exist independently of any organism's 
beliefs. Humans are different in crucial respects. We make our way in 
the world by telling ourselves stories about origins, belonging, and 
entitlements—stories typically full of half-truths, distortions, and 
outright falsities.55 Moreover, humans act on these accounts and try 
to create the world in their image, and in some cases succeed at that 
effort, while other groups respond to these constructions. 

Political and social realities are partly constituted by shared beliefs 
and narratives in ways natural environments are not.56 All this creates 
difficulties for transferring “adaptation” to leadership contexts. It 
contributes to the sense that there is something misguided about not 
counting Hitler as a leader. After all, he was acting on narratives that, 
whatever we think of them, were widely shared and succeeded in 
constructing social realities.

But this objection overreaches. I would certainly agree that there is a 
sense in which our social and political realities are partly constructed. 
We should understand Epistemic Ethics in a way that acknowledges 
that. Moreover, we should also understand the admonition to go “on 
the balcony” as a reminder that people might look at the world very 
differently, and that partly for that reason it is hard to anticipate how 
interventions land in the system so that regular monitoring of how 
they do is appropriate (and then revisions might become necessary). 
However, that social and political realities are partly constructed (and 
that such an understanding of what it means to think about reality 
has implications for what it means to exercise AL) does not mean they 
are wholly constructed, nor that all constructions are equally viable, 
nor that there are no independent realities constraining what can be 
successfully constructed.

First, humans nonetheless live in a natural habitat on which they 
exert limited impact.57 Resource scarcity, climate, disease, agricultu-
ral productivity, physical laws—these exist largely independently of 
our narratives about them. 

Second, much like other creatures, humans have certain abilities and 
limitations that constrain possible social arrangements—biological 
needs, cognitive capacities, psychological vulnerabilities.58

Third, certain social-scientific regularities are highly stable across 
contexts: incentive structures affect behavior, power asymmetries 
shape relationships, trust enables cooperation.59 These are not 
as fixed as natural laws, but neither are they merely arbitrary 
constructions. 

55  Risse, Political Theory of the Digital Age, chapter 4.

56  Berger and Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality; Anderson, Imagined Communities. Also see Searle, The Construction of Social Reality; Searle, Making the 
Social World; Hacking, The Social Construction of What?; Putnam, Reason, Truth and History.

57  Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel.

58  Pinker, The Blank Slate; Tomasello, A Natural History of Human Thinking.

59  Acemoglu, Why Nations Fail; Ostrom, Governing the Commons.

60  North, Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic Performance; Pierson, “Increasing Returns, Path Dependence, and the Study of Politics.” 

61  I put things this way to leave the door open to different conceptions of leadership, e.g., authentic leadership, that focus on personality development and encounter 
ethics most plausibly via virtue ethics.

And fourth, historical events and existing institutions create path 
dependencies that constrain present possibilities in ways that cannot 
be narrated away.60

Acknowledging these different levels of reality—from most stable 
(natural/biological) to more constructed but still constraining (social-
scientific regularities, institutional path dependencies)—suffices to 
preserve AL's assumption of an underlying reality to which adapta-
tion must respond. This does not resolve every epistemological dis-
pute; borderline cases remain where it is genuinely unclear whether 
someone is confronting reality or imposing ideology. 

But the existence of hard cases does not undermine clear cases. Hit-
ler's comprehensive rejection of biological, economic, military, and 
psychological realities places him firmly on the “imposing fantasy” 
side. The trajectory of Nazi Germany is such a fountain of insights pre-
cisely because the Nazi movement could impose such a cruel fantasy 
on a highly sophisticated country. The adaptive leader must attend 
to the constraining realities at all these levels—not perfectly, not 
without interpretation, but definitely without systematic rejection of 
available evidence about how such constraints actually bind us.

7. AL AND ETHICS: THE BIGGER PICTURE  

We have established Limited Ethics: the view that AL itself entails 
certain limited ethical requirements. Anyone who aspires to be 
an ethical leader has good reason to engage with AL, and to the 
extent that she does, will be committed to certain ethical require-
ments.61  However, these requirements do not settle many crucial 
ethical questions. Substantive engagement with ethics is needed 
to fill these gaps. Ethical leadership requires more than abiding by 
Limited Ethics. 

What Limited Ethics Does Not Do 

AL does not tell us what counts as a just distribution of resources, 
opportunities, or burdens. Adaptive leaders might disagree about 
whether justice requires equal distribution, priority for the worst off, 
or distribution according to contribution or need. AL requires facing 
such questions honestly and enabling participation in answering 
them. It does not provide answers. 

Moreover, when liberty conflicts with equality, present needs with 
future sustainability, or individual rights with the collective good, 
AL again requires confronting these tensions honestly but does not 

Political and social realities are partly constituted by shared beliefs 
and narratives in ways natural environments are not."

"
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resolve them. Different ethical frameworks (utilitarian, Kantian, etc.) 
answer differently. Adaptive leaders should find ways of integrating 
such perspectives into the adaptive work as appropriate. 

Where exactly limited ethics ends and additional ethics begins will 
sometimes be debatable—reflecting the complexity of ethical life 
rather than a flaw in the position. Clear central cases exist (systematic 
deception violates Limited Ethics; disagreements about taxation do 
not), even if borderline cases require judgment. Similarly, there will be 
much ambiguity in applying moral vocabulary to cases. For instance, 
even upstanding politicians in established democracies work with 
PR specialists to “spin” policies. Boundaries between spinning and 
deceiving can be fluid.62

Most importantly, AL does not determine two things. It does not sett-
le how to relate to members of the moral community who are outside 
of the holding environment. Working through adaptive challenges will 
have effects outside of the holding environment. These effects are 
often not on the radar of AL practitioners. But ethical leaders should 
pay attention. After all, the fact that the leadership effort only applies 
within a given holding environment—which is where Limited Ethics 
applies—does not mean these very humans would not also stand in 
complex relationships with people around them that entail obligati-
ons all their own. 

Similarly, AL says nothing about a moral assessment of adaptive 
goals. Is the adjustment that some entity needs to undergo to remain 
viable ethically justifiable? Consider three troubling cases where AL 
could facilitate adaptation toward ethically questionable ends. 
An oil company facing climate pressure and regulatory threats could 
use AL to help employees confront a changing energy landscape, 
process the loss of their identity as oil workers, and develop new 
business models. The company could do all that while the funda-
mental question remains unanswered: should they be helped to 
remain viable, or should such infrastructure be allowed to fail? 
A tobacco company could use AL to confront declining sales and pi-
vot to vaping products, managing employee anxiety and distributing 
the work of innovation. But should anyone help an industry built on 
addiction remain viable through new delivery mechanisms? 
An authoritarian regime could adapt to the digital age by helping 
officials learn surveillance technologies and develop sophisticated 
information control—genuine adaptation to a changed environment 
that makes oppression more effective. 

In each case, AL could facilitate smoother, more humane transiti-
ons by confronting reality honestly, respecting people's agency, 
and enabling participatory processes. Yet AL provides no guidan-
ce on the prior question: whether particular entities deserve to 
be helped toward continued viability. Adaptive goals themselves 
require ethical assessment. 

Implications for Leadership Education and Leadership Assessments 

This stance on the relationship between AL and ethics has im-
portant implications. 

62  On this, see Risse, “Leadership on the Line.” 

First, these insights have implications for leadership education. 
We should teach AL as embodying ethical commitments (honesty, 
respect, participation) while also introducing substantive ethical fra-
meworks for addressing questions AL does not resolve. Students of 
leadership need both. Ambiguities mentioned above that come up in 
this context should be acknowledged.  Virtue ethics may be especi-
ally valuable here. Rather than focusing only on right actions or good 
outcomes, virtue ethics cultivates character—developing dispositi-
ons to reliably detect and respond to ethical challenges. Leadership 
education should help students become people who both master 
AL's practices and possess the ethical sensitivity and judgment to 
navigate questions AL leaves open.

The concept/conception framework from Section 2 provides re-
sources for practitioners facing ethical questions AL does not resol-
ve. Assessing the plausibility of different conceptions of ethics is the 
task of theoretical ethics. However, practitioners need not choose 
one ethical framework exclusively. Consequentialist reasoning 
offers systematic thinking about overall outcomes and stakehol-
der impacts. Non-consequentialist principles provide constraints, 
ensuring no one is treated merely as a means or bears dispropor-
tionate burdens. Virtue ethics develops character enabling sound 
judgment. The very effort of capturing ethics in terms of relating 
appropriately should always lead people to ask what it would mean 
to relate appropriately to what is around them right here and now.

Second, when we are assessing leaders—past or present—we 
should evaluate whether they confront reality, respect persons, and 
enable participation (AL criteria) and whether they pursue just ends 
and demonstrate ethical virtues (additional). Both matter, and et-
hical assessments of adaptive goals also involve attention to what 
is happening outside of the holding environment. AL is an outco-
me-driven framework that not only integrates procedural elements 
but declares them to be essential to achieving the outcomes.  This 
hybridity is a reflection of how AL integrates themes of adaptation 
from a range of very different contexts. 

This characterization makes clear that there could be tensions when 
it comes to ethical judgments. These tensions take several forms. 

There can be tensions between process and urgency. AL emphasizes 
pacing work at a rate people can absorb, distributing authority, and 
enabling participatory learning. But what when the moral urgency of 
achieving the goals demands faster action? The enslaved in the An-
tebellum South could not wait for white Southerners to process their 
loss of economic and social systems “at a rate they could absorb.” 

Climate change may not wait for fossil fuel workers or investors to 
gradually adjust. Sometimes justice requires disruption that exceeds 
AL's emphasis on manageable disequilibrium. Leaders might need 
to choose between respecting current stakeholders' capacity for 
change and protecting those harmed by delay.
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There can also be tensions between inclusion and justice. AL calls 
for orchestrating conflict productively and protecting diverse voi-
ces. But what about voices that oppose justice? Should Civil Rights 
leaders have slowed integration to include segregationist perspec-
tives? Should leaders addressing gender-based violence enable 
participation from defenders of patriarchal norms? Some “adaptive 
challenges” may be conflicts between justice and injustice where 
one side must prevail rather than be accommodated. 

Then there could be tensions between confronting reality and 
protecting hope.  AL requires honesty about difficult realities. But 
unvarnished truth can crush morale, destroy hope, and overwhelm 
capacities for action. Communities facing catastrophic climate im-
pacts must confront reality—but how much honesty is appropriate 
when brutal truth might cause paralysis? Complete transparency 
about a failing organization's dire circumstances might trigger 
panic. The virtue of compassion, or the goal of maintaining hope 
necessary for action, might sometimes counsel strategic silence or 
constructive ambiguity rather than full honesty.

There could also be tensions between individual agency and 
collective protection.  Respecting persons as autonomous agents 
suggests distributing work and letting people make choices, 
including mistakes. But what if choices harm others or learning 
processes comes at the expense of others? Leaders might need 
to override some people's agency to protect vulnerable popu-
lations—imposing vaccine mandates despite libertarian objec-
tions, restricting hate speech despite free speech absolutism, 
or redistributing resources despite property owners' sense of 
entitlement. AL’s respect for agency pulls toward inclusion and 
self-direction; justice might require intervention. 

I should also mention tensions between acknowledging losses 
and moral clarity. AL emphasizes honoring what people lose in 
change—competence, status, identity, values. But should we 
honor every loss? Should we be sensitive to authoritarian officials' 
loss of power? Should we manage the distress of those losing un-
just privileges? Sometimes moral clarity requires saying: this loss 
is correction of injustice. 

Once we see how many ethical questions AL leaves open, Limited 
Ethics notwithstanding, we see that extensive ethical debate is in-
escapable in leadership contexts. Ethical leadership in its full form 
does indeed go much beyond Limited Ethics. And AL’s hybridity 
means it has resources to integrate this stance. 

Contested Assessments of Ethical Leadership 

Assessments of ethical leadership are inevitably messy and com-
plex. To illustrate the point, consider two historical figures. Chur-
chill led Britain adaptively through WW II.63 He also presided over 
the Bengal famine, defended imperialism, and held racist views.64 
Lincoln led adaptively through the Civil War and ended slavery. He 
also suspended habeas corpus and violated civil liberties.65 

63  Roberts, Churchill: Walking With Destiny; Keegan, Winston Churchill.

64  Toye, Churchill’s Empire; Mukerjee, Churchill’s Secret War.

65  McPherson, Abraham Lincoln and the Second American Revolution; Goodwin, Team of Rivals.

66  Diamond, Collapse.

One might approach this point from a slightly different angle: Most 
historical rulers concentrated rather than distributed authority. 
Religious leaders claimed access to transcendent truth rather 
than enabling participatory reality-testing. Military commanders 
demanded obedience rather than giving work back to people. 
Were none of them leaders?

As we saw in section 4, AL synthesizes insights about adaptation 
across fields. This synthesis reveals a structural homology: across 
domains, adaptation addresses how complex systems maintain 
viability when circumstances change. This homology has always 
existed. Biological populations have always faced environmental 
pressures. Human societies have always faced circumstances 
requiring collective adjustment.

What is distinctive about AL is that it articulates a conscious 
practice for mobilizing adaptive work: confronting reality, 
respecting agency, enabling participation, pacing change, 
diagnosing challenges that seem technical as challenges that 
require collective adaptive work. It would be wrong to tie this 
practice rigidly to relatively recent democratic contexts that 
value participation and individual agency—the biblical story 
of the Israelites departing from Egypt might come to mind as a 
plausible context in which collective adaptive work would have 
been involved but it would make little sense of associating that 
context with recent democratic practices. 

Still, historical monarchs, military commanders, and religious 
leaders typically did not practice AL in this sense. They exercised 
forms of authority—traditional, charismatic, or coercive. Someti-
mes their societies adapted anyway, through mechanisms other 
than participatory work. Sometimes they adapted despite their 
leaders, through resistance, revolution, or gradual erosion of tra-
ditional forms. Sometimes they failed to adapt and collapsed.66
Historical applications of AL therefore ask: When societies successful-
ly navigated adaptive challenges, what enabled it? When they failed, 
what blocked adaptive work? Often authorities did not mobilize 

President Abraham Lincoln during his second inauguration speech, 1865. 
Image: Wikimedia Commons - Alexander Gardner
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people. But someone might have, or maybe no one was, and this 
helps explain outcomes. The structural homology means adaptive 
challenges have always existed; AL lets us analyze how (or whether) 
they were addressed.

Let me end this section with yet another concern: might these “limi-
ted” ethical requirements mostly reflect Western liberal democratic 
values? Is not AL a Western product that cannot easily transfer to ot-
her contexts? What we just discussed actually pushes back against 
this point but let us discuss this concern on its own terms. 
Consider again Confucian leadership emphasizing hierarchical 
harmony, or Islamic leadership grounded in divine authority. Do 
these violate Limited Ethics? I believe not, but this requires careful 
distinction between abstract requirements and cultural expressi-
ons (which makes this discussion parallel to some that arise about 
human rights).67

Limited Ethics requires that authority not be totally concentrated 
such that no alternative voices can emerge, that people in the 
holding environment not be treated as mere instruments, and that 
leaders confront reality rather than impose fantasy—but these 
requirements admit of diverse expressions. Confucian leaders 
can respect agency while honoring hierarchical relationships; and 
Islamic leaders can enable adaptive work while acknowledging 
divine guidance. It is worth pointing out that AL also contrasts with 
common Western conceptions of leadership.68 

8. CONCLUSION: A CALL FOR INTEGRATING ADAPTIVE 
LEADERSHIP AND ETHICS

AL is not ethically neutral. Built into it are limited commitments, 
at least to people in the holding environment: epistemic honesty 
about reality, respect for persons as learning agents, and participa-
tory rather than authoritarian processes. This is why Hitler was not 
practicing AL despite using AL techniques.  Still, these limited ethics 
fail to settle many questions. AL is outcome-oriented—successful 
leadership brings some group through an adaptive challenge. But 
AL also offers views on how that ought to happen and thus comes 
with much procedural advice. This hybridity—which reflects how AL 
draws on various conceptions of adaptation—makes the relation-
ship between AL and ethics complicated. 

Limited Ethics does not tell us, say, what justice requires, how to 
prioritize among competing values, where to draw the boundaries 
of moral community, or navigate tragic choices where we can-
not relate appropriately to everyone. Most importantly, AL itself 
implies nothing about the moral assessment of adaptive goals, 
which includes also effects on people outside of the holding en-
vironment. Independent inquiry is needed to that end. 

This stance means leadership education should teach both AL 
and substantive ethical frameworks. We can identify warning 
signs when leaders violate AL's limited ethics while holding them 
accountable to broader standards. And while Hitler does indeed 
not count as a leader in terms of how AL envisages leadership, it 

67  Beitz, The Idea of Human Rights; Cohen, “Minimalism About Human Rights.” 

68   For a critical assessment of traditional Western views of leadership, see Kellerman, The End of Leadership.

is not oxymoronic to speak of unethical leaders. One way of being 
such a leader is to live up to Limited Ethics but do so in pursuit of 
unjustifiable adaptive goals. 
We should think of the relationship between AL and ethics as calling 
for (and creating possibilities for) integration. Ethical questions 
in leadership often remain open-ended. Comprehensive ethical 
assessment emerges conceptually late in applying theoretical 
machinery to decision-making, as thorny questions in ethics and 
epistemology enter applied contexts. Inevitably, much remains for 
judgment and contestation. 

Contributors to debates about leadership approach their topics with 
preexisting commitments on these matters, or with little expertise 
on them. Context-specific complexities of judgments about leader-
ship might explain much about why there is so little philosophical 
work on leadership. 

Let me return to the concept of ethics as relating appropriately and 
see how it illuminates ethical leadership directly. Ethical leaders 
must relate appropriately to: followers (not manipulating; enabling 
learning; being honest; pacing work; honoring losses); reality (con-
fronting challenges honestly; not escaping into fantasy); the future 
(preparing for challenges; not leaving irretrievable harm); the polity 
(maintaining democratic norms; protecting adaptation capacity); 
different stakeholders (fairness; attending to marginalized voices); 
and values and traditions (acknowledging what must be preserved 
or lost; enabling deliberation)

Leadership is inherently ethical work. AL partly embodies this 
point. But leading ethically also requires vision about what is 
worth adapting toward, wisdom about how to navigate competing 
goods, courage to face opposition, and compassion for those who 
bear losses. 

In relating appropriately, adaptive leaders honor the dignity and 
agency of those we seek to mobilize, face reality rather than escape 
it, and enable adaptation rather than impose fantasy. But they also 
ought to ask what they are adapting to, why, and for whom. Those 
questions require ethical insight in its fullest sense. And if anyone 
asks why pursue such questions: The second-best answer is that, 
across a lifetime, it is bad to have a reputation not to care about 
such questions. Beyond such pragmatism, the best answer is that 
we must live with ourselves—and the quality of that relationship 
depends on relating appropriately to those we lead and affect.

Leadership is inherently 
ethical work."

"
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