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HUMANE LEADERSHIP1 
Paul R. Lawrence 

 

These two Dilbert strips, actually, are the abstract of my paper.  

 

The key words are, in fact, leadership, morality, and the pre-frontal cortex, (PFC). 

This past June a business leadership conference was held at the Harvard Business School that 
attracted a wide range of leadership scholars. In the first plenary session we heard briefly from Joel 
Podolny and David Gergen. Joel spoke of the difficulty of doing robust research on such an elusive, 
even though important , subject as leadership. David spoke movingly on tÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÄÉÒÅ ÎÅÅÄ ÆÏÒ 
better leadership, and hence for a strong scientific and teachable theory of leadership. One comment 
in the general discussion that followed especially grabbed my attentionɂthat our leadership theory 
can be no stronger than the model of man underlying it. This statement expressed a long standing 
and deeply held belief of mine: a belief that has captured my intellectual energies for the past decade. 
It motivated my work with Nitin N ohria that resulted in 2002 in Driven: How Human Nature Shapes 
Our Choicesi. It has motivated my subsequent work that now takes the form of an unpublished 
manuscript tentatively entitled, Being Human: A Darwinian Theory of Human Behavior ii. In todayȭs 
session I will first briefly sketch out this new Darwinian model of man, and then, for the first time, 
spell out the ÍÏÄÅÌȭÓ implications for leadership, humane leadership. 

Before starting on this journey, however, I must add one all-important clarification. In adopting the 
ÔÉÔÌÅ Ȭ(ÕÍÁÎÅ ,ÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐȭ ) ÁÍ not  ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÎÇ ÓÏÍÅ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ȬÓÏÆÔȭ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐȟ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÇÏÉÎÇ 
along with lowered standards, etc. It is, in fact, a form of leadership that is more demanding on 
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leaders than other models. It requires tougher brainwork  on the part of leaders to achieve higher 
results, along several dimensions including, but not limited to, material well-being for all 
stakeholders. And this includes the leaders themselves. 

I am calling the new model of man the Renewed Darwinian theory, the ȰRDȱ theory, of human 
behavior because it is built on DarwiÎȭÓ own insights about humans. The theory posits four drives 
that are the ultimate subconscious motives that are underlying all  human behavior.  They are the 
drives that came through the evolutional crucible of thousands of years of extreme drought that 
produced Homo sapiens. These drives are hard-wired in our  ÇÅÎÅÓ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ Ȱ7(!43ȱ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎ 
behavior even as numerous latent skills are also carried by our genetic heritagÅ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ Ȱ(/73ȱ, such 
as the basics of language, that help us realize the four WHATS.  

These drives, as readers of Driven will recognize, are, to start with, the primitive drives, the drive to 
acquire (dA) the scarce resources that are essential for survival and procreation, and the drive to 
defend (dD)against all threats to these resources. 

 

The next two drives are uniquely expressed in humans as independent goals, independently 
rewarded by our brains and not just as means to the two primitive drives that we share with all other 
animals. These two drives have been selected, over tens of thousands year of human history, because 
we could not have survived without intense collaboration with others and without constant learning.  
!Ó $ÁÒ×ÉÎ ÓÁÉÄȟ ȰÔÈÅ ÓÍÁÌÌ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÓÐÅÅÄ ÏÆ ÍÁÎȟ ÈÉÓ ×ÁÎÔ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ×ÅÁÐÏÎÓȟ ÅÔÃ, are more 
than counterbalanced by his social qualities which lead him to give and receive aid from his fellow-

ÍÅÎȱiii  

This process created in humans the drive to bond (dB) in long-lasting relationship of mutual caring 
with other humans and the drive to comprehend (dC) the nature of ourselves and of our 
environment.  

Now, how does RD theory posit that these four subconscious drives are manifested in our conscious 
mind and are involved in the complex process of deliberate decision making? 
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I will quickly walk you through this complex slide. It starts with an external event under observation 
by ÈÕÍÁÎȭÓ ÓÅÎÓÅ organs: signals are sent over ÎÅÕÒÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÁÉÎȭÓ ÓÅÎÓÏÒÙ ÁÒÅÁÓ and on to the 
unconscious areas where drive modules are located, dA, dB, dC, and dD. Each of the drives makes an 
evaluation of the signals. Are the signals reporting an external event that is an Opportunity (O) or a 
Threat (T) to each drive? The sensory signals are then forwarded to the pre-frontal cortex (PFC) with  
an attached emotional marker of their  evaluation (O or T). Some six modules of the PFC then process 
these signals as feelings in our working memory that can also tap into and juggle relevant 
representations stored in the wider cortex. Note the skills, cultural memes and personal experiences. 
This mix of signals generates possible action scenarios (fight/flight, etc.) that are recycled back to the 
four drives for further evaluation. This recycling continues until a possible action scenario is selected 
that (hopefully) at least satisf ices all four drives. This becomes the intended action that picks up 
emotional energy ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÄÒÉÖÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÖÅÓ ÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÁÉÎȭÓ ÍÏÔÏÒ ÃÅÎÔÅÒÓ ÆÏÒ ÅÎÁÃtment. 
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Overall, this is a process of checking and balancing of drive impulses that are depicted in this slide. 

 

Note that finding a balanced, sustainable solution takes more brainwork  than just trying to maximize 
the fulfillment of a single drive.  

At this point, in order to get a focus on the leadership question, we must say more about one 
particular skill ɀ the human moral sense. This is an intuitive sense that evolved in humans as a 
means, a HOW, to help humans fulfill the drive to bond.  
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This exhibit offers a sample of the different skill sets in humans that are arrayed here in some 
relationship to the drives they evolved to help fulfill. The skill set of our moral sense adjacent to the 
Drive to Bond. 

Now, more about this moral sense.  Nitin and I discussed this topic in Driven.  I have carried it further 
in Being Human. Our analysis started, not surprisin gly, by our careful reading of Darwin and what he 
had to say about the human moral sense in his often overlooked book ȰThe Descent of Manȱ. One of 
his most insightful statements reads as follows: 

 Ȱ4ÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ ÍÅ ÉÎ Á ÈÉÇÈ ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌeɂnamely, that any animal 
whatever, endowed with well-ÍÁÒËÅÄ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÉÎÓÔÉÎÃÔÓȣ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÉÎÅÖÉÔÁÂÌÙ ÁÃÑÕÉÒÅ Á ÍÏÒÁÌ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ 
conscience, as soon as its intellectual powers had become as well, or nearly as well developed, as in 
ÍÁÎȢȱ 

This is truly a profound statement. Later he reinforced it by adding:  
Ȱ) ÆÕÌÌÙ ÓÕÂÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÊÕÄÇÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÒÉÔÅÒÓ ×ÈÏ ÍÁÉÎÔÁÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ 
ÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÌÏ×ÅÒ ÁÎÉÍÁÌÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÒÁÌ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÉÓ ÂÙ ÆÁÒ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȢȱ 

 
/ÔÈÅÒ ×ÒÉÔÅÒÓ ÓÉÎÃÅ $ÁÒ×ÉÎȭÓ ÔÉÍÅ ÈÁÖÅ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÅÄ ÏÎ ÈÕÍÁÎ ÍÏÒÁÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ Á ÓÉÍilar 
way. But none have been explicit about the discrete rules of such a moral sense. I addressed this 
question in an article in 2004, The Biological Base of Morality? iv

I will quote this 2004 article: 

ȰSo far we have discussed morals in a very general sense. Can progress be made by using deductive 
logic to reason carefully about the content, the specific morals that could have been established as a 
skill set in human genetic memory? At this point a thought experiment, as philosophers would say, is 
relevant. If one strongly desires to establish a relationship of mutual caring with another, what kinds 
of behavior toward the other would help fulfill that desire? It is not a big step from the drive to bond 


