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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to study Herman Melville’s novel Moby-Dick (1851) with the help of 

leadership research. This multidisciplinary approach is applied to the study of the novel with the 

hopes that it can provide new insights into the famous work. The main question of this thesis asks 

what sort of leadership Moby-Dick depicts, either through its characters or more generally. 

Additionally, two reflective questions are discussed. The first asks how well the chosen leadership 

theories can be applied to fiction and the second question concentrates on the benefits of studying 

fiction for leadership research and practice. The leadership theories that are applied in this thesis 

are transformational leadership, pseudo-transformational leadership and the Leadership Grid by 

Blake and Mouton (1964). With the help of these theories, the hierarchy of the ship Pequod is 

analysed, as well as seven characters from the novel who possess leadership roles or showcase 

leadership through their actions. Moreover, the nine meetings or ‘gams’ of the novel are analysed 

and contrasted with the leadership actions and choices of the Pequod. Based on the analysis, only 

Captain Ahab clearly represents any of the profiles or styles provided by the theories, while rest of 

the characters do not fit into the models. This highlights how the leadership theories are ideals that 

are difficult to attain for the characters. Also, the nine ships that the Pequod meets at the sea are 

divided into four categories based on the success of the organizations. The categories are 

organizations that prosper, organizations in conflict, inexperienced organizations, and organizations 

in crisis. These ships provide alternative leadership models to the Pequod, which is the only 

organization in the novel that ceases to exist. The analysis shows that the study of fiction can be 

fruitful for both leadership research and practice as it offers alternatives to our choices, shows the 

consequences of our actions, and reveals the shortcomings of the theories when applied to 

complicated scenarios. The strength of this thesis is that it examines leadership in Moby-Dick as a 

whole and does not merely concentrate on Captain Ahab, like previous research has done. 

 

Keywords: leadership, literature analysis, Moby-Dick, transformational leadership, pseudo-
transformational leadership, the leadership grid, leadership theory, interdisciplinary research 

 

 

 



Abstrakti 

Tämä tutkimus keskittyy Herman Melvillen kuuluisan novellin Moby Dickin (1851) analysoimiseen 

johtamisen näkökulmasta. Poikkitieteellisellä kirjallisuusanalyysin ja johtamistieteiden 

yhdistämisellä pyritään löytämään uusia näkökulmia paljon analysoituun teokseen. Työn 

pääkysymyksen avulla yritetään selvittää, millaista johtajuutta Moby Dickissä kuvataan, joko 

hahmojen kautta tai yleisemmin. Tämän lisäksi käsitellään kahta lisäkysymystä pääkysymyksen 

analyysin pohjalta. Ensimmäinen reflektoiva kysymys pyrkii selvittämään, kuinka hyvin 

johtajuusteorioita voidaan soveltaa kirjallisuuteen ja viimeinen kysymys pohtii kirjallisuusanalyysin 

hyötyjä johtajuusteorioille ja käytännön johtamiselle. Moby Dickin tutkimuksen apuna käytetään 

johtajuusteorioista muutosjohtajuutta, sekä sen alakäsitettä valheellinen muutosjohtaminen.  

Edellä mainittujen konseptien lisäksi käytössä on Blaken ja Moutonin kehittämä Johtamisruudukko 

(1964). Näiden teorioiden avulla tutkitaan kirjan pääorganisaatio Pequodin hierarkiaa, sekä 

seitsemän eri henkilön johtamisprofiileja ja käyttäytymistä. Hahmoanalyysien lisäksi tutkitaan 

yhdeksää erilaista laivatapaamista, joissa Pequod on osallisena. Analyysin perusteella ainoastaan 

kapteeni Ahab edustaa selkeää johtamistyyliä ja suurin osa muista hahmoista ei täysin sovi 

käytettyjen teorioiden malleihin. Tämän havainnon perusteella voidaan todeta, että 

johtajuusteorioiden ideaalien saavuttaminen on vaikeaa ja epärealistista. Lisäksi Pequodin 

kohtaamat yhdeksän laivaa jaotellaan analyysin avulla neljään eri kategoriaan, jotka ovat: 

menestyvät organisaatiot, riitaisat organisaatiot, kokemattomat organisaatiot ja kriisiytyneet 

organisaatiot. Nämä hyvin erilaiset laivat ja organisaatiot edustavat vaihtoehtoja Pequodin 

johtamiselle, joka on ainoa tuhoutuva organisaatio kirjan lopussa. Analyysin pohjalta voidaan 

huomata, että kirjallisuuden analysointi tarjoaa monenlaisia hyötyjä johtajuusteorioille ja ajatuksia 

käytännön johtamiseen. Fiktiivinen kirjallisuus voi näyttää meille vaihtoehtoisia valintoja ja niistä 

seuraavia mahdollisia lopputuloksia. Lisäksi fiktio voi tuoda esiin johtajuusteorioiden heikkouksia, 

joita voidaan näiden havaintojen avulla kehittää. Tämän tutkimuksen vahvuutena on laaja-alaisuus, 

etenkin kun aiempi tutkimus on keskittynyt lähinnä kapteeni Ahabin rooliin romaanissa. Tästä 

huolimatta työ jättää mahdollisuuksia lisätutkimukseen, sillä kaikkea johtajuuteen liittyvää 

materiaalia ei ollut mahdollisuus sisällyttää tähän työhön. 

 

Avainsanat: johtajuus, kirjallisuusanalyysi, Moby Dick, muutosjohtaminen, valheellinen 
muutosjohtajuus, johtajuustieteet, poikkitieteellisyys 
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1. Introduction 
 

For as long as written culture has existed, the problems and possibilities of leadership have been 

discussed in such works as Plato’s Republic, Sun Tzu’s The Art of War and Niccolò Machiavelli’s The 

Prince. However, after centuries of discussion and studies, leadership remains as elusive as ever, 

whether we are talking about leadership as a practical skill or as a research area. One way of finding 

clarity is through fiction. In the introduction to Fictional Leaders: Heroes, Villains and Absent Friends 

(2012) Jonathan Gosling and Peter Villiers argue for the benefits of this method:  

[…] writers of fiction are able to present the inner musings and unconscious drives of their 
characters, as if they were observed events. These are insights we can never obtain through the 
surveys and personality typologies of social scientific method (p.1) 

Similarly, the aim of this thesis is to approach the concept of leadership from an interdisciplinary 

standpoint by combining literature analysis with leadership research, in hopes that it can provide 

some new insights into the topic, or at least diversify the vast literature research done on Herman 

Melville's famous novel Moby-Dick. The novel has been widely read and studied in the last hundred 

years, including from a perspective of leadership, but most of those studies have mainly looked at 

the role of Captain Ahab, and have relied heavily on records of Melville’s personal life for insights, 

such as Mark R. Patterson (1984) in his article Democratic Leadership and Narrative Authority in 

"Moby-Dick" and Amy Knoll (2013) in Authoritarian and Authorial Power in Herman Melville’s Moby-

Dick. 

 

Herman Melville (1819-1891) was an American novelist, poet, and a short-story writer of Dutch 

origin. He published several novels during his lifetime, but only gained recognition briefly during the 

1840s. Melville struggled in finding sustainable work for most of his life and was forced to go sailing, 

working on both merchant and whaling ships around the globe. These events inspired much of his 

writing and in 1851 Moby-Dick was first published in United Kingdom as The Whale and a month 

later in New York as Moby Dick; or, The Whale. The reception of the book was lacklustre, and 

Melville never revived his brief period of success as an author. However, Moby-Dick began to gain 

interest and acclaim after the author's death and is now considered one of the most important 

American novels of all time, as well as Melville's magnum opus. Moby-Dick combines an 

adventurous sea voyage with philosophical discussion, and scientific details of whales and whaling 

with Shakespearean scenes, proving to be a timeless text and fruitful case of study for countless of 
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interpretations from nature conservation to psychology of human nature. In this thesis, the aim is 

not to reflect on Melville’s personal history, nor to use his biography as a tool for interpretation, the 

way Patterson (1984) and Knoll (2013) have done. Instead, I will interpret the complete and 

unabridged version of Moby-Dick as it is. 

 

While as an academic subject the combination of leadership and fiction is not wholly unique, the 

previous attempts have mainly been done with practical, everyday solutions in mind, such as in John 

O. Whitney and Tina Packer’s Power Plays: Shakespeare's Lessons in Leadership and Management 

(2002). The aim of this thesis is more concerned with bridging the gap between leadership theory, 

literature fiction and practice. I believe that this interdisciplinary approach can benefit both 

literature studies and leadership studies as it provides a more inclusive take on a classic novel, while 

also extending our understanding of leadership through a cultural artefact. The study of leadership 

often concentrates on the interactions and behaviours of individuals in political or business 

contexts, while the cultural aspect is overlooked. However, leadership and power are far more 

prominent in our lives than leadership research seems to suggest. There are many more people 

utilizing leadership skills, than merely those who have the titles of managers and CEOs, and even if 

one does not lead, they are certainly being led. Moreover, most of our ideas on good and bad 

leadership are based on fictions of our minds as leadership is often rather vague and difficult to 

define. Therefore, if we want to understand leadership in all its complexities, we must study the 

portrayals of leadership in fiction and elsewhere to see how our culture depicts effective leadership 

and how those portrayals may also change the way we think of it. 

 

The main question of this thesis is: what sort of leadership does Moby-Dick depict, either through its 

characters or more generally? While this might seem a straightforward question, the characters of 

a good novel, quite like people in real life, are not necessarily as consistent in their behaviours and 

personalities like the different leadership theories seem to pose. The analysis part of this thesis will 

try to tackle the first question in detail. In addition, and based on the findings of the main question, 

there will be two reflective questions that will discussed in a smaller scale. The first of these 

questions is how well can the chosen leadership theories be applied to a work of fiction? This 

question is especially interesting, as originally the theories have not been created to analyse 

literature. Also, as Gosling and Villiers (2012) argue, that “management theory is appallingly obscure 

about the experience of leading” (p.1), which can cause problems even when the theories are 
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applied to real life events and people. In line with this problem, the last question is: what could be 

the benefits of studying literature for leadership research and practice? Quite like Robert A. Brawer 

(2000) in his introduction to Fictions of Business: Insights on Management from Great Literature 

“[…] do not expect this double perspective to yield automatic resolutions […] Rather, I intend 

wherever possible to simulate reflection on the variety of ways in which we might better understand 

and deal with these issues” (p.7). The last two questions on the combination of fiction and 

leadership research will be examined in the discussion chapter. 

 

This thesis aims to answer the previously mentioned questions in order, which is reflected on the 

structure and order of the chapters. After the introduction, chapter two concentrates on defining 

leadership and presenting theories that will be used in the analysis. First, I will be examining how 

leadership can be conceptualized and defined and what sort of historical background has led to 

present day research. Secondly, I will introduce transformational leadership theory and its hyponym 

pseudo-transformational leadership. These two theories represent the two extremes – effective and 

morally sound leadership, and leadership that is only for the good of the leader and therefore 

harmful to an organization. After these theories, I will explain the idea and usage of the Leadership 

Grid and the leadership profiles that arise from it: authority-compliance, country-club management, 

impoverished management, middle-of-the-road management, team management and the concept 

of paternalism/maternalism as well as opportunism. Moving on from the theory, chapter three will 

be the analysis of Moby-Dick, which utilizes the concepts that have been discussed earlier. The 

analysis will be divided into six parts. The first one will concentrate on the organization of the 

Pequod to give the character analyses some context. Parts 3.2. to 3.5. will be character analyses on 

Captain Ahab, first mate Starbuck, the mates Stubb and Flask, and the harpooners Queequeg, 

Tashtego and Daggoo. I will conclude the analysis by comparing and examining the nine ‘gams,’ or 

meetings, of the Pequod, to see how these scenes contribute to the theme of leadership in the 

novel. Following analysis is the discussion chapter, where I will combine and analyse the findings of 

the previous chapter, in order to answer the questions that I pose in this thesis. 
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2. Leadership Definitions and Theories 
 

The aim of this section is to provide a brief introduction to the concept of leadership, some of its 

definitions and history. Leadership is a complex issue that is present in our everyday lives and “[…] 

bookstore shelves are filled with popular books about leaders and advice on how to be a leader” 

(Northouse, 2010, p.1). The aim of this thesis is not to find the newest or most popular theories of 

leadership, nor to try to seek out a general theory that can be applied to everything. After decades 

of leadership studies, even its own field has not been able to do the same, so in a thesis of this size, 

the task would be impossible. Rather, the idea is to apply leadership theories to the interpretation 

of literature, in hopes that it gives more tools to the analysis of complex interplay between 

characters and the fictional world they operate. Out of the myriad leadership theories, I will 

concentrate on the transformational leadership theory and its inauthentic version – pseudo-

transformational leadership. After that I will summarize the concept and usage of the Managerial 

Grid, which provides five different ways of taking action for leaders. These theories and concepts 

should provide a multifaceted, yet coherent framework for analysis of Moby-Dick, which showcases 

many aspects of leadership, whether we are talking about effective and authentic leadership or 

ineffective and inauthentic leadership. 

 

2.1. Definitions of Leadership 
 

Joanne B. Ciulla (2004) writes in her introduction to Ethics, the Heart of Leadership, that “leadership 

is not a person or a position, but a complex moral relationship between people, based on trust, 

obligation, commitment, and a shared vision of the good” (p.xv). This definition is in harmony with 

leadership theories that see kindness and search for common good as a vital part of leadership. 

Examples of such theories are transformational leadership and responsible leadership, which 

highlight transparency and mutuality in the leadership process. However, there are a number of 

leadership theories that do not include the ethical aspect. According to different theories, leaders 

can be divided in various ways and some people who are seen as leaders through one theory, might 

not even be considered such by another. Peter G. Northouse (2010) argues in the fifth edition of 

Leadership: Theory and Practice that leadership  
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[…] is much like the words democracy, love and peace. Although each of us intuitively knows what 
we mean by such words, the words can have different meanings for different people. As soon as 
we try to define leadership, we discover that leadership has many meanings (p.2) 

The difficulty of defining leadership is what has led to so many theories and definitions, whether we 

are talking about academic research or more practical management literature. Northouse (2010) 

suggests that his book “is written with the objective of bridging the gap between the often-simplistic 

popular approaches to leadership and the more abstract theoretical approaches” (p.xiii). This 

sentence describes the problem of leadership well, as the popular ideas of leadership cannot fully 

describe the phenomena and can be based on mere opinions, yet the research done in the 

leadership studies feels far removed from real-world issues. The many theories have tried to explain 

the complex phenomena by conceptualizing leadership as a personality trait or as a behaviour that 

can be learned. It has also been explained as an information-process or from a relational standpoint, 

using both qualitative and quantitative research methods. Therefore, Northouse (2010) points that 

“[…] the research findings on leadership from all of these areas provide a picture of a process that 

is far more sophisticated and complex than the often-simplistic view presented in some of the 

popular books on leadership” (p.1). 

 

Despite the multitude of definitions, Northouse (2010) argues that there are four key elements 

which form the core of leadership: “(a) leadership is a process, (b) leadership involves influence, (c) 

leadership occurs in groups, and (d) leadership involves common goals” (p.3). Based on these 

elements, Northouse (2010) describes leadership “as a process whereby an individual influences a 

group of individuals to achieve a common goal” (p.2-3).  When leadership is defined as a process, it 

is not the characteristics or traits of the leader that define leadership, but the transactional events 

between leader and followers. As Northouse (2010) then points out “[…] when leadership is defined 

in this manner, it becomes available for everyone. It is not restricted to the formally designated 

leader in a group” (p.3). Leadership is an interactive event where both the leader and the followers 

have as much importance to the outcome. Leadership also includes influence, as without influence 

a leader cannot have an effect on the followers and therefore, the interaction between the two 

sides does not occur. For leadership to exist, it also needs to occur in a group, small or large, where 

an individual influences a group of others to accomplish a common goal. Northouse (2010) explains 

that  

[…] by common, we mean that the leaders and followers have a mutual purpose. Attention to 
common goals gives leadership an ethical overtone because it stresses the need for leaders to 
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work with followers to achieve selected goals. Stressing mutuality lessens the possibility that 
leaders might act toward followers in ways that are forced or unethical (p.3) 

To Northouse (2010), “leaders are not above or better than followers” (p.4). In this thesis, leadership 

is seen similarly as Northouse (2010) has defined here: as a process towards a common good, where 

an individual influences others, which means that their personal standing in society or an 

organization does not matter as much. In this way, the notion of leadership can be studied in various 

contexts: in the case of this thesis, more characters are considered to lead than just the captain. 

 

One of the questions that frequently emerges in leadership literature, is the distinction between 

leadership and management. Many people use the terms as if they were synonymous, whereas 

some see a clear difference between the two roles. According to Northouse (2010), there are many 

similarities between leadership and management: both involve influence, working with people and 

are concerned with effective goal accomplishment. However, leadership has existed as an object of 

study from Aristotle’s time, whereas management was only born during the industrial revolution. 

Northouse (2010) notes that  

the overriding function of management is to provide order and consistency to organizations, 
whereas the primary function of leadership is to produce change and movement. Management is 
about seeking order and stability; leadership is about seeking adaptive and constructive change 
(p.9-10). 

For an organization to work effectively, both leadership and management are needed. Abraham 

Zaleznik (1981) takes the distinction between leadership and management even further in his article 

Managers and Leaders: Are They Different? Zaleznik (1981) argues that “[…] managers and leaders 

are very different kinds of people. They differ in motivation, personal history, and in how they think 

and act” (p.26). This means that people will gravitate towards the position of a manager, or the 

position of a leader based on the differences in their personality. Managers will concentrate on how 

things get done and leaders concentrate on what the decisions they make mean to the others. 

However, Northouse (2010) argues that despite all the differences, the two concepts overlap (p.11). 

In this thesis the focus is on the analysis of leadership process, but the managerial aspect is also 

included when it is necessary, especially when a character is distinctively engaging in activity that 

resembles managing more than leading. In the following theories, some of the characteristics of 

managerial work are incorporated into the leadership process and the analysis will follow those 

guidelines. 
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The contemporary theories and ideas on leadership have not surfaced on their own but are a 

mixture of many past concepts of leadership and power. Keith Grint (2011) argues in his chapter A 

History of Leadership from the SAGE Handbook of Leadership that leadership scholars have existed 

from the beginning of recorded history. He highlights the importance of leadership by noting that  

[…] as far as it is possible to tell, all organizations and societies of any significant size and longevity 
have had some form of leadership, often, but not always, embodied in one person […] This does 
not necessarily mean that leadership has always been, and will always be, critical or essential but 
it does imply that we have always had leaders (p.3) 

 
According to Grint (2011), the classic leadership literature was very much centred on warfare and 

was, and perhaps still is, written by the winners of history. However, starting from the 19th century, 

‘Great Men’ theories of leadership emerged. It was Thomas Carlyle’s “model of individual heroism” 

which “constructed and personified a popular assumption about leadership in Victorian times: it 

was irredeemably masculine, heroic, individualist and normative in orientation and nature” (Grint, 

2011, p.8). These ideas were not challenged until the first owner-managers of industries began to 

see leadership as rational systems and processes at the end of the 19th century, when “leadership 

was configured as knowledge leadership, with the leaders as repositories of knowledge of 

production that generated power over production, formerly wielded by craft workers” (Grint, 2011, 

p.8). 

 

According to Grint (2011), the next major shift in leadership studies happened after the economic 

depression of the 1920s, which signalled a return to a more normative power instead of the 

scientific systems of the past two decades. These shifts between models reflect the economic cycles 

and the political models of the period, especially in the United States. After World War II and the 

return of economic boom, the trend shifted back to a more rational analysis of leadership and the 

critique of trait approaches led to a major new development, called contingency theory.  

Under the general umbrella provided by Fred Fiedler’s (1964) contingency theory, and Robert 
Blake and Jane Mouton’s (1964) Managerial Grid, the theoretical fragility of relying upon a 
potentially endless lists of traits and superhuman charismatics was, ostensibly, dealt a crippling 
blow. [According to these theories] from then on what really mattered was not having the most 
charismatic leader, leading the most adoring mass of followers, but having a rational 
understanding of the situation and responding appropriately” (Grint, p.9).  

These theories have evolved and become more sophisticated over the years, but the idea still 

prevails that carefully analysing any situation can then be met with a proper response.  
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Since the early days of this contingency approach, we have ‘progressed’ by returning to the 
importance of leaders working with the (normative) ‘strong cultures’ beloved of Peters and 
Waterman (1982), then on to the (rational) pedagogy of the Reengineering revolution of the 
1990s, and finally on to the contemporary development of transformational and inspirational 
leadership theories […] (Grint, p.9). 

The threats of global warming, terrorism and religious and political fundamentalism seem to have 

increased our need for individuals who seem to possess great qualities. Therefore, the old concepts 

have been renamed and the historical context of leadership has been forgotten. 

 
Grint (2011) highlights the repetitive nature of the leadership trends and how  

coupled with concerns about the importance of emotional intelligence, identity leadership, and 
the development of inspiring visions and missions, this seems to have ensured the return of the 
original normative trait approaches: we seem to have gone forward into the past (p.9) 

The return of trait approaches has happened, even as there is very little evidence to show that 

individual traits lead to organizational success. However, Grint (2011) does mention that the 

argument for the dual shifts between leadership forms is not universally agreed upon and that there 

are many ways in which the changing patterns can be described and understood. “[…] It might well 

be that there is no pattern at all in the data itself as an object fact, but rather the patterns are more 

likely to be the consequence of their prior assumptions and cultures of the analyst” (Grint, 2011, 

p.12). Grint (2011) concludes his review on leadership history by highlighting three factors. Firstly, 

while the context of leadership is always changing and we seem to have continuous problems with 

leadership, the knowledge of these problems can prevent us from repeating history. Secondly, our 

perceptions of leadership are related to the culture of our times, and therefore they change as 

culture changes. This is also evident in the interpretations of leadership in Moby-Dick, which tend 

to reflect the writers’ own ideas of leadership that are often coloured by the ideals of their time – 

same is probably true with this thesis. Lastly, Grint (2011) argues that the past mistakes of leadership 

do not mean that we should abandon the pursuit of finding good leadership for the common good. 

As Grint (2011) remarks “[…] flawed leadership is part of human condition, […] there are no perfect 

leaders or perfect leadership systems out there to be imitated” (p.13-14). However, some leadership 

theories and their supporters seem to disagree with this idea, as they argue for the benefit of their 

leadership model over others’. One such theory is the transformational leadership theory. 
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2.2. Transformational Leadership 
 

Northouse (2010) introduces transformational leadership theory as an approach of leadership 

studies that was first introduced in the 1970s and made well-known by a political sociologist James 

MacGregor Burns. Héctor R. Díaz-Sáenz notes on the popularity of this theory in his chapter 

Transformational Leadership from the SAGE Handbook of Leadership (2011): “for the past 30 years 

transformational leadership has been the single most studied and debated idea within the field of 

leadership studies” (p.299). It is an approach that highlights charismatic elements of leadership and 

concentrates on the relationship between leaders and their followers. According to Northouse 

(2010) the term implies that "[…] transformational leadership is a process that changes and 

transforms people. It is concerned with emotions, values, ethics, standards, and long-term goals. It 

includes assessing followers' motives, satisfying their needs, and treating them as full human 

beings" (p.171). This differs from many earlier leadership approaches that do not take into 

consideration the role of followers in the leadership process, but mainly concentrate on the 

characteristics and actions of the leader. Also, as a comprehensive theory, transformational 

leadership can cover varied processes of leadership. These reasons can be seen as a factor in why 

transformational leadership approach is popular in modern leadership research (Northouse, 2010, 

p.171-172). These are also the reasons why transformational leadership is used in this thesis. 

 

According to Northouse (2010) Burns divided leadership into two categories which are transactional 

and transformational leadership. Transactional leadership contains the different exchanges that 

transpire between a leader and a follower, which can be either negative or positive in nature. An 

example of a leader using transactional leadership is an employer who rewards their diligent 

employees with a raise (positive) or gives a warning to an employee whose work is unsatisfactory 

(negative). Contrary to the transactional side of leadership, transformational leadership “[…] is the 

process whereby a person engages with others and creates a connection that raises the level of 

motivation and morality in both the leader and the follower” (Northouse, 2010, p.172). A 

transformational leader is mindful of their followers as individuals and does their best to help these 

individuals reach their goals in a fulfilling manner. According to Northouse (2010), this type of a 

leader is a visionary who tries to change the organization for the benefit of everyone and “in the 

process, both the manager and the followers may emerge with a stronger and higher set of moral 

values” (p.172-173). In their article Ethics, Character, and Authentic Transformational Leadership 
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Behaviour, Bernard M. Bass and Paul Steidlmeier (2004) argue that “the best of leadership is both 

transformational and transactional” and mere transformational leadership will not result in the best 

possible outcome (p.184). However, Northouse (2010) writes that out of the two, "[…] 

transformational leadership produces greater effects than transactional leadership. Whereas 

transactional leadership results in expected outcomes, transformational leadership results in 

performance that goes well beyond what is expected" (p.179). For example, followers are moved to 

push aside their self-interests for the common good of the organization, are more satisfied with 

their jobs and their performance is improved beyond expectations. 

 

The concept of charisma is closely tied to transformational leadership. Sometimes charismatic 

leadership is seen as a different approach to transformational leadership, but often they overlap or 

are used to mean the same concept. According to Northouse (2010) 

charismatic leaders act in unique ways that have specific charismatic effects on their followers. 
[…] The personality characteristics of a charismatic leader include being dominant, having a strong 
desire to influence others, being self-confident, and having a strong sense of one’s own moral 
values (p.173-174) 
 

On top of these characteristics, a charismatic leader exhibits certain types of behaviours - such as 

being role models to their followers, appearing competent, setting ideological goals, articulating 

high expectations, expressing confidence, and arousing motives. This combination of personality 

characteristics and leader behaviours results in several effects on the followers. They trust and share 

the ideology that the leader advocates, accept the leader’s ideas and can even show affection to 

the leader. Furthermore, the followers are obedient, can identify with and are emotionally tied to 

the leader’s aims. They also want to reach higher goals and feel confident in their own abilities. 

 

Northouse (2010) argues that transformational leadership has several strengths. First of all, it has 

been widely studied in different organizational settings - so much so that one third of all leadership 

studies in the '90s covered either transformational or charismatic leadership. Also, transformational 

leadership has what Northouse calls "intuitive appeal" (p.186-187). It means that the theory is 

consistent with the ideas of leadership and leaders that we have in Western society, which partly 

explains its popularity. Another reason is the idea that leadership is a process that incorporates both 

the followers and the leaders. This way, leadership does not only rest on the leader's shoulders and 

is more accessible to everyone, unlike many of the trait approaches. Transformational leadership 
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also "provides a broader view of leadership that augments other leadership models" (Northouse, 

2010, p.187). Unlike many other approaches, the transformational approach looks at things beyond 

the transactional side. Lastly, the transformational leadership includes a moral dimension that sets 

it apart from most other approaches that do not consider the mutuality of leadership. After being 

applied so much in the last decades, there is also proof that this theory is successful when applied 

to real life situations. 

 

However, Northouse (2010) points out that transformational leadership approach also has several 

weaknesses that have been widely criticised. First criticism is that the theory lacks conceptual clarity. 

The different actions and attributes that are highlighted can overlap - to the point where it is difficult 

to even say whether transformational leadership and charismatic leadership are different 

approaches or whether charisma is just one part of transformational leadership (p.188). Next, the 

scientific measuring of transformational leadership is difficult and the widely used MLQ (Multifactor 

Leadership Questionnaire) tool has been criticized. Another pitfall is how the theory can be seen as 

another trait approach to leadership. If it is a trait approach, and not grounded on behaviours, it 

cannot be taught to people and is only a set of characteristics that some people have, and others 

do not. Tied to this, some have criticized the theory for being "antidemocratic" and "elitist", while 

suffering from what Yukl calls a "heroic leadership bias" (Northouse, 2010, p.189). This means that 

the theory concentrates too heavily on the leaders and their traits, even as at its core it is supposed 

to be a process that includes the followers as well. Lastly, there is a great danger that 

transformational leadership is abused, because it is difficult to determine what common good is in 

different situations and whether the transformation of leaders and followers is for the good. 

Northouse (2010) rightly mentions that  

history is full of examples of charismatic individuals who used coercive power to lead people to 
evil ends. For this reason, transformational leadership puts a burden on individuals and 
organizations to be aware of how they are being influenced and in what directions they are being 
asked to go (p.190) 

This problem also arises later in the analysis of Moby-Dick as Captain Ahab uses his power to control 

the agenda of his ship and crew, while disregarding the actual goals of the organization. 

 

While transformational leadership has several weaknesses, they are not unique to this specific 

theory. Overall, most leadership models lack conceptual clarity and certainly most of them are not 

democratic or easy to apply by people who do not have certain characteristics naturally. And like 
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Diáz-Sáenz (2011) points out, in many leadership theories: “[…] there is still a marked tendency to 

recycle the same methodological approach over and over again in the study of transformational 

leadership” (p.308). However, it has many key elements that make it a good fit for the purpose of 

this thesis. In essence, Moby-Dick is a story about good and evil in all of us and the ethical aspects 

of transformational leadership theory can offer interesting interpretations of the text, that mere 

transactional leadership analysis would not. However, as transformational leadership theory is 

concerned with effective leadership in the real world, it has an emphasis on ‘good’ leadership. 

However, the purpose of this literature analysis is not to argue whether a novel has good or bad 

leadership per se, but to discuss how leadership appears in the novel. To be able to analyse these 

manifestations of leadership, it can be useful to include the concept of pseudo-transformational 

leadership. 

 

 

Pseudo-Transformational Leadership 
 

Due to the ethical nature of transformational leadership approach, it can be challenging to use in a 

context where leadership is not used for the advancement of common good in an organization or a 

community. Northouse (2010) writes that to combat this issue, Burns introduced a concept called 

pseudo-transformational leadership. This "personalized" version of the transformational leadership 

approach encompasses leaders who are only interested in their own personal gain and have a 

warped relationship with morals and power. This is in strong contrast with actual transformational 

leadership, which is always a social interaction that seeks to benefit everyone and not just the 

leader. Bernard M. Bass and Paul Steidlmeier (2004) argue in their article Ethics, Character, and 

Authentic Transformational Leadership Behaviour that “followers should not be mere means to self-

satisfying ends for the leader but should be treated as ends in themselves. We label as inauthentic 

or “pseudo” that kind of transformational leadership that tramples upon those concerns” (p.177). 

Based on Burns’ ideas of transformational leadership, Bass and Steidlmeier (2004) refined the 

theory and divided the behaviours of a transformational leader into four compartments that are 

idealized influence (charisma), inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized 

consideration. To explain the concepts of authentic and inauthentic transformational leadership 

they use these four components to highlight the differences between the "real" and "fake" leaders. 
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However, they note that all leaders may have "mixed moral profiles" and that these models are used 

to describe people who in most cases do not fit into just one of the concepts. 

 

According to Bass and Steidlmeier (2004) it is not enough to look at the transformational effects of 

leadership, as the behaviours and attributes of leadership are also important. The presence or 

absence of a moral foundation is what differentiates real transformational leaders from their 

pseudo-counterparts. When it comes to idealized influence, the authentic and inauthentic leaders 

hold different values and only if the leader's values are morally uplifting can they be considered 

truly transformational. In comparison, inauthentic leaders create and sustain fabricated "we-they" 

oppositions and moral battles, where the "we" section is always in the right (Bass & Steidlmeier, 

2004, p.179). Furthermore, the pseudo-transformational leaders do not care about their followers' 

achievements when seeking more power, and their ideas on leadership are often fantastical. These 

leaders can believe that they are competent and doing what is right, but they are only authentic on 

the outside and not on the inside, sacrificing others and their organizations for personal gain. A true 

transformational leader uses inspirational motivation in ways that are satisfying to the followers - 

they concentrate on what is good in others, such as people's desire to do good, whereas a pseudo-

transformational leader is more interested in the fears and insecurities of others. Inauthentic 

idealized leaders may seem to be righteous to their followers, but privately ignore the values of 

others and mislead in various ways. Also, the intellectual stimulation of transformational leadership 

is transparent, and a transformational leader uses reason for everyone’s benefit. Pseudo-

transformational leadership is not concerned with what is real, but uses false logic to combat 

uncertainty, thriving off their followers' ignorance. To Bass and Steidlmeier (2004) "pseudo-

transformational leaders overweight authority and underweight reason […] and set and control 

agenda to manipulate the values of importance to followers often at the expense of others or even 

to harm them" (p.181-182). 

 

The final component of transformational leadership is individualized consideration. This is a factor 

in which the two types of leaders greatly differ. "While true transformational leaders are concerned 

about developing their followers into leaders, pseudo-transformational leaders are more concerned 

about maintaining the dependence of their followers" (Bass & Steidlmeier, 2004, p.182). Such 

inauthentic leaders wish to sustain a distant relationship with their followers and expect to be 

obeyed at all times, while the different interest groups (created by the leader) fight, and the leader-
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follower relationship resembles that of a parent-child. There is also a difference when the authentic 

and inauthentic leaders gather more power: for a transformational leader it is always a necessary 

tool for the benefit of everyone while the pseudo-transformational leader uses it for personal gain. 

“Authentic transformational leaders may have to be manipulative at times for what they judge to 

be the common good, but manipulation is a frequent practice of pseudo-transformational leaders 

and an infrequent practice of authentic transformational leaders” (Bass and Steidlmeier, 2004, 

p.179). Bass and Steidlmeier (2004) argue that out of the four key elements “the component that 

ordinarily is missing in the personalized leadership of the pseudo-transformational leader is 

individualized consideration” (p.184), making the fourth element the most pivotal one in 

differentiating authentic and inauthentic leaders from each other. The concept of pseudo-

transformational leadership is evident in Moby-Dick and the four elements of transformational 

leadership are used in different ways, by different characters. But for a more in-depth analysis, I will 

also be applying the Leadership Grid, which will be introduced next.  

 

 

2.3. The Leadership Grid 
 

According to Northouse (2010) the style approach is one of the main branches of leadership theory 

and it is focused on what leaders do and how they act in leadership situations. The style approach 

is often divided into two sets of behaviours which are called task behaviours and relationship 

behaviours, and it aims to explain how leaders use these behaviours together to influence others to 

reach goals. This differs from the trait approach to leadership which concentrates merely on the 

traits of leaders and not their actions. One example of the style approach to leadership are the 

studies by Blake and Mouton (1964), and their Leadership Grid (previously Managerial Grid). 

Interestingly, while Grint (2011) placed the Leadership Grid under the umbrella of contingency 

theories of leadership earlier in this chapter, Northouse (2010) sees it as a style approach, but he 

does note that “several approaches to leadership could be called contingency theories,” (p.111). 

However, Blake and Mouton (1964) have also divided their model into two sets of behaviours, which 

is typical of the style approach. Instead of behaviours they call them orientations: concern for 

production and concern for people. Concern for production is the concern that a leader has for the 

achievement of organizational tasks, which can include multiple activities based on an 

organization’s needs. On the other hand, concern for people is the concern that a leader has for the 
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people of an organization, as they work towards a common goal. This includes everything that has 

to do with relations and well-being of employees. 

 

In the Leadership Grid the two main concerns are combined to form a model that has two 

intersecting axes, in which the horizontal axis refers to the concern for production and the vertical 

axis represents the concern for people (see Figure 1).  

Each of the axes is drawn as a 9-point scale on which a score of 1 represents minimum concern 
and 9 represents maximum concern. By plotting scores from each of the axes, various leadership 
styles can be illustrated. The Leadership Grid portrays five major leadership styles: authority-
compliance (9,1), country-club management (1,9), impoverished management (1,1), middle-of-
the-road management (5,5), and team management (9,9) (Northouse, 2010, p.73) 

Blake and Mouton (1964) note that the five “pure” types of leadership are not personality types, 

but reference points for attitudes to leadership and different ways of taking action. Neither do real 

life leaders represent only one of the five types, because human behaviour is flexible and ever 

changing. Therefore, the Leadership Grid provides hypotheses on how an individual could behave. 

Blake and Mouton (1964) see a leader’s style as a combination of attitudes, opinions, and thoughts. 

 

Blake and Mouton (1964) argue that a leader’s purpose is to create an environment, which (1) 

favours and supports the greatest performances in quality and quantity, (2) promotes creativity, (3) 

inspires to strive, experiment and change, (4) uses social interaction to improve and instruct and (5) 

seeks and finds new challenges. They also argue that these skills can be taught and learned. Harry 

D. Kolb (1964) argues in his foreword to The Managerial Grid that the Leadership Grid manages to 

avoid the extremes of many other leadership theories that concentrate only on the management of 

tasks or on the leading of people, when the preference for only one aspect does not work in practice. 

Next, we will look at the five key types of leadership by Blake and Mouton (1964) that either manage 

to combine these aspects fully or partially, or not at all. 

  

Authority-Compliance (9,1) 

According to Blake and Mouton (1964) the 9/1 -style is located in the bottom right corner of the 

Leadership Grid, and it combines high (9) concern for production with low (1) concern for people 

(see this and the other styles in Figure 1). A leader who uses this style tries to prevent human factors 

from disturbing the production and goals of the organization. When taken to the extreme, the 9/1 

-style leader is a strict and demanding authority, who will push themselves and their subordinates 
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to exhaustion, as the main concern is the achievement of goals. The people in the 9/1 -style led 

organization are not seen as personalities, but only as means of production. The organization is run 

by strict hierarchy and the interaction between employees is reduced to minimum, and therefore, 

everyone works alone. The relationship between the manager and subordinates is based on the 

authority of the former and the obedience and submission of the later. 

 

Country-Club Management (1,9) 

Blake and Mouton (1964) place the 1/9 -style on the top left corner of the Leadership Grid, which 

combines low (1) concern for tasks with high (9) concern for people, being the total opposite of the 

authority-compliance style. As in the 9/1 -style, the 1/9 -style leader believes that the concerns for 

tasks and people are contradictory, but unlike in the previous style, in country-club management 

style the leader places importance on the camaraderie and well-being of people, so that everyone 

can achieve their personal and social needs. In an organization that is run with this style, the work 

speed is slow, and the workers are supported, but not pushed to achieve the organization’s goals, 

in case it causes trouble for the individuals or creates conflicts between them. The relationships 

between people have a value on their own right and the team is placed above the individual. 

 

Impoverished Management (1,1) 

According to Blake and Mouton (1964) the 1/1 -style is located in the bottom left corner of the 

Leadership Grid, and it combines low (1) concern for tasks with low (1) concern for people. As in the 

previous styles, the 1/1 -style leader believes that there is friction between the tasks of the 

organization and its people, but in this case does not place importance on either. Therefore, a leader 

using impoverished management style works outside these two factors and contributes very little 

to the organization, which means that very little is expected of them in turn. A person with this 

leading style is characterized by their lack of leading and general apathy towards their work. In a 

managerial position this means that the person ends up as a mere message-deliverer between their 

superiors and subordinates, who avoids any duties as much as they can. Their only goal is to be left 

alone and therefore, they are only present physically and not mentally. 

 

Middle-of-the-Road Management (5,5) 

The fourth style is the 5/5 -style that Blake and Mouton (1964) place in the middle of the Leadership 

Grid. This style combines average (5) concern for tasks with average (5) concern for people and like 

all the previous styles, the middle-of-the-road management style includes the idea that the concerns 
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of production and people are in conflict, but it differs from the others by trying to find solutions to 

this issue. However, this is not done on the expense of either of the concerns. In this way an 

acceptable situation is reached, but nobody strives for the best possible outcome, whether it comes 

to people or production. In 5/5 -style led organization, people are given enough information and 

resources, so that they can do their jobs, but not so much as to cause conflict. A decent level of 

production is reached by taking care of the people. 

 

Team Management (9,9) 

According to Blake and Mouton (1964) the 9/9 -style is located in the top right corner of the 

Leadership Grid, and it combines high (9) concern for tasks with high (9) concern for people. Unlike 

in the other styles, the team management style does not include the presumption that a concern 

for tasks and a concern for people are in conflict with one another. Instead, the team management 

style combines the two sides for great results. Therefore, the goal of the organization is to create 

an environment which is innovative, motivational and creates great production. Unlike in 5/5 -style, 

in 9/9 -style people strive for the best possible outcome and do not settle for less, because it is easy 

or traditional. The team management style leadership manages to satisfy people’s needs to relate 

and commit to productive work. Therefore, it differs greatly from the other styles, as it integrates 

people to the goals of the organization, in a way that it becomes their own. 

 

Paternalism/Maternalism and Opportunism 

According to Northouse (2010), the Leadership Grid has also created the terms 

paternalism/maternalism and opportunism when talking about certain leadership styles. 

Paternalism/maternalism refers to a leader who applies both 1/9 and 9/1 styles but does not 

combine them, like a leader who utilizes team management (9,9). Northouse (2010) calls this type 

of a leader a “benevolent dictator,” who takes people into consideration only for the purpose of 

attaining goals and therefore sees people completely separated from the tasks. On the other hand, 

“opportunism refers to a leader who uses any combination of the basic five styles for the purpose 

of personal advancement” (p.75). Therefore, opportunistic leading closely resembles the search for 

personal gain in pseudo-transformational leadership. 
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Figure 1. The five types on the Leadership Grid. 

 

The style approach has many strengths and “it provides us with a broad conceptual map that is 

worthwhile to use in our attempts to understand the complexities of leadership,” (Northouse, 2010, 

p.78). The style approach can also be applied easily to different leadership settings and “in short, 

the style approach applies to nearly everything a leader does” (Northouse, 2010, p.809). For these 

reasons, the style approach and more specifically, the Leadership Grid can be beneficial in 

discovering the prevalent leadership styles of characters in Moby-Dick. The previously introduced 

transformational and pseudo-transformational leadership provide two different extremes in 

relation to what is defined as ethical leadership. The Leadership Grid, at least from the outset, offers 

more material for comparison with its styles that have different presumptions about leadership. In 

the following chapter, I will be analysing the leadership styles of each character, to better compare 
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them with one another, than merely defining them as transformational or pseudo-transformational 

leaders. When it is needed, a character may be given two or more styles, depending on their 

behaviour. However, the aim is not to use these theories literally, but to inform the analysis to better 

analyse the leadership depictions in the novel. 
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3. Analysis 
 

Moby-Dick (1851) tells the story of a whaling ship the Pequod, its crew and captain. The narrator is 

a young man called Ishmael, who joins the ship’s crew with his harpooner friend Queequeg, and 

slowly learns the true nature of the ship’s captain. Captain Ahab is on a quest to kill a white whale 

called Moby Dick, as a revenge for losing his leg while chasing the whale on his previous voyage. The 

owners and the crew of the ship do not know of the old whaler’s true motives until it is too late to 

turn back, and the chase of the singular whale becomes more important than the actual whaling 

operations that could provide the crew with a living. Despite many bad omens, unfortunate events 

and the first mate Starbuck’s objections, Captain Ahab manages to keep the crew on his side, 

without real fear of mutiny. After the Pequod meets several other whaling ships and kills whales on 

both the Atlantic and Pacific oceans, they finally find the White Whale. Following a disastrous chase 

that continues for three days, Moby Dick destroys the Pequod and the whole crew drowns, except 

for the only survivor Ishmael. He is saved by a ship that Ahab had refused to help only few days ago, 

once more highlighting the ridiculousness of the captain’s quest. The novel ends with a tragedy that 

has been staged since the first chapter, showing that one man’s obsession can destroy even those 

who follow him. 

 

The aim of this chapter is to analyse leadership in Moby-Dick, through character studies as well as 

broader concepts. I will begin the chapter with the analysis of hierarchy on the Pequod, as it gives a 

solid background for the rest of the analysis. From there I move on to analysing the main characters 

and their leadership skills and actions. The seven characters have been chosen either based on their 

rank on the ship, or by the effect they have on others and the organization. Some of the choices of 

study are more obvious from the perspective of leadership (Captain Ahab and the three mates), 

whereas some of the other characters are not considered leaders in the world of the novel (the 

three harpooners). After the analysis of these characters, I will be looking at the nine gams that the 

Pequod partakes in during the latter half of the novel. These meetings with other ships and their 

crews provide alternatives for taking action, which closely relates to the leadership choices that 

especially Ahab makes throughout the story. This chapter will include numerous quotes from the 

novel, which have been chosen based on their relevancy to the leadership topic – with an aim to 

provide as many quotes as possible that directly deal with the actions taken by the characters on 

the story.   
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3.1. The Pequod 
 

Before analysing the individual characters and their leadership in Moby-Dick, it is useful to examine 

the context in which they operate. In his article The Nine Gams of the Pequod (1960), James Dean 

Young writes that  

[…] the suggestions of Melville’s conception of the ship as a society, as world-in-itself, or as 
microcosm are rather numerous and explicit. The Pequod, of course, is a special kind of world, 
dominated by Ahab, and takes many of its qualities from the man who makes its laws and 
commands. The ship, like Ahab, is self-sufficient; it is governed by attitudes and actions which are 
independent of other societies and other worlds (p.98) 

Therefore, it is important to analyse exactly what kind of world the Pequod is and how this world 

relates to leadership. Blake and Mouton (1964) argue in The Managerial Grid that for leadership to 

happen, it always needs an organization for a context. They also argue that there are several 

universal characteristics that all organizations have, no matter what the aims of the organization 

are. Blake and Mouton (1964) have divided these characteristics into three factors: goals, human 

factors, and hierarchy. Firstly, for an organization to exist, it is difficult to see it not having a goal. 

However, Blake and Mouton (1964) admit that it is sometimes difficult to decipher what the goal is, 

and quite often different people in the organization have different ideas about the organization’s 

goals. Also, the goals of individuals might not be in line with the organization’s, or the individual and 

collective goals may even be contradictory, which can lead to problems in the organization. Despite 

this, usually all organizations are aiming for some type of profit, which can be seen as a universal 

goal of all organizations, even though the concept of profit will be defined differently based on the 

nature of the organization. 

 

In the case of Moby-Dick, the organization is the whaling ship Pequod, which is owned by people on 

land and operated by a crew at sea. When it comes to the goals of owning and operating such a 

ship, the purpose is to catch as many whales as possible, while turning those whales into profit by 

selling the whale oil. This is the ultimate goal of the owners on land, such as Captains Bildad and 

Peleg, who are looking for profit for their investment and who have trusted the organization to the 

hands of others, while the ship is at sea: 

It turned out to be Captain Bildad, who along with Captain Peleg was one of the largest owners of 
the vessel; the other shares, as is sometimes the case in these ports, being held by a crowd of old 
annuitants; widows, fatherless children, and chancery wards; each owning about the value of a 
timber head, or a foot of plank, or a nail or two in the ship (p.75) 
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Profit is also the goal of the crew, who are working on the ship in hopes of making a living. The crew 

may have other, more personal goals, such as Ishmael’s goal of learning about whaling and having 

an adventure, but without the promise of profit, the crew would not join the organization. However, 

profit is not the goal of Captain Ahab, who is only looking to take revenge on the White Whale. On 

the surface, the goal of such an expedition as the Pequod’s seems clear, but Ahab’s obsession with 

the whale makes things far more complicated, as Ahab’s individual goal contradicts the common 

goal of the organization. This causes tension on the ship, especially after Ahab’s goal is revealed to 

the rest of the crew. However, Ahab manages to manipulate the crew, so that they begin to share 

his goal and therefore, the original goal of the organization becomes gradually harder to attain. The 

owners of the ship cannot control what happens to the organization when it is at sea and out of 

their reach, and therefore an opportunistic leader like Ahab can lead the organization in a direction 

he prefers: 

Had any one of his old acquaintances on shore but half dreamed of what was lurking in him then, 
how soon would their aghast and righteous souls have wrenched the ship from such a fiendish 
man! They were bent on profitable cruises, the profit to be counted down in dollars from the mint. 
He was intent on an audacious, immitigable, and supernatural revenge (p.190) 

This conflict of common and personal goals is one of the main conflicts of the story, which is seen 

especially in the leader-subordinate relationship between Captain Ahab and mate Starbuck. This will 

be analysed further in the character analysis. 

 

The second characteristic of an organization are the human factors. Blake and Mouton (1964) point 

out that in some cases it might be desirable to have an organization without any human input, where 

all the work has been automatized. However, a fully automatized process is not called an 

organization, as it is missing the human factor. Furthermore, a true organization cannot fulfil its 

goals without people working together towards an agreed outcome, which means that activities of 

one person also do not make an organization, even as they can be a part of it. This is evident on the 

Pequod. A whaling ship cannot function without a crew, and the crew cannot function without 

working together. Out at the sea, the men are at the mercy of the elements and are responsible for 

one another, even if this might be downplayed at times. Everyone on the ship has their duties and 

without fulfilling those duties, the organization would not function. This means that Ahab could not 

sail on his own to catch Moby Dick, nor could the men hunt whales for profit without each other, or 

without someone taking more responsibility than others. This aspect of group effort is often 
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overlooked when analysing the story and Captain Ahab’s role in the book is given all the limelight, 

even as Ishmael clearly mentions the importance of the whole crew:  

[…] and the community of interest prevailing among a company, all of whom, high or low, depend 
for their profits, not upon fixed wages, but upon their common luck, together with their common 
vigilance, intrepidity and hard work (p.148) 

Many of the analyses of the book seem to forget that despite Ahab’s influence and charisma, he 

could not sail anywhere without the crew and even the owners of the ship could not dream of a 

profit without hiring a capable group of sailors. Even as some participants in the organization have 

more influence than others, it is the collective effort that makes most achievements possible to 

attain in the story. 

 

The last characteristic of an organization is hierarchy. In an organization, some work as superiors 

and some work as subordinates, and when problems are being solved, some have more 

responsibility than others. This means that a hierarchy is born in order to meet the goals of an 

organization that has multiple people working together, so that chaos is avoided. On a whaling ship 

like the Pequod, the main crew forms the greatest bulk of the organization, after which the order of 

the rank is: “[…] boat-header, chief-mate, and captain, and finally a ship-owner” (p.77).  But even as 

every organization has some type of hierarchy and most have job descriptions that inform each 

individual’s area of responsibility, the reality of superior and subordinate relationships are more 

complicated. Therefore, the work of a superior is led by fundamental assumptions about what their 

work should entail, which may or may not be grounded in reality. Blake and Mouton (1964) note 

that sometimes superiors lead their subordinates in an explicit manner, which means that 

subordinates are clearly told what they are supposed to do. However, sometimes the opposite of 

this happens and the superior works in a way that does not resemble leadership at all, and the 

subordinates feel as if they are not being guided in any form. However, out of a necessity, every 

organization has some type of a hierarchy, no matter how that hierarchy is executed. This is also an 

important part of Moby-Dick. 

 

When it comes to the hierarchy of the Pequod, it is important not to forget the importance of the 

owners. Even as they do not play a big role in the story, Captain Bildad and Captain Peleg are on the 

top of the hierarchy on the ship, as long as the ship is in Nantucket and their orders are being 

followed. Originally, it is the decisions of these two owners that put much of the events into motion 
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and most crucially, give Captain Ahab the command of the ship: “[…] how that they being the 

principal proprietors of the Pequod, therefore the other and more inconsiderable and scattered 

owners, left nearly the whole management of the ship’s affairs to these two,” (p.79). They are the 

only people who Ahab is responsible for and who could truly hamper the captain’s quest for 

revenge. This is evident in how much time Ahab spends scheming at the beginning of the novel, 

whether it is to hide his real condition from the owners or the crew, or to bring his own team into 

the ship without anyone else knowing. This is shown in Captain Peleg’s comments on Ahab’s strong 

desire to be left alone when Ishmael asks to see the captain: 

’But I don’t think thou wilt be able to at present. I don’t know exactly what’s the matter with him; 
but he keeps close inside the house; a sort of sick, and yet he don’t look so. In fact, he ain’t sick; 
but no, he isn’t well either. Any how, young man, he won’t always see me, so I don’t suppose he 
will thee (p.82-83) 

If the owners had no power over Ahab, he would not need to hide all these things from them, but 

as Ahab is clever, he knows that the owners might change or even cancel the voyage if they knew 

of his secrets. As the head of the organization, Peleg and Bildad make many mistakes which 

eventually affect everyone and do not bring in the profit that is the aim of the voyage. Also, they 

cannot later fix these issues as the organization is out of reach at sea, at the hands of someone who 

does not respect or care about their aims, nor their role as a superior. 

 

Naturally, Captain Ahab is on top of hierarchy on the ship once it sails from the shores of Nantucket, 

as he is “[…] a king of the sea, and a great lord of Leviathans” (p.130). The assumptions that shroud 

the position of a captain are not always realised in Ahab’s behaviour, as he often completely 

disregards his duties and delegates them to the mates when he himself is disinterested in the 

matters at hand:  

vacantly eyeing the heaving whale for a moment, he issued the usual orders for securing it for the 
night, and then handing his lantern to a seaman, went his way into the cabin, and did not come 
forward again until morning (p.299) 

Therefore, it causes anxiety amongst the crew, as the captain is nowhere to be seen at the beginning 

of the voyage, despite their assumptions that he would be leading them through it all. However, 

even as Starbuck often takes the full control of the ship, the formal hierarchy makes sure that Ahab 

is never really in danger of losing his position. Ahab takes full advantage of his this and when it is 

needed, pushes the boundaries of his role as the superior, while Starbuck seems to be held back by 

the hierarchical system. The opposition against Ahab’s monomania does not reach its full potential, 
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where Starbuck would overthrow the captain and save the lives of the crew. Also, the second and 

third mates do not try to push the limits of their position, or question Ahab’s dictatorship: 

“meanwhile, whatever were his own secret thoughts, Starbuck said nothing, but quietly he issued 

all requisite orders; while Stubb and Flask – who in some small degree seemed then to be sharing 

his feelings – likewise unmurmuringly acquiesced,” (524). In this scene, the mates watch as Ahab 

shows the crew how their broken compass is pointing in the wrong direction, but even as the mates 

see this as yet another bad sign for the voyage, they have given up on opposing Ahab. 

 

While the roles of the captain and the mates are rather straightforward in the Pequod’s small 

society, there is still one tier between them and the regular crew. Ismael pays close attention to the 

role of a harpooner and compares historical practices to the practices of his own time. He remarks 

on the harpooners’ role by saying:  

nevertheless, as upon the good conduct of the harpooners the success of a whaling voyage largely 
depends, and since in the American Fishery he is not only an important officer in the boat, but 
under certain circumstances (night watches on a whaling ground) the command of the ship’s deck 
is also his; therefore the grand political maxim of the sea demands, that he should nominally live 
apart from the men before mast, and be in some way distinguished as their professional superior; 
though always, by them, familiarly regarded as their social equal (p.147-148) 

Even as the harpooners are regarded as social equals of the rest of the crew, there is a marked 

difference between their role and the role of the rest. Without the harpooners, the whales could 

not be caught, nor could Ahab dream of catching Moby Dick without them and he seems to be aware 

of this, by the way he calls them “[…] my three pagan kinsmen there – yon three most honorable 

gentlemen and noblemen, my valiant harpooners” (p.169). However, as the harpooners are not 

white, it prevents them from rising higher in the ranks and even causes some of the crew members 

to say things such as: “aye, harpooner, thy race is the undeniable dark side of mankind – devilish 

dark at that. No offence” (p.179). Despite the racist treatment, the harpooners are constantly 

working the hardest and leading with their example. Therefore, they are a crucial part of the novel 

as well as the analysis in this thesis. 

 

The hierarchy of the Pequod is most clearly illustrated in chapter 34 the Cabin-Table. The chapter 

depicts an everyday scene from the ship where Ahab and the three mates form the “first table,” 

(p.153) as they go under the deck to have a dinner. Ahab, as the captain, goes down first, followed 

one by one, in order of their rank, the three mates. The peculiarity of such a system is that “Flask 



27 
 

was the last person down at the dinner, and Flask is the first man up” (p.152), meaning that he gets 

very little to eat, as his dinner time is limited by the actions of his superiors. These meals work as a 

ritual that strengthens the hierarchy between the officers, because they give it meaning:  

For like the Coronation banquet at Frankfort, where the German Emperor profoundly dines with 
the seven Imperial Electors, so these cabin meals were somehow solemn meals, eaten in awful 
silence; yet at table old Ahab forbade not conversation; only he himself was dumb (p.152) 

After the mates and the captain have dined, “the three harpooners were bidden to the feast, they 

being its residuary legatees. They made a sort of temporary servants’ hall of the high and mighty 

cabin,” (p.153). The fact that the harpooners, who are equals among the crew, get to dine separately 

heightens their importance and “the almost frantic democracy of those inferior fellows the 

harpooners” (p.153) could not be more different from the dinners of their superiors. In this one 

scene alone, the hierarchy of the ship becomes evident and works as a background for the further 

analysis of these characters, whose personalities and especially their actions will be analysed next. 

 

3.2. Captain Ahab 
 

As Captain Ahab is the main character and the most important leader figure of Moby-Dick, it is only 

natural to begin the character analysis from him. The narrator of the story analyses Ahab’s thoughts 

and actions throughout the novel, showcasing how the character uses power for personal gain, 

which in the case of the story is the revenge against the White Whale. Melville has managed to 

create a character who is not wholly evil nor good, but whose magnetic personality captures the 

other seamen, no matter what their rank is. The novel remains ambiguous on whether the whale is 

evil, as Ahab seems to suggest, or whether the evil is only present in Ahab himself. While Ahab is a 

contradictory character, are the opposing sides also evident in his leadership skills and actions? In 

this analysis I argue that Captain Ahab fits the model of a pseudo-transformational leader, who uses 

all his skills and talents only for the benefit of himself, which leads to the tragic ending of the novel. 

On the Leadership Grid, he mostly represents the 9/1 -style called authority-compliance, while also 

being an opportunistic leader who uses any type of leading, as long as it suits the advancement of 

his personal goals. 

 

The captain’s obsession with the White Whale is his sole motivator throughout the novel, and 

everything he does is related to his desire to kill the animal. This “monomania” and Ahab’s gloomy 
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personality greatly affect his leadership style: Ahab is the undisputable king of his ship, and the crew 

is only there to consent to his every whim, and live in constant terror: 

[…] so Ahab’s purpose now fixedly gleamed down upon the constant midnight of the gloomy crew. 
It domineered above them so, that all their bodings, doubts, misgivings, fears, were fain to hide 
beneath their souls, and not sprout forth a single spear or leaf (541). 

The crew are not the only people who seem to be aware of this, as also Ahab likens himself to God 

when telling Starbuck to follow his orders: "there is one God that is Lord over the earth, and one 

Captain that is lord over the Pequod” (p.485). In the microcosmos of the Pequod that is bordered on 

each side by the rough ocean, Ahab rules the way he wants to and is only challenged by first mate 

Starbuck and the elements. As Bass and Steidlmeier (2004) have described pseudo-transformational 

leaders, Ahab also "overweights authority and underweights reason" (p.181). He is only liable to 

himself and his own conscience, which he takes full advantage of. He shapes the world to fulfil his 

needs and finds signs and omens in everything, making him very dangerous and unreliable.  

 

In the beginning of the story, the other owner of the Pequod, Captain Peleg tries to reassure Ishmael 

about joining Ahab’s crew after Ishmael hears alarming stories about the captain. Both owners of 

the ship have prior experience of whaling with Ahab and trust him enough to give the ship to him, 

even as Captain Peleg comments on Ahab’s character: “it’s better to sail with a moody good captain 

than a laughing bad one” (p.83). However, when the Pequod leaves the harbour and the owners 

behind, Ahab begins to show his true nature. Even as the owners of the ship are Ahab’s superiors, 

he works quietly behind their backs: 

[…] he well knew that such generous conceits never entered the heads of the owners of the 
Pequod. Therefore he had not solicited a boat’s crew from them, nor had he in any way hinted his 
desires on that head. Nevertheless he had taken private measures of his own touching all that 
matter (p.235) 

While the owners had meant the Pequod to go on a regular whaling expedition, Ahab is using this 

opportunity to chase Moby Dick. He mans a boat with a secret crew, or “subordinate phantoms,” 

(p.236) who are only revealed to the rest of the men after weeks on the sea. This shows his complete 

lack of consideration for the crew, as well as his indifference towards following the instructions of 

his superiors. One of the main ideas of transformational leadership is that the leading process should 

be social and therefore transparent. Moreover, the leader and followers should work together 

towards a common goal, transforming each other in the process. This is rarely the case when it 

comes to Captain Ahab and his crew. The crew of whalers are on the Pequod to earn a living, 



29 
 

whereas Ahab is on the ship to kill Moby Dick. Their goals are very different, even as Ahab indulges 

the others in some cases: 

Though, consumed with the hot fire of his purpose, Ahab in all his thoughts and actions ever had 
in view the ultimate capture of Moby Dick; though he seemed ready to sacrifice all mortal interests 
to the one passion; nevertheless it may have been that he was by nature and habituation far too 
wedded to a fiery whaleman’s ways, altogether to abandon the collateral prosecution of the 
voyage (p.216) 

Without these compromises, Ahab would not escape a mutiny that would prevent his personal 

quest. Even as Ahab is an obsessed man, he still manages to use his intellect for his own benefit. 

 

Ahab ensures that the crew adopts his own objectives, not caring whether it benefits the others or 

not. He also controls the chase of the White Whale so strictly, that the golden doubloon that he has 

placed as a price for the man who first sees the whale, is never truly going to change owners: “- no, 

the doubloon is mine, Fate reserved the doubloon for me. I only: none of ye could have raised the 

White Whale first” (p.553). This shows that as a transactional leader Ahab is inconsistent – the 

rewards and punishments that he conducts do not have a solid pattern that the sailors can follow, 

which causes much of their anxiety together with the clash of their motives with that of the 

captain’s. Also, because Ahab’s leadership is pseudo-transformational, he must resort to lies and 

threats in order to keep the crew from usurping him. This is especially difficult when it comes to 

Starbuck: 

Starbuck’s body and Starbuck’s coerced will were Ahab’s, so long as Ahab kept his magnet at 
Starbuck’s brain; still he knew that for all this the chief mate, in his soul, abhorred his captain’s 
quest, and could he, would joyfully disintegrate himself from it, or even frustrate it (p.216-217) 

Despite these issues, there is never any real danger to Ahab’s leadership position, as he controls the 

ship and the crew with the experience of an old, charismatic Captain, to the point where “[…] the 

men, though some of them lowly rumbled, their fear of Ahab was greater than their fear of Fate” 

(p.525). 

 

Captain Ahab’s lack of interest in all things not Moby Dick is evident in how he would rather chase 

the whale than earn more money. In a scene where Stubb manages to deceive another ship’s 

captain to discard a dead whale that contains precious ambergris, Ahab hurries Stubb and money is 

lost: “some six handfuls were obtained; but more, perhaps, might have been secured were it not for 

impatient Ahab’s loud command to Stubb to desist, and come on board, else the ship would bid 
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them good-bye” (p.419). Also, Ahab does not wish to lead when it is not directly relevant to his 

goals. He leaves the actual leading to his three subordinates and does not communicate with 

captains of other ships if they do not have information on Moby Dick, even though it is the proper 

custom to meet other captains: 

‘Never heard of such a whale. Cachalot Blanche! White Whale – no.’ 

‘Very good, then; good-bye now, and I’ll call again in a minute.’ 

Then rapidly pulling back towards the Pequod, and seeing Ahab leaning over the quarter-deck rail 
awaiting his report, he moulded his two hands into a trumpet and shouted – ‘No, Sir, No!’ Upon 
which Ahab retired, and Stubb returned to the Frenchman (415). 

These type of “laissez-faire leaders avoid leading” (Bass & Steidlmeier, 2004, p.3). Real leadership 

comes about because it is necessary for an organization to function and because otherwise the 

human interests would be in conflict, and no one would take responsibility. But because Ahab is not 

concerned with the common goal of the organization, he does not need to take any interest in the 

organization either. He only does it so that he can chase Moby Dick. Therefore, Ahab’s leadership is 

not born from an actual need, but a personal desire. 

 

The most explicit example of Ahab’s lack of concern for others happens before the final chase of 

Moby Dick begins. The Pequod meets the whaling ship Rachel whose captain Gardiner is looking for 

his lost son, whose boat may or may not have sunk into the ocean. In a situation where any other 

captain would offer his help for the search of the lost boat, Captain Ahab’s response is clear: 

“Captain Gardiner, I will not do it. Even now I lose time. Good bye, good bye. God bless ye, man, and 

may I forgive myself, but I must go” (p.538). This is a moment when Ahab decides for his men 

without letting anyone interfere or voice their opposition. Ahab is clearly aware of the shamefulness 

of his own actions but does not try to resist his own desires. The same lack of resistance is repeated 

countless of times in the novel and are made worse by the fact that even as Ahab considers himself 

mad, he is clearly aware of the line between good and bad actions – in the case of leadership, the 

actions that benefit the community and the actions that benefit himself. The greatest tragedy of 

Moby-Dick is the fact that despite Ahab knowing he should act differently and is frequently given 

models that show a different option (see. 3.6. The Gams) to his way of acting, Ahab cannot get past 

his obsession. And even as there are some glimpses of humanity in him, such as when he tells 

Starbuck to stay on the ship: “[…] lower not when I do; when branded Ahab gives chase to Moby 

Dick. That hazard shall not be thine” (p.550), they are only brief moments. 
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A great anxiety seems to exist between Ahab and the crew, especially between Ahab and Starbuck. 

Even as Ahab manages to turn his personal goal into everyone’s goal, he still has to keep an eye on 

the crew to make sure that they will not revolt. Therefore, the ideal that “leaders who trust their 

subordinates do not have to wield power based on mutual fear” (Calhoun, 2009, p.7) never 

materializes. Ahab is afraid of the crew, but most importantly afraid of Starbuck who could usurp 

him. In general, Ahab does not trust the people he leads: “[…] the monomaniac old man seemed 

distrustful of his crew’s fidelity; at least, of nearly all except the Pagan harpooners; he seemed to 

doubt, even, whether Stubb and Flask might not willingly overlook the sight he sought” (p.543). 

Ahab only seems to trust Fedallah and his men – but that is because they are people who have 

originally been chosen to help him and not the organization. Ahab’s fear is clear in such actions as 

keeping an eye on the White Whale himself, because he does not trust anyone else to catch a sight 

of the animal. It is also apparent in Ahab’s actions against Starbuck, as he even threatens the first 

mate with violence: “Ahab seized a loaded musket from the rack […] and pointing it towards 

Starbuck, exclaimed: ‘There is one God that is Lord over the earth, and one Captain that is lord over 

the Pequod. – On deck!’” (p.485). Due to this fear and lack of trust in the crew, Ahab must make the 

men fear him as well. This mutual fear is what keeps the captain and crew together, even as they 

seem to be striving for the same goal – Ahab’s goal. 

 

When it comes to placing Ahab on the Leadership Grid, his representative leading style is the 9/1 -

style that combines high concern for tasks with low concern for people. This is evident in how Ahab’s 

personal goal of killing Moby Dick is his leading concern, and he is only concerned for the others as 

long as they benefit him and his plans. This is showcased in how he always expects constant and 

complete obedience: “[…] the only homage he ever exacted, was implicit, instantaneous obedience” 

(p.148). And in the end, this rigid and obsessive way of leading and thinking results to the tragedy 

of the Pequod. However, Ahab does sometimes pretend to have concern for people, if it benefits 

him and therefore, he also suits the type of a paternalistic and maternalistic leader, who has concern 

for both sides, but does not bring the concerns together. Therefore, Ahab is a ‘benevolent dictator’, 

who sees the tasks and people as being separate from one another. Ahab also fits the type of an 

opportunistic leader, who will choose any leader style, if it suits his needs. He can be considerate 

towards people, like he is with Pip (1,9), or he can cease leading all-together (1,1) if he does not feel 

that he will gain from it, as in the beginning of the voyage when he hands all command to Starbuck. 
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However, the leader styles that he does not seem to use are the 5/5 style and the 9/9 style. This is 

because Ahab is a man of extremes, whether it is to achieve something morally good or bad and he 

does not compromise unless to manipulate others. Also, he cannot reach the team management 

(9,9) style, because at no point in the novel is he leading the crew to reach a common goal and 

therefore, he cannot bring the concerns together. 

 

Ahab is a charismatic leader, who has many characteristics that make it easy to follow him, such as 

intelligence, great oratory skills, passion, emotional intelligence, empathy, and experience in his 

field. However, he constantly uses these things to manipulate others and does not see others as 

proper human beings. Therefore, the main component of transformational leadership is missing 

from his leadership style, which makes his leading superficially transforming. In the ideal case, both 

the leader and the followers are changed in the leadership process, but in Moby-Dick, nobody really 

changes or is morally uplifted. The fact that Ahab manages to make almost everyone support his 

own goal is only partial and temporal, and Ahab knows this. Throughout the story, he must use his 

skills to keep the crew’s mind fixed on his quest for revenge. Therefore, what could be a successful 

whaling operation, turns into a tragedy, which also showcases the dangers of pseudo-

transformational leadership and individual leadership in general. Ahab’s story can be seen as a 

representation of how leadership can be misused and therefore, Moby-Dick can be a useful story to 

look at, when one wants to enliven the many leadership theories that are often far too abstract. 

 

3.3. Starbuck 
 

Starbuck is the first mate on the Pequod, which means that he is the highest on the list of officers 

on the ship, right after Captain Ahab. Starbuck has required his position by skills and competence, 

but also by his own characteristics. In this way, he reminds Queequeg who is also someone with 

great skills and leadership, but without the social status to rise in the ranks of the Pequod, or on the 

social ladder ashore. Out of all the people who Captain Ahab interacts with, Starbuck is the most 

willing and able to confront him: "[…] Starbuck, almost the only man who had ever ventured to 

oppose him with anything in the slightest degree approaching to decision" (p.544). As a person he 

is very different from Ahab, who is unreliable and erratic. Stubb, the second mate describes Starbuck 

with the words "'Starbuck, there is as careful a man as you'll find anywhere in this fishery'" (p.116). 
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He has a strong sense of morals, and he genuinely cares about the crew, even when he does not 

agree with all that they do. These characteristics are in stark contrast with Ahab's and due to these 

differences the two men are constantly at odds with one another. Starbuck is anxious to comment 

on wrongdoings, even when it threatens his life and position, making him the captain's adversary 

and the voice of the organization that he tries to work for, despite Ahab and his quest. 

 

Despite this rift between the two men, Ahab often leaves the practical matters of leading the ship 

to Starbuck. Therefore, he is the one who must articulate goals to the crew members and make 

short-term decisions. This is especially evident in the beginning of the voyage when the captain is 

absent from the deck and Starbuck occupies his position. Even after the top-ranking officers begin 

to disagree and openly show hostility to one another, Ahab still assigns Starbuck with the most 

demanding jobs, which shows that despite their differences Ahab respects Starbuck's role and 

competence - even as this is part of Ahab scheme to keep Starbuck obedient to him. “’He waxes 

brave, but nevertheless obeys; most careful bravery that”’ murmured Ahab, as Starbuck 

disappeared” (p.485). Starbuck demonstrates many features that are found in transformational 

leadership theory. He possesses both strong moral values and desire to influence, setting a good 

role model for the crew, who are often faltering at the mercy of Captain Ahab. Starbuck shares the 

same goals and motives with the crew, even as Ahab tries to distract them from it, "for, thought 

Starbuck, I am here in this critical ocean to kill whales for my living, and not to be killed by them for 

theirs; and that hundreds of men had been so killed Starbuck well knew" (p.116-117). Part of 

Starbuck's responsibility comes from him seeing things in a realistic light; for him, whaling is a job - 

albeit a rare and very dangerous job, but a job, nevertheless. Naive Ishmael may wax poetic about 

the art of whaling, careless Stubb may joke about it and take unnecessary risks, and furious Ahab 

can turn the whole voyage into a quest for petty revenge, but Starbuck never loses his sights on 

what he and the men are on the ship for, and he is not afraid to vocalize this: 

’But what’s this long face about, Mr. Starbuck; wilt thou not chase the white whale? art not game 
for Moby Dick?’  

‘I am game for his crooked jaw, and for the jaws of Death too, Captain Ahab, if it fairly comes in 
the way of the business we follow; but I came here to hunt whales, not my commander’s 
vengeance. How many barrels will thy vengeance yield thee even if thou gettest it, Captain Ahab? 
it will not fetch thee much in our Nantucket market (p.166) 

Despite the danger of standing up to the captain, it helps to keep him grounded and offers solace 

to the sailors, who are otherwise at the mercy of the captain's whims.  
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Starbuck is also attentive when it comes to his crew and he makes decisions based on their needs 

and motives, which ensures that the mood on the Pequod stays genial and therefore, makes the 

men more obedient:  

Stubb, his second mate, flushed with conquest, betrayed an unusual but still good-natured 
excitement. Such an unwonted bustle was he in that the staid Starbuck, his official superior, 
quietly resigned to him for the time the sole management of affairs" (p.300)  

This individualized consideration is the key element when differentiating between transformational 

and pseudo-transformational leadership, and like with any other genuine transformational leader, 

Starbuck has this practice as one of his guiding features. Also, Starbuck's character is noble enough 

to let go of his position and power when it serves the common good and helps to reach the 

organization’s goals. When he makes decisions and plans, he is more concerned with his task at 

hand than personal gain and will even help those who he disagrees with. Even after being 

threatened by his captain, he takes care of Ahab after his failed attempt to kill Moby Dick: “[…] as 

instead of standing by himself he still half-hung upon the shoulder of Starbuck, who had thus far 

been the foremost to assist him” (p.567). In the light of certain leadership theories, such noble 

characteristics can be seen as a flaw - as there are several approaches and theorists who see 

effective leadership always as one person's quest for private gain. However, in the light of 

transformational leadership theory, Starbuck's self-less qualities are a foundation for great 

leadership. He is, as Bass and Steidlmeier (2004) wrote of a true transformational leader: concerned 

about developing his followers into leaders. 

 

Despite Starbuck's many great qualities and transformational leadership behaviours, he lacks in few 

key elements. While he has a strong moral compass and great competence in doing his job, his self-

confidence is not sufficient for him to truly challenge Captain Ahab. In the face of a moral dilemma, 

such as when he is considering whether he should kill or usurp Ahab, he will rather submit to Ahab 

than do what is right for himself and the crew: 

But is there no other way? no lawful way? – Make him a prisoner to be taken home? What! hope 
to wrest this old man’s living power from his own living hands? Only a fool would try it. Say he 
were pinioned even; knotted all over with ropes and hawsers; chained down to ring-bolts on this 
cabin floor; he would be more hideous than a caged tiger, then. I could not endure the sight […] 
(p.522) 

In this scene Starbuck lacks bravery and does what he thinks is the right thing as an officer, but not 

as a leader. As Calhoun (2009) writes in his article Captain Vere as Outsider and Insider: Military 
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Leadership in Billy Budd, Sailor: “absolute rigidity, while an admirable quality in those sailors who 

only need to follow orders, proves to be a liability in a leader who must navigate gray areas” (p.2). 

This rigidness of character prevents him from reaching his potential as a leader and transforming 

himself and the other men. Starbuck’s fate is to remain mediocre and Ishmael laments how “[…] the 

complete abasement of poor Starbuck’s fortitude, scarce might I have the heart to write it; for it is 

a thing most sorrowful, nay shocking, to expose the fall of valor in the soul” (p.117). It can be argued 

that this is one of the main factors in the tragic fate of the Pequod, when the only person standing 

in Captain Ahab's way is Starbuck, yet Starbuck cannot usurp him. Ahab uses his emotional 

intelligence to decode Starbuck’s weaknesses and then uses them against him, for example when 

he tells the mate that he has the crew behind him: “the crew, man, the crew! Are they not one and 

all with Ahab, in this matter of the whale?” (p.167). Whether Starbuck has been chosen by Captain 

Ahab or by Peleg and Bildad, is never explicitly mentioned in the novel. If he was Ahab's choice for 

the first mate position, then it is possible that Ahab chose him especially for his desire to follow the 

rules and the words of his superiors. This would give an advantage to Ahab - here would be someone 

who would be capable of leading, but also someone who would not desire power for the sake of 

power and act selfishly: the way Ahab does himself. 

 

In many ways, Starbuck resembles Zaleznik’s (1977) ideas about managers. Starbuck is the person 

on the Pequod who is trying to preserve and fight for the organization’s traditions, and fights against 

the change that Ahab is imposing. This is because Starbuck has accepted the duties of his profession 

as his own. He perfectly encompasses the attributes that Zaleznik argues belong to managers, as “it 

takes neither genius nor heroism to be a manager, but rather persistence, toughmindedness, hard 

work, intelligence, analytical ability and, perhaps most important, tolerance and good will” (p.26). 

Starbuck loves order and stability and is frightened by Ahab’s tactics of subversion. He tries to solve 

this tension by confronting it but cannot cause more disruption as it is against his nature:  

For an instant in the flashing eyes of the mate, and his fiery cheeks, you would have almost thought 
that he had really received the blaze of the levelled tube. But, mastering his emotion, he half 
calmly rose, and he quitted the cabin, paused for an instant and said: ‘Thou hast outraged, not 
insulted me, sir; but for that I ask thee not to beware of Starbuck; thou wouldst but laugh; but let 
Ahab beware of Ahab; beware of thyself, old man,’ (p.485)  

Zaleznik (1977) points out that a managerial position often resembles that of a diplomat or a 

mediator, which role suits Starbuck well. However, in Moby-Dick these characteristics become a 

flaw when they are used to solve a conflict with a pseudo-transformational leader like Ahab. 
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Therefore, Starbuck’s greatest strengths have “[…] been subdued by the superior intellect and will 

of Ahab” (Young, 1960, p.105) and he is held back by his own nature. 

 

On the Leadership Grid, Starbuck’s leadership manoeuvres somewhere between middle-of-the-

road management (5/5) and team management (9/9). In many ways he combines a high (9) concern 

for tasks and a high (9) concern for people, as Starbuck does not see these two goals in conflict with 

one another but as two sides that can be combined. With Starbuck, the working environment is 

motivated and great for attaining the organization’s goals and satisfy the crew’s personal needs. 

Under his command, the Pequod works as it should be: “as before, the attentive ship having descried 

the whole fight, again came bearing down to the rescue […]” (p.567).  However, as Starbuck is still 

Ahab’s subordinate and is not able to properly challenge the incompetent captain, his leadership 

style does not reach its peak, except during brief intervals when Ahab is not there to interfere or 

when Starbuck momentarily gains the upper hand from Ahab: “overhearing Starbuck, the panic-

stricken crew instantly ran to the braces – though not a sail was left aloft. For the moment all the 

aghast mate’s thoughts seemed theirs; they raised a half mutinous cry” (p. 516). Starbuck’s average 

leading does not transform into team management, which could be possible if Starbuck and the 

crew could work towards the organization’s goal in peace. Therefore, Starbuck’s leading style ends 

up being middle-of-the-road management with average concern (5) for both people and the tasks, 

as the Pequod’s voyage is not able to reach any of its original goals and both concerns are left 

unfulfilled.  

 

It can be argued that if Ahab had stayed away, as he does in the early parts of the voyage, hiding in 

his cabin, and Starbuck could have led the men on the Pequod, the whaling expedition would have 

resulted in a success for the organization, as its real goal of profit would have been fulfilled. Starbuck 

is the leader and captain that the owners thought they could see in old Ahab, as Starbuck has 

experience, charisma, and intelligence. He is the character in Moby-Dick who comes closest to 

reaching the ideal transformational leader but cannot do so as Ahab stands in his way, as he is 

superior to Starbuck in every way, except morally. According to Northouse (2010) “transformational 

leadership results in performance that goes well beyond what is expected" (p.179), but with 

Starbuck the ideal is not realized. It is the first mate’s flaw that he reaches for an acceptable situation 

that he can live with but does not strive for the best possible outcome for himself, the crew, or the 

organization, because it would mean that he would either have to kill Ahab or capture him. 
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Abandoning these options as too difficult or morally corrupt, he manages to avoid the ultimate 

conflict with Ahab, but not the conflict with the White Whale and that costs his life. 

 

3.4. Stubb and Flask 
 

Second mate Stubb and third mate Flask are the most powerful men on the Pequod after Ahab and 

Starbuck – at least, according to their rank. They control their own boats during the whale hunting, 

making them captains of their own ships in a smaller scale. Narrator Ishmael certainly places much 

importance on them and their role on the ship, describing them (and Starbuck) as  

[…] momentous men. They it was who by universal prescription commanded three of the Pequod's 
boats as headsmen. In that grand order of battle in which Captain Ahab would probably marshal 
his forces to descend on the whales, these three headsmen were as captains of companies (p.120) 

While Stubb and Flask have similar roles to that of Starbuck's, they are different leaders compared 

to the first mate. In comparison to Starbuck's serious and valiant leader style, the lesser mates are 

humorous and laid-back, resembling the other sailors on the ship and therefore working as a link 

between the most powerful leaders and the followers. However, this does not mean that the crew 

members trust the mates in everything, as in the case of the Town-Ho’s story about a whaling voyage 

gone wrong that never reaches the ears of the superiors, even when the knowledge could benefit 

them: “by such a strange delicacy, to call it so, were they governed in this matter, that they kept the 

secret among themselves so that it never transpired abaft the Pequod’s main-mast” (p.249). The 

reason for this could be that the crew sees the mates as part of Ahab’s team and are therefore 

scared to tell them something that could anger the captain. 

 

As a leader, Stubb can be attentive to the needs of the crew and sometimes goes to great lengths 

to make sure they are taken care of, such as when Queequeg has been given the gruelling task of 

butchering a whale and one of the sailors gives the harpooner ginger water instead of liquor as is 

the usual custom. Stubb is irritated by this, as he knows that spiced water will not do the man any 

good and he remarks, "'[…] what the devil is ginger, I say, that you offer this cup to our poor 

Queequeg here?'” Later, “[…] Stubb reappeared, he came with a dark flask in one hand - the first 

contained strong spirits and was handed to Queequeg […]" (p.330-331). Stubb is also emotionally 

intelligent and can read the crew members and even his superiors very well. Even the ship’s 

carpenter points out how Stubb is the one who best knows Ahab in the whole ship: “Stubb knows 
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him best of all, and Stubb always says he’s queer” (p.482) and indeed, Stubb makes many keen 

observations during the story, especially about the captain: 

[…] you could almost see that thought turn in him as he turned, and pace in him as he paced; so 
completely possessing him, indeed, that it all but seemed the inward mould of every outer 
movement. 

’D’ye mark him, Flask?’ whispered Stubb; ‘the chick that’s in him pecks the shell. ‘Twill soon be 
out’ (p.163).  

After this observation, it does not take long for Ahab to call everyone to the deck and reveal his true 

intentions for the first time in the novel. The analysing of Ahab is interesting considering that Stubb 

is the first man on the Pequod to have a conflict with Ahab, who shouts at the mate:  

’then be called ten times a donkey, and a mule, and an ass, and begone, or I’ll clear the world of 
thee!’ As he said this, Ahab advanced upon him with such overbearing terrors in his aspect, that 
Stubb involuntarily retreated (p.128)  

After this incident, Stubb has a nightmare about the captain and learns his lesson to never question 

Ahab again, but he still keeps an eye on the older man as well as everyone else. Despite being “good-

humoured, easy, and careless” (p.118) Stubb is one of the most intelligent members on the ship. 

 

However, Stubb is far from being perfect and can treat those harshly, who he thinks are not doing 

their work properly. This is especially the case with two black members of the crew: cook Fleece and 

little boy Pip. Drunk Stubb harasses the cook after he claims his whale stake to be over-cooked – 

this is followed by an absurd scene where Stubb forces the cook to make a sermon for the sharks 

that are eating a whale carcass, which leaves the cook to remark how Stubb is much like a shark 

himself: “’Wish, by gor! whale eat him, ‘stead of him eat whale. I’m bressed if he ain’t more of shark 

dan Massa Shark hisself’, muttered the old man, limping away” (p.307). This is something neither 

Ahab nor Starbuck (albeit for different reasons) would do, as it is humiliating, unnecessary and 

serves no real purpose than to be a strange sort of punishment. In the case of Pip, the boy is left to 

drown after he falls off Stubb's whaling boat: “Stubb’s inexorable back was turned upon him; and 

the whale was winged. In three minutes, a whole mile of shoreless ocean was between Pip and 

Stubb” (p.425). Before this, the second mate has threatened the boy not to fall or to stay behind, 

but even after the warning, leaving the boy to drown seems a cruel act that leaves Pip mentally 

unwell for the rest of his life. Even as Ishmael tries to protect Stubb by saying that we should not 

blame “Stubb too hardly” (p.426), it is difficult to see this as anything but a failure regarding 

leadership. His style is that of a transactional leader, as Stubb either rewards or punishes his crew 
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members for what he thinks is a great or a poor performance, but it is often difficult discern why 

certain punishments or rewards are given. 

 

Stubb also uses manipulation if it is for the good of the organization. In chapter 91 the Pequod Meets 

the Rose-Bud, he deceives the crew and the captain of the ship Rose-Bud, fooling them to let go of 

a whale that Stubb claims to be carrying a lethal disease that could transfer to humans. In this way 

he secures a valuable haul of ambergris, while showcasing level-headedness:  

he therefore held his peace on that head, but otherwise was quite frank and confidential with him, 
so that the two quickly concocted a little plan for both circumventing and satirizing the Captain, 
without his at all dreaming of distrusting their sincerity (p.416) 

This deceit results in a great success that has the crew of his boat in "[…] high excitement, eagerly 

helping their chief, and looking as anxious as gold-hunters" (p.418). By doing this, the second mate 

takes into consideration the authentic desires of his men, unlike Captain Ahab, who tries to 

substitute the motives of the men with that of his own and even halts Stubb from getting more 

ambergris by hurrying the crew along. As Young (1960) notices “Stubb might have been the captain 

of the Bachelor” (p.105), a ship that the Pequod meets on the sea. The Bachelor has had tremendous 

success in whaling and is returning home as “everything was filled with sperm, except the captain’s 

pantaloons pockets” (p.502). This is the kind of success the Pequod’s crew might take part in if Stubb 

had been a captain instead of Ahab, and the organization could do its duty under a capable, if not a 

brilliant captain like Stubb. In the ideal situation, Stubb might not reach true transformational 

leadership, but he could be a great manager, as managers “maintain the balance of operations” 

(Zaleznik, 1970, p.25), which seems to be what Stubb strives for on the Pequod, as he carefully 

avoids conflict with Ahab, but pressures everyone else to do their best for the common good. 

 

While Stubb is an important character and leader in the story, same cannot be said about his closest 

officer Flask. Quite often the third mate is simply lumped together with his senior or plays the role 

of a soundboard for the more humorous mate’s antics, such as when the two are discussing 

Fedallah: “’But see here, Stubb, I thought you a little boasted just now, that you meant to give 

Fedallah a sea-toss, if you got a good chance” (p.335). Ishmael mostly describes Flask’s physical side 

and his hatred of whales: “but little King-Post was small and short, and at the same time little King-

Post was full of a large and tall ambition […]” (p.226). He is a fiery man, who has great skill in whaling 

and can also lead his own boat in the chase, but in many ways, Flask is the perfect subordinate and 
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not a leader. This may be due to the difficult role that Flask has on the Pequod, as he is a ranking 

officer, but the least of them, which means that he has some power on the ship, but not very much. 

In many ways the harpooners are far more powerful than Flask is, because they are not held back 

by rank as much. This dilemma of whether Flask has something to offer on the ship or not, is 

something that Ishmael also seems to struggle with, as he at times points out “the pervading 

mediocrity in Flask” (p.190). However, at other times Ishmael praises him with the other mates:  

[…] it was especially the aspect of the three chief officers of the ship, the mates, which was most 
forcibly calculated to allay these colorless misgivings, and induce confidence and cheerfulness in 
every presentment of the voyage. Three better, more likely sea-officers and men, each in his own 
different way, could not readily be found […] (p.124) 

But even when Flask is praised, he is praised together with the others and not because of his own 

merits. 

 

Both Flask and Stubb have more in common with Ahab’s irregular and passionate leading, than they 

do with Starbuck’s orderly and cool style, but like Starbuck, they are also lacking in self-confidence 

and are not as dominant as Ahab is. They never pose a threat to the captain, in the same way that 

Starbuck does, because their leadership style is mainly transactional and therefore, cannot move 

the crew to challenge Ahab. While Flask and Stubb motivate and inspire their crew members to 

strive for better outcomes, both with moral and intellectual support, especially on their own boats, 

their example is always overshadowed by the fear that Captain Ahab instils on the sailors and 

themselves: “the three mates quailed before his strong, sustained, and mystic aspect. Stubb and 

Flask looked sideways from him; the honest eye of Starbuck fell downright” (p.169). Also, it is rather 

difficult to pinpoint where these two mates fit in the Leadership Grid, as they do not fully represent 

any of the main five styles, but the closest style could be the average middle-of-the-road 

management (5,5). Flask and Stubb never use their power to its full extent, as their leadership 

contains merely transactional elements and few transformational elements. As transactional 

leaders, they are also somewhat unreliable and inconsistent, leaving the crew confused as to what 

the outcomes of certain actions could be. Quite often the two mates seem more like regular crew 

members than leaders, as their somewhat comical and relaxed leading does not create enough 

friction to challenge either Ahab’s or Starbuck’s choices. This is especially the case with Flask, whose 

leadership leaves a smaller impression than that of Stubb’s - Ishmael does not mention the third 

mate often, and as for the plot of the story, he does not have much of an effect. While Stubb at 

times showcases great leadership, he does not take the situation seriously enough, despite his keen 
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observations. The tragic story of the Pequod is partially the result of the lacking leadership of these 

two men, but in the social framework of the ship and because of the leadership styles of their 

superiors, the mates do not have much room for making a difference, especially with average level 

leadership skills. 

 

3.5. Queequeg, Tashtego and Daggoo 
 

When thinking about Moby-Dick and leadership, most would naturally only think of Captain Ahab, 

or in some cases, the three mates. Therefore, it might be strange to consider the three harpooners 

as leaders – and in light of many theories analysing them in this context would not make sense. 

However, even as it can be argued that Queequeg, Tashtego and Daggoo are mere assistants on the 

Pequod, they have a great impact on the crew and are vital for the organization’s success. If we look 

at the definition of leadership by Northouse (2010), the key elements of leadership are: it is a 

process, it involves influence, it occurs in groups and includes a common goal. When leadership is 

defined in this way, we can see that all these elements are present if we examine the behaviour and 

impact of these harpooners. They influence their crew to achieve a common goal, whether the goal 

is the organization’s goal or Ahab’s goal. The fact that their influence is used to achieve something 

that is not a real common goal, is not their fault, but the fault of a flawed organization that has 

chosen a captain that should not be leading them. Also, the leadership potential of these men is 

hampered by the fact that they cannot rise in the ranks of the organization due to their background. 

The leadership roles that should belong to the harpooners, have been given to others, who are less 

likely to achieve great outcomes. 

 

Queequeg, Tashtego and Daggoo are powerful men in their own communities who lose much of 

their power in the "civilized" world due to their race - especially when it comes to Queequeg who is 

a real Prince in his own tribe: “[…] Queequeg was the son of a King, and Queequeg budged not” 

(p.57). However, he is not treated as such by the other sailors or common folk he meets outside his 

home island. In their own homes, Queequeg, Tashtego and Daggoo would be respected as 

important individuals, but in the 19th century North America they are only respected because they 

do a better job at whaling than their white counterparts, and even then, they are often treated as 

strange savages. For example, in chapter 13 Wheelbarrow a white man insults Queequeg only later 

to be rescued the same man he had harassed. The incident shows how the pagan must always earn 
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the respect of others: “all hands voted Queequeg a noble trump; the captain begged his pardon. 

From that hour I clove to Queequeg like a barnacle; yea, till poor Queequeg took his last long dive” 

(p.63). The harpooners are destined to be outsiders and band together, even when the only thing 

that they have in common is that they are different from the white sailors - at least, superficially. 

However, this does not mean that they lack influence or leadership, it is just that they are not offered 

the position through a given title, or because of their place in society. In relation to this, Northouse 

(2010) mentions a transformational leadership concept, created by Kouzes and Posner (1987, 2002), 

which introduces a leadership action called Model the Way where leaders must clearly articulate 

their moral values. Quite like the harpooners, “exemplary leaders set a personal example for others 

by their own behaviours. They also follow through on their promises and commitments and affirm 

the common values that they share with others” (Northouse, 2010, p.184). 

  

There is a clear distinction between the roles of the men on board of the Pequod and their roles on 

land. The microcosm of the Pequod is in some ways more equal and consistent than the society in 

Nantucket and the rest of North America. The way the different roles are distributed on the ship 

makes it easier for the team to work together, especially under duress, which makes the ordinary 

crew members look out for someone to provide them with structure, safety, and encouragement: 

“’Woo-hoo! Wa-hee!’ screamed the Gay-Header in reply, raising some old war-whoop to the skies; 

as every oarsman in the strained boat involuntarily bounced forward with the one tremendous 

leading stroke which the eager Indian gave” (p.293). This works in favour for the three harpooners, 

who benefit from their set roles and cannot be treated without some semblance of respect without 

the fear of disturbing the power structure on the ship. On shore, the racial prejudice is far more 

encompassing and does not give the men much room to manoeuvre. However, even as the Pequod 

offers Queequeg, Tashtego and Daggoo some more freedom and esteem, that does not mean, that 

any point of the events could any of the three men rise higher in the ranks. The roles of captain and 

the three mates are always out of their reach, whether they possess the desired characteristics of a 

leader or not. In the end, it does not matter how many times Ishmael compares his valiant friend to 

kings or asks the reader to “drive down your hat in the presence of the Czar, and take it off to 

Queequeg! […] I account that man more honorable than that great captain of antiquity who boasted 

of taking as many walled towns” (p.113-114). 
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The surprising friendship between Ishmael and Queequeg that blossoms at the early stages of the 

novel, highlights many of the good qualities that Queequeg has. At the beginning, Ishmael is even 

afraid of the other man: “I confess I was now as much afraid of him as if it was devil himself who 

had thus broken into my room at the dead of the night” (p.22). However, not much later he praises 

the same man vividly: 

All this struck me as mighty singular; yet, upon second thoughts, there was something almost 
sublime in it. Here was a man some twenty thousand miles from home […] thrown among people 
as strange to him as though here were in the planet Jupiter; and yet he seemed entirely at his 
ease; preserving the utmost; content with his own companionship; always equal to himself (p.52). 

Ishmael needs someone to show him the ropes of whaling and Queequeg naturally takes the role of 

a leading individual in their relationship. While the islander is more dominant of the two, he never 

stops treating Ishmael as an equal and even shows him affection that is sorely lacking in the other 

leader-follower combinations in the story. Queequeg genuinely cares for his friend, as well as the 

other men on the Pequod, treating them with care and respect even when he could easily be 

dismayed by how others treat him. Even as a prince, he never demands royal treatment or wants to 

be treated differently, often working harder than anyone else:  

Be it said, that in this vocation of whaling, sinecures are unknown; dignity and danger go hand in 
hand; till you get to be Captain, the higher you rise the harder you toil. So with poor Queequeg 
who, as harpooner, must not only face all the rage of the living whale, but […] mount his dead 
back in a rolling sea (p.486-487) 

The friendship between Ishmael and Queequeg transforms them both and makes them better 

people, in the true sense of transformational leadership process. Although such theories are not 

applied to relationships between two people, that does not mean that even the events of friendship 

do not include some level of leadership, as in the case of the two, very different men. 

 

Ishmael himself gives credit to the harpooners just by the sheer amount storytelling space that he 

gives them. The harpooners are the only members of the crew that are introduced in the same way 

as the captain and the three mates,  

[…] each mate or headsman, like a Gothic Knight of old, is always accompanied by his boat steerer 
or harpooner […] and moreover, as there generally subsists between the two, a close intimacy and 
friendliness; it is therefore but meet, that in this place we set down who the Pequod's harpooners 
were, and to what headsmen each of them belonged (p.120-121) 

The hard work and ethic of the harpooners makes a lasting impression on Ishmael, who even leaves 

the last portion of his account of the voyage on the Pequod to them: “[…] the pagan harpooners still 
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maintained their sinking lookouts on the sea” (p.582). The last man above water is Tashtego who 

dies with his fist up in the air, when the ship slowly sinks and takes the crew with it. Quite often, the 

harpooners act almost as symbols of power and courage in the story, for example when Queequeg 

is the hope of the whole boat crew when they have been capsized in the chase: 

[…] after many failures Starbuck contrived to ignite the lamp in the lantern; then stretching it on 
a waif pole, handed it to Queequeg as the standard-bearer of this forlorn hope. There, then, he 
sat, holding up that imbecile candle in the heart of that almighty forlornness. There, then, he sat, 
the sign and symbol of a man without faith, hopelessly holding up hope in the midst of despair 
(p.231). 

In this scene, instead of Starbuck, Queequeg is the one who is leading by his example and keeping 

the men’s hopes up in a dire situation. Moreover, these are the valiant qualities that Captain Ahab 

reaches, as his power is always selfish and leads to everyone else’s destruction. Queequeg’s power 

rises from his humanity, as he thinks “‘It’s a mutual, joint-stock world, in all meridians. We cannibals 

must help these Christians’” (p.63), even as he has been treated harshly by those same Christians. 

 

Almost all the most difficult jobs at the ship are assigned to the three harpooners, such as when 

Tashtego does a perilous job while butchering a whale and subsequently nearly drowns. He is only 

saved by Daggoo and Queequeg, who risk their own lives despite the demands of the rest of the 

crew to let him die. Daggoo shows level-headedness by reacting the fastest: "'man overboard!' cried 

Daggoo, who amid the general consternation first came to his senses" (p.350) and right after this 

Queequeg shows extreme bravery by going after his friend: "the next, a loud splash announced that 

my brave Queequeg had dived to the rescue" (p.352). These examples show how these three men 

are their own leaders, who do not follow anyone beside the captain and their assigned mates but 

are willing to disobey them if it goes against their morals. Also, the way Ishamel introduces Tashtego 

and Daggoo likens them to royalty, even though they are not real royals the same way Queequeg is. 

Ishmael asks  

to look at the tawny brawn of his lithe snaky limbs, you would almost have credited the 
superstitions of some of the earlier Puritans, and half-believed this wild Indian to be a son of the 
Prince of the Powers of the Air. Tashtego was Stubb the second mate's squire (p.121).  

While the sheer physical size of Daggoo makes Ishmael think of not only a royal, but a whole castle. 

When the physical size and strength is combined with his agreeable character it makes Daggoo a 

formidable man, who would undoubtedly be a leader amongst his own people. While the physical 

characteristics of the harpooners and mates are very different, the position of the mates reflects 
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the position of their squires. When Starbuck chooses Queequeg as his harpooner, he simultaneously 

makes Queequeg the first of the harpooners - "first of all was Queequeq, whom Starbuck, the chief 

mate, had selected for his squire" (p.121). Considering Starbuck's nature, his choice of Queequeg 

tells a lot about how good Queequeg is as a harpooner and a part of the team. Starbuck and 

Queequeg share many humane qualities that make them the most transformational leaders in 

Moby-Dick.  

 

However, the exemplary leading that Queequeg, Tashtego and Daggoo showcase will never reach 

its full potential, because they are effectively tied by their social status. In another, more equal 

setting, they might be able to have a greater influence. In essence, while the mates do not use all 

the power they have for the benefit of everyone, the harpooners gain more power than their 

position could allow, especially compared to how their status would be on land. Therefore, the 

harpooners’ placement on the Leadership Grid mirrors those of the mates – they can sometimes 

reach the ideal leadership style of team management (9,9), that combines greatest concern for both 

tasks and people, but most of the time they land on the middle of grid with middle-of-the-road 

management (5,5). However, in the harpooners’ case, this is because they are so low in the 

hierarchy on the ship and in the society in general, and not because of their choices. I argue that if 

these three men could hold the positions of the mates, they would do a better job than Stubb and 

Flask, and maybe even Starbuck who seems timid and constrained compared to someone like 

Queequeg, who is the strongest leader amongst the harpooners. 

 

3.6. The Gams 
 

Moby-Dick is a vast novel that could be studied from many angles, and therefore, to get a full picture 

of the leadership presentation in the book, it is important to look further than actions and 

personalities of the main characters. The nine gams of the Pequod offer alternative leadership 

models to those of Ahab’s, just as these different captains and their crews have different attitudes 

towards the White Whale. In chapter 53, Ishmael explains that a gam is  

a social meeting of two (or more) Whale-ships, generally on a cruising-ground; when, after 
exchanging hails, they exchange visits by boats’ crews: the two captains remaining, for the time, 
on board of one ship, and the two chief mates on the other (p.247) 
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Young writes (1960) that “these social meetings, or gams, have been considered usually as essential 

varying interludes, as individual dramatic scenes, or as separate significant episodes. […] no other 

group of chapters contributes such coherence to the developing action” (p.98). Young also notes 

that, in Moby-Dick, “[…] the nine gams of the Pequod are meetings with other possible worlds” 

(p.98). Therefore, the aim of this section is to look at the leadership that can be found on the nine 

different ships or “worlds” that the Pequod comes across during its voyage – how they differ from 

that of the Pequod’s, how they may be similar and whether these alternatives are successful in terms 

of leadership.  

 

The first ship that the Pequod meets is the Albatross in chapter 52. Not much of the other ship or its 

crew is learned, as the gam never properly takes place due to heavy waves and loss of the other 

captain’s trumpet. As Young (1960) writes  

what is dramatized in the first gam occurs to some degree in each one, since all communications 
are hazardous, tentative and unsatisfactory- - The first gam, then, is an indication of the future as 
well as a description of the present. A world commanded by a monomaniac is certain to be 
whelmed, because the aid of other worlds is impossible when communication is attended with 
insurmountable difficulties (p.99) 

However, even as the communication fails between the captains, some signs indicate that the 

Albatross has had anything but a successful voyage, despite being “long absent from home” (p.242). 

The ship itself looks rusty and worn, while the seamen are “long-bearded” and “clad in the skins of 

beasts”, while they “swayed and swung over the fathomless sea” (p.242). The strange men do not 

even try to greet the men of the Pequod and only “mildly eye” them as the pass by. The reason for 

this could be that the voyage has failed in catching whales and therefore making profit, which means 

they are going home empty handed. The organization’s goal has not been fulfilled, but we do not 

know whether it is because of poor leadership, lack of experience or just bad luck. The Albatross 

remains a mystery, more of an omen than a ship. Luckily, the second gam offers more insight. 

 

The second ship that the Pequod meets is the Town-Ho. However, unlike with the other gams in the 

book, this meeting in itself is not important, but the standalone story that is told through this 

meeting is the main narrative of the chapter. The story is concerned with a conflict between the 

Town-Ho’s previous chief mate Radney and a seaman called Steelkilt. Unfairly, Radney orders 

Steelkilt to sweep the deck of the ship after he has already exhausted himself with other work and 

even as the sweeping duty is for lesser crew members. Steelkilt then stands up for himself and 
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disobeys the order: “’Mr. Radney, I will not obey you. Take that hammer away, or look to yourself’” 

(p.255). The ignoring of orders eventually leads to Steelkilt assaulting Radney and to an extinguished 

mutiny. In the end, the White Whale takes revenge on the mate on Steelkilt’s behalf and Radney 

dies. In many ways, the leadership on the Town-Ho has failed and caused the situation that leads to 

a tragedy, just as leadership leads the Pequod towards tragedy. Radney uses his higher societal 

position on the ship to act out on his negative feelings towards Steelkilt, without any reason to do 

so, except his own malice that stems from insecurity. On top of this, the captain of the ship sides 

with Radney and the punishments are given unjustly, which means that transactional side of the 

leadership is also not working on the ship. None of the ideals of transformational leadership are met 

through this short story and the actions of Radney mirror that of Ahab’s in many ways, or Stubb’s 

actions towards the cook. 

 

During the third gam, the communication problems continue. The Jeroboam’s captain cannot go to 

the Pequod because of an outbreak on his ship and the conversation between Captain Mayhew and 

Ahab is constantly cut off by either heavy waves or by Gabriel’s shouting. Gabriel is a religious fanatic 

who has managed to get on board the Jeroboam and has turned the crew into his disciples, who 

refuse to work for the captain if he gets rid of the Prophet: “the consequence of all this was, that 

the archangel cared little or nothing for the captain and mates; and since the epidemic had broken 

out, he carried a higher hand than ever […]” (p.323). This means that the Jeroboam has two leaders, 

the real Captain Mayhew and religious leader Gabriel. Naturally, this causes a lot of trouble to the 

captain who has less influence over his subordinates than someone who comes outside of the 

command chain and has different priorities. Gabriel is not interested in leading the organization or 

to hunt whales as “[…] he refused to work except when he pleased” (p.323) and is only there to 

preach to a group of men who are afraid of him and have nowhere to go. Gabriel is another example 

of a pseudo-transformational leader in this story, as despite his prophecies coming true, he 

manipulates the values and goals of the crew, thrives on their fears and ignorance, and causes a 

conflict between the captain and the crew. Also, Captain Mayhew seems to have given up on the 

situation and tolerates Gabriel’s presence, which indicates that his leadership is lacking. Therefore, 

Gabriel is the Jeroboam’s Ahab, who has his own monomania and Mayhew resembles Stubb or Flask, 

who does not rise out of mediocrity to change the situation, even as he is on the top of the rank 

unlike the mates. 
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The Jungfrau, or the Virgin, is the fourth ship to come across the Pequod. The German Captain Derick 

comes on aboard because he does not have enough whale oil for his own lamp, as “his ship was 

indeed what in the Fishery is technically called a clean one (that is, empty one)” (p.360). Therefore, 

the Jungfrau’s voyage has not been successful in catching whales, but as Derick departs the Pequod 

“whales were almost simultaneously raised from the mast-heads of both vessels” (p.360). The 

Nantuckers begin a race to catch a whale with the Germans, with the more experienced crew of the 

Pequod winning in the end. After this, Derick and his men make a naïve mistake and start chasing 

after a finback which they think is a sperm whale, leaving Ishmael to remark “Oh! many are the Fin-

Backs, and many are the Dericks, my friend” (p.370). Despite Derick’s bravado, he is a very innocent 

and inexperienced leader, especially when contrasted with Ahab and his crew. Derick is especially 

innocent when it comes to Moby Dick, but this innocence also protects him unlike Ahab. However, 

the lack of experience is mostly a negative trait in a leader, especially when this results in the crew 

not catching any whales and doing mostly meaningless work that does not result in profit. Derick 

and his men highlight how competent the Pequod’s team can be, when Ahab is not there to obstruct 

them from doing their job. Therefore, the Jungfrau’s appearance is a bittersweet one, even if the 

actions of its leader are somewhat of a comic relief in the story. 

 

The fifth gam is that between the Rose-Bud and the Pequod. The French ship announces its arrival 

not by sight, but by smell. The ship has caught two whales, but one of them has died unmolested 

on the sea and the other has dried up fast after its death, leaving the French with two stinking 

carcasses. Stubb sees this as a sign of inexperience and as he goes on board the other ship, he tells 

the other ship’s chief mate that there is very little sperm to be gained. The Guernsey-man agrees, 

“[…] but, d’ye see, the Captain here won’t believe it; this is his first voyage; he was a Cologne 

manufacturer before” (p.415). Stubb then takes full advantage of the situation, and the language 

barrier between him and the captain, and manages to convince the Rose-Bud’s leader to get rid of 

the whales, even though one of them contains precious ambergris. Stubb then obtains handfuls of 

ambergris, which is worth a lot of money, but is interrupted by Ahab who is always in a hurry. In 

many ways, this gam resembles the previous one. Once again, the Pequod is shown as the 

experienced participant, while the other ship represents innocence and inexperience. Especially 

Stubb is shown as an important member of his team, who is willing to take risks to gain more profit, 

even if he does it by questionable means. Yet, once again, Ahab prevents his crew from making the 
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most of the situation and not because he is ignorant like the captain of the Rose-Bud, but because 

he only cares about his own selfish needs. 

 

In chapter 100, Ahab meets his equal in many ways. The Pequod encounters the Samuel Enderby, a 

whaling ship from London whose captain, Boomer, has also been mutilated by Moby Dick. Despite 

losing his arm, the English captain has a very different outlook on life compared to Ahab. He 

humorously tells the gruesome story when he came to contact with the White Whale, while Ahab 

impatiently listens to his story. At the end, Boomer wisely says:  

no more White Whales for me; I’ve lowered for him once, and that has satisfied me. There would 
be a great glory in killing him, I know that; and there is a ship-load of precious sperm in him, but, 
hark ye, he’s best let alone; don’t you think so, Captain?’ (p.452) 

Here is a leader who uses his intellect to decide and in doing so, is not led by feelings. Unlike Ahab, 

he has made his peace with the tragic event and learned from it, even as he can clearly see that 

killing Moby Dick would bring him glory. Unlike Ahab, Boomer does not centre his leadership on 

personal glory or vengeance, because those goals would only benefit him and no one else. Young 

(1960) writes how “the action of the gam shows that the attitude of the English captain is impossible, 

and strongly underscores the fact that Ahab is isolated, solitary, and monadic in his monomania” 

(p.103). Ahab cannot react with indifference to what he sees as a personal insult to himself, whereas 

Boomer can put his own matters into a larger context. Because of Boomer’s wisdom, his crew is 

saved from the fate of the Pequod’s. 

 

The Bachelor is the seventh ship that the Pequod encounters on the sea. Unlike the other ships in 

the story, the Bachelor “[…] had met with the most surprising success; all the more wonderful, for 

that while cruising in the same seas numerous other vessels had gone entire months without 

securing a single fish” (p.502). Ishmael also draws our attention to the Rachel’s captain who is “Lord 

and master over all this scene […] so that the whole rejoicing drama was full before him, and seemed 

merely contrived for his own individual diversion” (p.503). Contrasted with this is the gloomy and 

stubborn Captain Ahab, who has infected his whole crew with his monomania, while the men on 

the Bachelor celebrate the great success of their voyage. The Bachelor is like a vision from a dream 

where Ahab has let go of his obsession and the crew has been able to reach their full potential as 

individuals, but also as important parts of the organization. However, the next gam with the Rachel 
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could not be more different. The ship’s captain has lost a boat to the chase with the White Whale 

and with them  

[…] a little lad, but twelve years old, whose father with the earnest but unmisgiving hardihood of 
a Nantucker’s paternal love, had thus early sought to initiate him in the perils and wonders of a 
vocation immemorially the destiny of all his race (p.538) 

Captain Gardiner begs Ahab to help him to search for the missing men, but once again Ahab cannot 

be moved by anything other than his own quest for revenge. Young (1960) notes how “just as Stubb 

might have been the captain of the Bachelor, Starbuck might have been the captain of the Rachel; 

neither is a captain because each has surrendered to Ahab’s commands” (p.105). The mates choose 

to follow their leader, which would not be a problem in an effective organization, but under Ahab’s 

rule the act of surrender becomes a failure. 

 

The last gam is with “most miserably misnamed the Delight,” which is only a ghost of a ship after its 

encounter with the White Whale. The “hollow cheeked captain” of this vessel answers to Ahab’s 

inappropriate blood thirst with “’I bury but one of five stout men, who were alive only yesterday; 

but were dead ere night. Only that one I bury; the rest were buried before they died; you sail upon 

their tomb” (p.546). Just as Captain Gardiner’s missing son does not move Ahab to reconsider his 

quest, neither does the plight of the Delight’s. Ahab has been given multiple alternative ways to act 

and to lead, but he chooses the one that leads to destruction. According to Young (1960) the 

alternatives that the last three gams have provided are:  

(1) disbelief in the Whale and action on that disbelief; (2) belief in man and action on that belief; 
or (3) belief in the Whale and inaction on that belief. The Pequod itself presents the other 
possibility; belief in the Whale and action on the belief; the belief is complete, the action is one of 
total understanding, and the conflict brings total destruction (p.106) 

As these alternatives have been chosen by the captains of these different ships, these choices also 

become choices of leadership. In the story, ideal leadership would be to ignore the White Whale, 

either from experience or from lack of knowledge, because hunting such an animal leads to danger 

and destruction. Even if it was killed, the organization would not benefit from it more than killing 

any other whale on the sea. Therefore, hunting Moby Dick cannot be a common goal as it does not 

benefit anyone. Both ignorance and wisdom would result in success for the organization, but both 

are options that are impossible for Ahab and therefore for his crew. 
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4. Discussion 
 

The previous chapter tried to answer the first question that was posed earlier in the introduction: 

what sort of leadership does Moby-Dick depict, either through its characters or more generally? 

While the characters and different worlds of the ships were analysed, and certain leadership types 

were found, there is still a need to look at the larger themes that emerge from the story. In this 

chapter, I will summarize the findings of the analysis and highlight any overarching concepts, such 

as the difficulty of defining certain characters’ leadership profiles. After that I will be discussing the 

last two questions that have not been answered yet: can the chosen theories be applied to fiction 

and are there any benefits of studying fiction for leadership research and practice? I argue that the 

leadership theories can be useful tools for literature analysis, but in many ways, they remain as 

theories that cannot be applied to complex environments. I also provide some examples on how 

studying fiction is useful for both the practice and research of leadership. Lastly, I will provide some 

examples of similar research on Moby-Dick and compare it to this thesis, as I argue for the benefit 

of the method that has been used in this work. 

 

Out of the seven characters that were studied, Captain Ahab has the clearest profile as a leader. He 

is a pseudo-transformational leader, who uses others for his own benefit and has no scruples about 

manipulating anyone, whether they are his superiors or his crew. While he has some moments of 

humanity, they are not related to leadership specifically, and are too inconsistent and rare. 

However, when it comes to the other characters that were studied, their profiles are more 

complicated. Out of the mates and the harpooners, Starbuck and Queequeg come the closest to 

reaching the ideals of transformational leadership as they both are intelligent, considerate, and 

always try to achieve the common good and the best for their organization. Yet, neither of them 

manages to become the leaders they could be, because Starbuck is not strong enough to win against 

Ahab and Queequeg is held back by his position on the ship, which is tied to his race. In the story, 

Starbuck’s personality causes him to fail as a leader, which is specifically a leadership problem, 

whereas Queequeg’s leadership is held back by the cultural context. On the other hand, the 

leadership of the remaining men is too average to be called transformational and Daggoo, and 

especially Flask, appear to be mere assistants to the others. While Stubb and Tashtego have 

moments of great leadership, they do not rise above their ranks on the ship, as they are held back 

by either their personalities (Stubb) or their status (Tashtego). No one in Moby-Dick emerges as a 
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truly transformational leader, as Ahab is too self-centred and dictatorial, and the others are too 

submissive either because of their characteristics or their positions. While the positions and 

hierarchy should be a tool for the organization to prosper, in Moby-Dick the positions of the men 

prevent organizational success, as the positions are either given to the wrong people (i.e. 

incompetent Ahab as captain, competent Queequeg as a harpooner) or they are too rigid to be 

altered (Starbuck will not usurp Ahab). 

 

When these characters are put on the Leadership Grid (see Figure 2), the same issues continue. 

Once again, Captain Ahab has a clear style when the rest move between styles. Ahab is the only one 

to represent the authority-compliance style (9,1) that combines high concern for tasks (in this case 

his own, and not the organization’s) and low concern for people, as he is willing to sacrifice human 

concerns for the attainment of his own personal goal. He also possesses the characteristics of an 

opportunistic leader, who switches styles according to his own needs, which is part of his 

manipulation tactics to lure the crew to hunt the White Whale. The rest of the characters fall into 

the middle of the Leadership Grid, with middle-of-the-road management (5,5) that combines 

average concern for both people and tasks. The average leadership is a likely style for Flask, but the 

rest of the characters might be able to reach the high-high style of team management (9,9) in an 

ideal situation. However, the strong influence of Captain Ahab prevents the healthy management 

of the organization and therefore, the attainment of personal potential for each man. Yet, even in 

the difficult setting of Moby-Dick, especially Starbuck and Queequeg are the closest of reaching the 

ideal style, even though most of the time they tend to fluctuate somewhere between the two pure 

styles. The analysis shows that placing the characters of a novel into the Leadership Grid is difficult, 

as their behaviours and styles can change based on a given situation. However, the Leadership Grid 

works as a springboard from which the differentiation of leadership styles can begin, even as it 

cannot be fully applied in complex situations. 
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Figure 2. Characters on the Leadership Grid. 

 

The analysis of the gams gave several alternatives to action in the world of the novel, even as some 

of these meetings with other ships were very brief. As I wrote earlier, the choice of whether to hunt 

Moby Dick or not can be considered to include leadership, as it is so crucial to the management of 

the whaling ships in the story. This choice also reflects the overall leadership effectiveness on the 

ships. While the descriptions of these ‘other worlds’ do not provide enough material for an analysis 

of leadership styles as with the Pequod, the nine ships can still be divided to more general categories 

based on their leadership choices (see Table 1). The ships that seem to have the most effective 

leadership and the most success as an organization are the Samuel Enderby and the Bachelor. The 

English ship has come in contact with the White Whale and has suffered from it but has also learned 



54 
 

from the experience and given up hunting the whale. Therefore, the voyage is going well, and the 

organization can concentrate on the real common goal. Whether the Bachelor has met Moby Dick 

is not mentioned, but the success of the voyage means that the leadership has also been successful. 

However, most of the nine ships are struggling in some way. The Jungfrau and the Rose-Bud both 

suffer from lack of experience, even though it makes them ignorant of the White Whale. This means 

that there is a possibility of the attainment of the organizations’ goals in the future, even as it is out 

of reach during the novel’s timeline. Similarly, the Town-Ho and the Jeroboam could have better 

success in the future, but both ships are held back by conflicts between superiors and subordinates, 

which means that the leadership on both ships has failed in some degree.  

 

Lastly, the three ships that are examples of failed voyages and leadership, are the Albatross, the 

Rachel and the Delight. The very first ship to meet the Pequod, the Albatross is also the one with 

least information, but the outer appearance of the ship suggests that the voyage has failed. On the 

other hand, both the Rachel and the Delight have tried to chase Moby Dick and have suffered 

because of it. The Rachel’s captain has lost his son and the purpose of the whaling ship has been 

lost with him, as the ship is mainly concentrated on finding its lost crew members. The Delight has 

also lost men because they have tried to kill the White Whale. Both of these ships and their crews 

are in a crisis, because of bad choices and leadership, but so far, they have managed to avoid 

complete destruction. Therefore, the Pequod and especially Captain Ahab have been given multiple 

options and alternatives to action, but all of them have been ignored. If the crew of the Pequod 

could work in a healthy organization, they might reach the success of the Rachel, but Ahab’s 

presence makes it impossible. Similarly, if Starbuck managed to challenge Ahab further, it would 

cause a conflict on the ship quite like on the Jeroboam, but this might save the lives of the crew. The 

last option would be to hunt Moby Dick but realize after the first or the second day of chase that it 

is futile to try to kill the animal, like the Rachel and the Delight have done. All of these alternatives 

would have been better leadership choices than that of Captain Ahab’s, which leads to complete 

destruction of the Pequod and the end to the organization, which is only left with the owners and 

one member of the crew. All in all, all the nine ships provide better leadership models than the 

Pequod, even when in many ways the Nantucket ship has the most competent leaders and crew. 
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Table 1. The ships categorized and the order of their appearance (from 1 to 9) in Moby-Dick. 

ORGANIZATION 

PROSPERS 

ORGANIZATION 

IN CONFLICT 

INEXPERIENCED 

ORGANIZATION 

ORGANIZATION 

IN A CRISIS 

ORGANIZATION 

CEASES TO EXIST 

The Samuel 

Enderby (6) 

The Bachelor (7) 

The Town-Ho (2) 

The Jeroboam (3) 

The Jungfrau (4) 

The Rose-Bud (5) 

The Albatross (1) 

The Rachel (8) 

The Delight (9) 

The Pequod 

 

The second study question of this thesis is whether the chosen leadership theories can be applied 

to fiction. While I have only studied one novel in this thesis, it is therefore impossible to give a 

universal answer to this. However, I applied two different theories of leadership research in hopes 

that it provides more tools for analysis. Based on the analysis that used transformational leadership 

theory, one pseudo-transformational leader was found in the story, but none that would fit the 

profile of an authentic transformational leader. While Moby-Dick is a tragedy that involves more 

failed leadership than great leadership, it is interesting how far the results of this analysis are from 

the ideals of transformational leadership. The many great qualities and actions posed by Northouse 

(2010) and Bass & Steidlmeier (2004) provide a long list of things that a transformational leader 

should and could do, but the characters of the novel use these skills sparingly, and rarely together. 

Therefore, based on the analysis, it is difficult to take into account followers authentic needs, be 

transparent, confident and inspirational at the same time. As Gosling and Villiers (2012) argue, that 

the problem of leadership and management theory is that it is  

[…] obscure about the experience of leading. Often the more positive aspects are emphasised – 
excitement, potency, moral courage and the sense of achievement and affirmation. But loneliness, 
frustration, envy, disappointment and betrayal are probably ubiquitous and sometimes 
overwhelming aspects of a leader’s life, yet are seldom mentioned, still less examined in any depth 
in standard leadership texts – and that includes the popular books supposedly written for 
practitioners as well as more abstract academic studies. One reason is that these experiences are 
difficult to study in real time, and leaders themselves are not always reliable informants about 
their interior lives and motives (p.1) 

This idealism and focus on great leadership are also evident in transformational leadership theory, 

even as the pseudo-transformational leadership concept has been created to combat these issues. 

However, most leaders will likely fall somewhere between the two extremes, as is the case in Moby-

Dick, where nearly all of the men are either not quite transformational or not transformational at 
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all. However, I argue that it does not mean that these men are not leaders, even as they do not 

reach their best selves or transform others. Moreover, these theories also do not seem to consider 

the historical and cultural context of the leadership. The ahistorical quality of these theories makes 

it possible to apply them in all contexts, but the theories also do not provide tools for the analysis 

of those contexts that it tries to ignore. 

 

Similarly, applying the Leadership Grid provides similar results. While Ahab is clearly a 

representative of the authority-compliance (9,1) style, the other characters do not clearly represent 

any particular style but are combinations of different styles. However, the benefit of the Leadership 

Grid is that it offers more options than mere transformational and pseudo-transformational leaders. 

There are three choices of ineffective leadership, which are results of different attitudes: one is a 

complete lack of leading, one puts too much focus on people, and one is focused merely on tasks. 

The strength of the Leadership Grid is that is also provides a leadership style that represent the 

average leaders, who are the largest group in Moby-Dick. However, the same problem exists here 

as it did with transformational leadership theory: the team management style that combines high 

concern for both tasks and people seems difficult to reach, if not impossible to reach. The ideal 

profiles of both theories do not seem to be practical goals, but theoretical abstracts that are unlikely 

to emerge in the real world. Moreover, in both theories the ideal style is not necessarily the best 

style to be used in every situation. For example, the great qualities that Starbuck possesses are in 

line with transformational leadership ideals and team management style, but in Moby-Dick these 

characteristics and choices become a hindrance. If Starbuck were less transparent and more selfish, 

he might be able to become the captain of the Pequod and save everyone. Similarly, if he put less 

concern on people at times, he would not care about what Ahab thinks of him and he would do 

what must be done for the benefit of the organization. Therefore, while the theories can be useful 

tools for an analysis of a novel, they are still theories that do not necessarily reflect the complicated 

reality of human actions – whether we are looking at fictional or real people. 

 

The world is filled with theories and research on leadership, as well as practical guides to better 

leadership. The study and discussion of leadership seems as complex, or even more complex than 

then the phenomena itself. Therefore, it could seem fruitless to bring the study of fiction to this 

already crowded conversation. However, I argue that there are several strengths to this method, 

which brings us to the last questions of this thesis: what could be the benefits of studying literature 
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for leadership research and practice? Firstly, studying fiction can be a great way of testing out 

leadership theories, especially in settings that might be difficult to study in real life. Even as our 

interpretations of fiction change over time, the benefit of studying a novel is that it is mostly a fixed 

narrative which is not constantly expanding in all directions like the real world. However, a novel 

like Moby-Dick is still complex enough to be a representation of the world and can reveal any 

shortcomings that the leadership theories may have. For example, the analysis showed how difficult 

it is to attain the ideal type of leadership posed by the theories. Melville’s story does not provide a 

glorified account of leadership, which could be the case if real people were interviewed about their 

own leadership skills and history. Therefore, fiction can give a realistic view on the shortcomings of 

leadership and help to improve the theories to be more than utopistic models. Fiction also shows 

the importance of including the followers in the study of leadership through the multiple point of 

view. As I wrote earlier, the Pequod is an organization where the input of every member is important 

to the attainment of goals. Even as the theories claim to include the followers, more could be done 

to showcase the real processes between leaders and followers. For example, the reactions of 

characters to effective qualities of leadership can be different to the reactions posed by the theories. 

Moreover, fiction can help break the ahistorical illusion that is prevalent in the theories. The tragedy 

of the Pequod is not only result of Ahab’s leadership, but also result of complex cultural and 

historical reasons. The leadership theories would benefit from taking the context into account. 

 

Furthermore, literature offers many practical benefits. Through fiction, we can experience events 

and leadership as they happen, but also return to them as they were, and then analyse them. We 

can see through the eyes of Captain Ahab, who might be our opposite in every way, and then see 

the consequences of his choices without having to step on the deck of a whaling ship ourselves. 

Also, in the case of Moby-Dick, we are even provided with alternative choices by other captains and 

with the consequences of their choices. Brawer (2000) writes how imaginative writers can  

[…] show us what the consequences of our actions will likely be. The hindsight that writers give us 
is a real advantage, since we are so often unable to see beyond the immediate moment or 
situation; and we often have trouble resolving distinctively human issues in the workplace with 
finality (p.2)  

Lack of imagination can give a leader or a follower the impression that any given situation has no 

alternatives, but fiction can show them that most of the time that is not the case. Fiction is also not 

linear, which forces us to use our imagination to fill in the gaps of the narrative. This could help us 

better understand the motivations and feelings of others. “[…] imaginative literature is an invaluable 
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but untapped resource for executives trying to understand and resolve perennial human problems 

in business,” (Brawer, 2000, p.1-2), but those who do not lead can also benefit from learning about 

leadership through fiction – as leadership includes everyone, whether one is a captain or a regular 

seaman. 

 

Moby-Dick has been studied from countless of angles over the years, and some have even 

considered the leadership aspect of the novel. Mark R. Patterson compares the authority of Ahab 

over his crew to Ishmael’s authority over the readers in his article Democratic Leadership and 

Narrative Authority in "Moby-Dick" (1984). Patterson argues, among other things, that “Ahab 

ostensibly encompasses all authority aboard the Pequod” (Patterson, 1984, p.292) and that “[…] the 

commonality of the cause erases the distinctions between individuals” (Patterson, 1984, p.295). 

However, even as Patterson (1984) concentrates on authority and this thesis is about leadership, I 

argue that these statements are not entirely true. While Ahab does have the most power on the 

ship, it does not render the others completely powerless - if they were, Ahab would not have to go 

to such great lengths to control everyone. Also, I think that the idea that all the individuals on the 

ship lose their individuality is incorrect. Being forced to follow Ahab does not mean that all 

characters react to his power similarly or lose their identities when chasing Moby Dick. This 

‘monomania’ on Captain Ahab does not do justice to the world and characters of Melville’s novel. 

Similarly, Amy Knoll mostly studies Ahab in Authoritarian and Authorial Power in Herman Melville’s 

Moby-Dick (2013), arguing that “though the scholarship on Ahab is extensive, a closer look at the 

tactical similarities between the character and his author is, I believe, crucial to understanding both 

Ahab’s role in the novel and Melville’s narrative strategies” (p. 41). Even as Knoll (2013) brings the 

author more closely into the analysis of the novel, her article is also mostly about Ahab. Knoll (2013) 

even argues that while Queequeg is an important character in the beginning of the novel, he all but 

disappears from the story once Ahab comes in. I argue that the reason for this is the fact that most 

scholars are so interested in Ahab that they cease to analyse the other characters, even though they 

play important roles in the story. 

 

Existing research on Moby-Dick would benefit from studying leadership and the characters of the 

novel from a wider scope. While the role of Captain Ahab is naturally very important in the novel, 

he is not the only character and, as I have argued, not the only leader in the story. Also, the research 

on Ahab as a character is already so extensive that is hard to see how more could be added to the 
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conversation. To analyse Moby-Dick, one must have a wider scope of study to get a full picture of 

the dynamics and leadership in the novel, as has been done in this thesis. Also, this approach is in 

line with leadership theories that include both leaders and their followers in the leadership process 

and see it as something mutual. While Ahab is an undisputed authority on the Pequod, he is not the 

only part of the organization, nor could the organization function without the others, which is often 

forgotten in the analyses of the novel. In many ways, Moby-Dick is a story of failed leadership, but 

it does not fail simply because of its most famous character. At crucial moments, all the key players 

of the story are unable to resist Ahab’s lust for revenge, whether it is Ahab himself or the members 

of his crew. The common good is pushed aside over and over, just as the analyses of the novel push 

aside everything that is not Ahab. 

 

Based on the findings of this thesis, there is still a great deal more to be analysed through the lens 

of leadership in Moby-Dick, especially when it is not solely related to Ahab. Many of the main 

characters of the story could be analysed in greater detail and some charters were not included at 

all. For example, Fedallah could be an interesting character to be studied as he has power over Ahab 

and therefore, is an important to the leadership choices made. Also, the nine gams offer more 

material for analysis as they could only be studied briefly here due to the scope of this thesis. 

Furthermore, Moby-Dick also contains discussions and examples of historical leaders in Ishmael’s 

many cetology chapters that could not be analysed here but could offer an interesting object of 

study in the future. On top of these examples from the novel itself, future study could include 

different leadership theories that were used in this thesis. Using theories, that do not include the 

ethical aspect of leadership, could provide completely different tools for analysis. For example, it 

could greatly change the analysis of the mates and the harpooners. All in all, many of the findings 

of this thesis could be studied further. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



60 
 

5. Conclusion 
 

The aim of this thesis was to study leadership in Moby-Dick with the help of leadership theories. 

This was done through questions, with the main question being: what sort of leadership is presented 

in novel? To answer this question, two leadership theories were introduced and used as tools for 

analysis. The analysis consisted of more general study and study of seven characters. Based on the 

tools provided, the analysis suggests that Captain Ahab represents pseudo-transformational 

leadership and authority-compliance (9,1) style on the Leadership Grid. However, the other 

characters are mostly those with average leaderships skills, especially as Ahab’s dominance prevents 

them from reaching their potential. The characters closest to reaching the ideal transformational 

leadership and team management (9,9) styles are Starbuck and Queequeg, who fail to do so due to 

their personality or the surrounding culture. Moreover, based on the analysis, Moby-Dick offers 

leadership alternatives in the form of the nine gams that take place in the latter half of the novel. 

Through the analysis of these meetings, four overarching themes were found: ships or organizations 

which are prospering, organizations in conflict, inexperienced organizations and organizations that 

are in a state of crisis – either because they have tried to hunt Moby Dick or because of other reasons 

that are not revealed in the narrative. Finally, the Pequod represents an organization that ceases to 

exist because Ahab is unwilling to let go of his obsession and the ship is destroyed. Therefore, all 

the other ships in the story represent organizations that are in some ways more successful than the 

main organization of the story. 

 

In addition to the main question of this thesis, two reflective questions were also discussed based 

on the findings of the analysis. The first of these questions asked whether the leadership theories 

that were applied offered successful tools to the analysis of fiction. The findings highlighted the fact 

that the theories can be used as springboards for the analysis, but that the theories are not without 

their flaws. Most of the characters that were analysed did not fit the profiles of transformational or 

pseudo-transformational leaders but fell somewhere in between the two extremes. While the 

Leadership Grid provided more options for analysing average leadership, most of the characters 

represented the same style and therefore, some of the nuance was lost. Both theories seem to 

concentrate too much on idealistic leadership qualities, which means that the ideal leadership styles 

are difficult, if not impossible to attain for the characters in the novel. This could mean that same 
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might be true for real life people and that the theories are far too utopistic in their ideals. In addition, 

the last reflective question in this thesis asked whether studying fiction could be useful for 

leadership research and practice. I argued that great literature can offer several benefits for 

leadership research. It can provide us with complex testing grounds, which could be impossible to 

achieve in a real-world setting. In relation to this, fiction can highlight any shortcomings that the 

theories have, such as the lack of focus on followers in the leadership process and the ahistoricism 

that is prevalent in these theories. In practice, fiction can offer us ways of experiencing leadership 

situations and their consequences, as well as provide us with alternatives to our choices and 

improve our capacity to use imagination as a tool for leadership. 

 

While this thesis applied two different theories to the study of a vast novel, the answers to the 

questions that were posed could be answered through different methods. Out of all the leadership 

theories and concepts, only two were chosen and after the analysis, there is evidently some overlap 

in the theories. This means that many aspects of leadership could not be included here, especially 

those leadership theories that define the concept very differently. Applying different theories would 

naturally give different results that could then be compared to the ones found in this thesis.  Also, 

as Moby-Dick is a long novel with various topics, all aspects of leadership could not be included here 

or be analysed in great detail, which might change the outlook on the leadership shown in the novel. 

However, the strength of this thesis is that it has tried to include as much of the leadership depicted 

in Moby-Dick as possible. This approach has differed from other studies of the novel, as it does not 

concentrate solely on characteristics and actions of Captain Ahab. For this reason, new insights have 

been brought into the conversation surrounding the novel, which has been analysed countless of 

times during the last century. Also, quite like the multiple gams of Moby-Dick, this thesis has shown 

the benefits of meetings for both literature and leadership research. Hopefully, this combination 

also offers tools for future studies in the sea of multidisciplinary research. 
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