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Narrative
By Major Cadence L. Coffin

Are leaders born or made? Doris Kearns 
Goodwin responds: Let me tell you a story.1 

A perennial discussion for leaders is 
whether leaders are born or made.2 Lead-
ership in Turbulent Times3 (Leadership) by 
Doris Kearns Goodwin is one of more than 
12,000 books in the Library of Congress 
on leadership.4 One could argue that from 
the sheer number of leadership publications 
available (Army Doctrine Publication 6-225 
included), we have the answer: leaders are 
made, or at least we believe they can be.6 
Naturally, then—and rightly!—readers are 
on the lookout for formulas for successful 
leadership. 

Leadership, like other books of its kind, 
offers practical guidance for outstanding 
leadership from the lives of four exceptional 
presidents: Abraham Lincoln, Theodore 
Roosevelt, Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR), 
and Lyndon B. Johnson. But Goodwin’s 
aim is much higher. She does not limit the 
question to what qualities (innate or learned) 
make a good leader; she focuses on the cause-
and-effect relationship between the four men 
and the times in which they lived. She does 
so by employing the narrative method of 
instruction because the most effective way 
to develop young leaders is through story. 
Manuals or books that atomize leadership 
into discrete traits and strip them of context 
are helpful but insufficient to inspire future 
leaders. Goodwin takes the classic leadership 
traits, such as those offered in the Army’s 
leadership requirements model,7 and explores 
their application through the lives of these 
men. As a result, Leadership stands as a neces-
sary supplement to the Army’s leadership 
doctrine.

The Story: “No Single Path”8

Goodwin is a Pulitzer Prize winner9 and 
author of individual biographies on each of 
these presidents. She is more than equipped 
to tease out the leadership lessons from 
their lives. As Theodore Roosevelt said of 
his literary heroes, Goodwin “has gone to 
bed at night and risen in the morning with 
these men,” and she knows “their strengths 
and weaknesses.”10 Although Leadership is 
supported by fifty-eight pages of citations,11 
Goodwin shares her subjects’ stories in a way 
that is accessible to lay readers. She pres-
ents these men as characters in their story, 
focusing on the human side of leadership. 
She follows the lead of Abraham Lincoln by 
taking a complex idea and giving concrete 

examples in story format.12 It is not just 
instructional; it is enjoyable. 

Great leadership is best understood in 
the nuance of story. Goodwin expertly aligns 
the subjects’ stories parallel to each other to 
make visible what we might not see by view-
ing these men in isolation: context matters. 
Goodwin’s approach prevents future leaders 
from concluding that there is a single path to 
leadership.13 For example, if you thought that 
leaders are born after reading about Abra-
ham Lincoln’s natural empathy,14 Goodwin 
presents you with the counterpoint of FDR 
conquering polio15 to show that a man who 
had assumed such an outstanding level of re-
sponsibility16 for his life was uniquely capable 
of leading us through the Great Depression 
and World War II. 

We read of Theodore Roosevelt’s inborn 
and unmatched willpower and energy17 to 
find more support for leaders being born. 
But then Goodwin juxtaposes those ideas 
against the strongest example of a man being 
shaped by the times: Lyndon B. Johnson. 
Johnson was a legislative master,18 but it 
was only when President John F. Kenne-
dy’s assassination forced him to carry out 
President Kennedy’s vision that he became a 
great leader.19 

That’s what makes Goodwin’s 
approach so effective: by presenting the 
information as a story, the reader has to 
actively participate and wrestle with the 
concept of cause-and-effect. At every turn, 
Goodwin offers future leaders the necessary 
context that brings leadership traits to life. 

Goodwin had many options to choose 
from when writing about leadership, so why 
these four presidents? It is easy to understand 
why leaders like Lincoln and FDR made the 
list.20 However, her less obvious choice of 
Johnson makes the reader wonder whether 
these four men were chosen out of conve-
nience—she already had a wealth of source 
material after writing the biographies of 
each.21 Is Leadership just a derivative of her 
earlier research?22 Even Goodwin expresses 
concern that the reader has grounds to 
question her choices.23 However, one of 
Leadership’s themes is that there is “no single 
path.”24 Future leaders have a trove of varied 
examples to explore. By selecting four presi-
dents with different qualities, from different 
times, and with varying levels of success, 
Goodwin makes her point. 
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The Leaders: A Building 
of Four Stories
The subtext between the lines of almost 
every chapter25 of Leadership is that storytell-
ing is a vital skill for leaders. Not only is it her 
method of instruction as the author, but she 
also highlights the influence of storytelling 
in each of the presidents’ lives. Vignettes 
describing each president’s obsession with 
hearing and telling stories appear in over one 

hundred places throughout the book.26 Not 
only were all four presidents influenced by 
stories, but they also used storytelling as a 
tool of influence as leaders.  

Lincoln was known from his youth as 
“the best storyteller in the house.”27 Despite 
extreme poverty, the loss of his mother, 
and discouragement from his father,28 
Lincoln quested after literature and learning. 
This was, in part, born out of the frustration 
he felt when others “talked to [him] in a way 
[he] could not understand,” the only thing 
that made him truly angry.29 He also avoided 
engendering that frustration in others. “With 
kindness, playfulness, wit, and wisdom,” 
he would instruct those in his sphere of 
influence.30 He would take complex concepts 
and present them in stories and maxims so 
that others “might instantly see the force and 
bearing of what he said.”31

But it is not the hardship of childhood 
poverty that creates the ambition required 
for leadership. Theodore Roosevelt was born 
into privilege.32 He had loving parents who 
gave him individualized care and education. 
In terms of worldly privilege, he was at the 
other end of the spectrum from Lincoln. 
The effect of placing Lincoln and Roosevelt’s 
childhoods side-by-side shows just how 

opposite the set pieces surrounding these 
characters can be. Although Lincoln had 
“no wealthy or popular relations to recom-
mend [him],”33 he had physical strength 
and health.34 Roosevelt had access to all 
the tools and resources a child could want 
except for a healthy body. He had bronchial 
asthma, which made him a sickly and timid 
child.35 Like Lincoln, he also wanted to rise 
above his circumstances and found himself 

transported into the lives of the adventurous 
heroes he admired through books.36 From 
his heroes, he learned the “gospel of will,”37 
and he transformed his body to keep up with 
his mind. “The story of Theodore Roosevelt 
is the story of a small boy who read about 
great men and decided he wanted to be like 
them.”38

Like Theodore Roosevelt, FDR was 
born into worldly privilege. However, 
unlike Lincoln and Theodore Roosevelt, 
FDR had an idyllic upbringing with both 
privilege and health.39 What separates FDR 
from Lincoln and Roosevelt is that his 
love of story did not come from reading 
literature but from listening to it. His 
mother would read to him regularly,40 
and “he would absorb great quantities of 
information by hearing people talk.”41 He 
would later tell his cabinet secretary that he 
much preferred to read aloud to someone 
than to read by himself.42 He was warm and 
charming and would speak with everyone 
he encountered: in general stores, in village 
squares, and standing outside manu-
facturing plants.43  He loved to talk and 
listened intently as others spoke about their 
work, their lives, and their family.44 These 
experiences were the infrastructure for the 

storytelling that made his fireside chats so 
effective. 

“Storytelling played a central role in 
young Lyndon’s life,” too.45 He used it as an 
escape from his parents’ fractured relation-
ship and the tension in his childhood home.46 
The stories he read and heard became the 
scaffolding for his “heroic conception of 
leadership.”47 As a young adult, he would 
channel that heroic conception of leadership 
as the principal of a Mexican American 
elementary school in Cotulla, Texas.48 He 
would devote all of his energy and his own 
personal funds to the betterment of his 
students.49 Later, he would say, “I can still 
see the faces of the children who sat in my 
class.”50 His students were “poor . . . and they 
knew, even in their youth, the pain of preju-
dice.”51 These visions became his wellspring 
of motivation during the civil rights era. 
After the tragic death of President Kennedy, 
Johnson “harked back to his childhood . . . to 
the stories his grandfather told”52 and “knew 
what had to be done.”53

The Adversity:  
A Harbinger of Success
The next section of the book weaves another 
common thread through their development: 
a life-altering trauma that challenged their 
will, upended their ambition, and would 
have justified the end of their rise. Suppose 
a future leader was tempted to believe these 
men were destined for greatness based on 
their innate characteristics or upbringing 
alone. In that case, that leader is confronted 
with section II of Leadership, “Adversity and 
Growth,”54 and is disabused of that notion. 

Here, Goodwin tells the story of each 
man conquering his challenges, making a 
strong argument that leaders are developed 
because of their circumstances, not in spite 
of them. Goodwin leaves no room for 
fatalism here. There was nothing inevitable 
about Lincoln unburdening himself from 
the shackles of depression, which caused 
his friends to remove all the sharp objects 
from his room,55 or Roosevelt channeling 
his grief from the loss of his wife and 
mother into something productive, just 
as he did with his childhood asthma.56 
Everyone would have understood if FDR 
had surrendered to his polio diagnosis and 
lived a quiet life of meaning at home,57 and 
it was not a guarantee that Johnson would 

The virtue of a list of leadership 
traits is limited by the imagination 

of the reader. By placing those 
traits in context, future leaders 

can see them in action and explore 
their limitations.
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rediscover his motivation after his heart 
attack.58 

Their experiences would have un-
derstandably interfered with—or even 
halted—the rise of any person. One wonders 
what stories these men told themselves as 
they experienced their respective challenges. 
Each conquered the vicissitudes of life before 
taking on the mantle of the presidency. The 
resilience they displayed in their personal 
crises was a harbinger of the leadership they 
would display during national crises.59 Their 
stories encourage future leaders facing their 
own turbulence that their experiences can 
play an essential role in their success.60 

The Times: “For Leadership 
Does Not Exist in a Void”61

If future leaders are not already convinced 
that leadership is not merely a combination 
of ingredients from a recipe book, the final 
section of Leadership demonstrates that how 
leaders interact with the times in which they 
live is what truly reveals their greatness.62 The 
virtue of a list of leadership traits is limited 
by the imagination of the reader. By placing 
those traits in context, future leaders can see 
them in action and explore their limitations. 

One of many examples Goodwin offers 
is how Lincoln, with incredible foresight, 
mediated among factions and provided 
a moral purpose for the Civil War. The 
issue of slavery had been debated for years 
before the Emancipation Proclamation; 
the timing was not right.63 Lincoln expertly 
found the right moment.64 Another example 
is FDR’s immediate recognition that the 
country demanded more involvement from 
its Government. The weekend after his 
inauguration, he worked tirelessly to find a 
legal path to support the banking system and 
stem the tide of lost savings in failed banks.65 
He also led an unprecedented expansion 
of Federal powers66 in creating jobs for the 
quarter of the Nation that was unemployed, 
all the while comforting the country with his 
fireside chats.67 

One limitation of Leadership, and any 
book aiming this high, is that it cannot tell 
the whole story. Not every aspect of these 
leaders’ lives can be presented to the reader. 
To maintain balance and ensure that the 
reader continues to view these leaders as 
human, Goodwin reserved precious real 
estate in her book to show us their flaws; 

she acknowledges that there are limits to the 
examples they provide. 

Roosevelt’s resilience after the death 
of his wife and mother caused him to work 
harder and to serve in the military.68 But 
he did so at the expense of his family: He 
essentially abandoned his infant daughter.69 
Further, his insubordination toward his 
leader while serving as Assistant Secretary 
of the Navy70 is not an example for military 
leaders to follow. FDR was often duplicitous: 
“He would give the same assignment to dif-
ferent people in the same agency or allocate 
the same projects to different agencies”71 
to stimulate rivalry and competition, but it 
incurred the resentment of his subordinates 
who had to work under his “inherently dis-
orderly nature.”72 Johnson’s toxic behavior 
toward his staff, including belittling them73 
and forcing them to dictate letters while he 
was in the bathtub,74 was so pervasive that it 
received a name: The Johnson Treatment.75 
Goodwin offers a balanced picture of these 
men to show that leaders can be great despite 
their shortcomings. Like their triumphs, 
their shortcomings and failures are part of 
the story. 

Conclusion
You cannot read Leadership without wonder-
ing if the attributes and experiences of these 
men would be practical now. In Leadership, 
Goodwin uses the power of narrative to 
provoke the kind of critical thinking necessary 
for hopeful leaders. Like Theodore Roosevelt, 
we have read the stories of great men and want 
to be like them.76 How would Lincoln handle 
the divisiveness in our day? Would Roosevelt’s 
direct approach be effective in combating cor-
ruption now? How would the modern civil 
service respond to FDR’s ingenuity? Would 
Johnson’s forceful buttonholing keep modern 
politicians in line? 

We are inextricably linked to our times, 
and our leadership must fit our times like a 
key to a lock.77 As our future leaders see their 
reflection in the mirror78 of Leadership and 
wonder whether they will shape the times or 
be shaped by them,79 Army leadership should 
respond: Let me tell you a story. TAL
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