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Abstract 

Amer BITAR 

The Impact of Visual Representations of Leadership in Tribal Dominated 

Societies: A critical qualitative study of aesthetic leadership in the United 

Arab Emirates. 

Key Words: Aesthetic Leadership, Visual Representations, Images, Foucault, 

Discourse, Bedouin, UAE. 

This thesis explores the role and impact of leadership as a socially 

constructed and aesthetic phenomenon in tribal-dominated Bedouin Arabia. 

The concept of leadership is investigated in terms of its discursive and 

aesthetic dimensions across different geographical, historical, and 

intellectual settings by adopting and applying a Foucauldian perspective of 

interconnected concepts of power/knowledge, discourse, subjectivity, body 

symbolism and the power of gaze. The thesis draws on three related types of 

data: First, images to understand the leaders’ perspective. Second, 

interviews with artists to gain insights into the visual message and the 

creative process. Third, through semi-structured interviews with the audience 

to garner an understanding of how it perceives the message leaders send. 

This thesis contributes theoretically to ongoing research into the visual 

representation of leadership and to critical debates concerning Foucauldian 

perspectives on discourse, power, discipline and the body. This thesis 

concludes by recommending practical implications for rethinking leadership 

as something both aesthetic and mythical to consider the role of followership 

in the consumption of leadership-themed visual artworks and 

communication, and the growing global role and influence of social media in 

shaping leader-follower relations. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

“The Beduin of the desert, born and grown up in it, had embraced with all his 

soul this nakedness too harsh for volunteers, for the reason, felt but 

inarticulate, that there he found himself indubitably free. He lost material ties, 

comforts, all superfluities and other complications to achieve a personal 

liberty which haunted starvation and death. He saw no virtue in poverty 

herself: he enjoyed the little vices and luxuries—coffee, fresh water, 

women—which he could still preserve. In his life he had air and winds, sun 

and light, open spaces and a great emptiness.” (Lawrence 2000: 18) 

The above passage summarizes the Bedouin life during the early twentieth 

century from the perspective of a British official who worked and lived in 

Arabia and interacted with the Bedouins for a number of years, T.E. 

Lawrence, otherwise known as Lawrence of Arabia. The life of Bedouins has 

continued to evolve drastically since Lawrence’s time. Specifically, after the 

discovery of oil in what was called Arabia, currently the region is divided into 

various states.  

The terms Arabia, Arabic, and Islam prove problematic for Western readers. 

Westerners continue to confuse the concepts, for they incorrectly use the 

three terms interchangeably. While research remains scant on the Bedouins, 

there do exist rare academic studies that focus on Bedouins and their 

sociocultural, historical settings and their influence on Islam as a religion and 

a belief that currently represents a real threat for Western values from the 

Western perspective.  
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Arabia depicts the land of Arabs who are Bedouins and speak Arabic; hence, 

Arabia illustrates a term that encompasses the geographic region that 

spreads between the Arabian (Persian) Gulf and Arab Sea in the East, the 

Red Sea in the West, the Indian Ocean in the south, and the Syrian steppe 

(Badia) in the north. Westerners define Arabia as a geographical territory that 

includes the vast area of land where all people speak Arabic. Recently, this 

area has been termed the Middle East North Africa (MENA), which 

encompasses all Arabic-speaking countries in the Middle East including 

Arabia, Levant, Mesopotamia, and North Africa. Egypt, Sudan, Libya and the 

Maghreb represent the North African nations. Hence, Arabia, MENA, Near 

Orient, Arabic countries, Middle East, Greater Middle East are portrayed as 

terms that are often used interchangeably despite the fact that they embody 

unique notions and historical significance. Notably, using these terms 

interchangeably does not promote comprehension of the region and its 

sociocultural and historical raison d’être.  

In effect, Arabs represents the ‘Other’ to the ‘Western civilization’. Said 

(2003) asserted that Orient as a term demonstrates the best term to describe 

the totality of Arabia, Arabic, Islam, and Bedouins from the Western 

perspective.   

“…a way of coming to terms with the Orient that is based on the Orient’s 

special place in European Western experience. The Orient is not only 

adjacent to Europe; it is also the place of Europe’s greatest and richest and 

oldest colonies, the source of its civilizations and languages, its cultural 

contestant, and one of its deepest and most recurring images of the Other. In 
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addition, the Orient has helped to define Europe (or the West) as its 

contrasting image, idea, personality, experience. Yet none of this Orient is 

merely imaginative. The Orient is an integral part of European material 

civilization and culture. Orientalism expresses and represents that part 

culturally and even ideologically as a mode of discourse with supporting 

institutions, vocabulary, scholarship, imagery, doctrines, even colonial 

bureaucracies and colonial styles.” (Said 2003: 12) 

The starting point of the research project held to understand leadership in the 

context of Said’s (2003) discussion of Orientalism and to apply that concept 

in order to gain an understanding of the unique nature of the Bedouins’ 

concept of leadership. From this investigation, I will illuminate the 

problematic nature of this region and its people in their own sociocultural 

historical settings from a leadership perspective. My research targets 

Western readers to promote a further comprehension of the region, in order 

to reveal to them how they can interact with Bedouins to create partnerships 

in place of hegemonic relations. Thus, this understanding will contribute to 

the development of the region, its economy, its people, and the world 

through building bridges of business partnerships instead of wars and 

conflicts.  

My own personal experience and life provided the main backdrop on which I 

construct my research around visual leadership in Arabia. It propelled me on 

the quest for understanding my roots and the daily sufferings I go through as 

being a person from this part of the world and who belongs to the cultural 

and religious identities which represent the peak of the Clash of Civilizations 
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(Huntington 1996). Being a person from this stigmatized region imposes a 

plethora of challenges. I feel the growing hate, suspicion, racism and 

stereotypic actions against me as an ‘Other’ to any non-Arab, non-Muslim 

person from divergent cultures, religions, or ethnical identities.  

From this perspective, I have experienced personally, throughout my entire 

life, that ‘Other’ and my experience in my constant trials to crave acceptance. 

I persistently keep trying to prove I am a ‘civilized other’ who warrants trust. I 

do not represent the harmful villain the media portrays, and my entire 

sociocultural background does not epitomize evil. Certainly, living in this 

hegemonic inheritance breeds an inferiority complex, which is embodied in 

all Arabs who must live in the West, and which became a habit for me that I 

had to live with for my entire life.  

The personal experience, again, pushed me to study leadership from a visual 

perspective as I lived my childhood and youth in Syria under Assad’s 

totalitarian regime. People hailed Assad as the Almighty God, for the 

government forced Syrians to worship him. Assad epitomized the 

omnipresent figure posted everywhere in streets, in the schools, on TV, even 

in schools’ books and notebooks. Obliged to consume his omnipresent 

visually communicated existence, his huge images decorated buildings 

throughout the cities. Forcefully inculcated with this strong political 

propaganda, I developed a skeptical questioning mind since my childhood of 

the reason behind using these visual omnipresent communications to induct 

us all as being part of Assad’s cult, as docile bodies that were completely 

controlled and brainwashed.  
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Living in that real dystopia, unfortunately, created a constant fear of 

incarceration, which I wanted to break down and to run away from the 

oppression. For this reason, I established my philosophical foundation on 

Michel Foucault’s (1972) discipline and punish research. My efforts to 

understand his studies of the birth of prison illuminated the visual discourse 

of Assad’s regime to control the thoughts of an entire nation through images. 

He inculcated an entire nation in a certain epoch to worship one person, to 

control and manipulate for the benefit of a chosen few. Pertinently, family 

relations in the patriarchal system in Arabia resulted in a strong dominance 

of a few elite families who control the wealth and political decision in each 

and every country in the Middle East. Furthermore, the dominant social 

relations remain based on the patriarchal-familial interconnected network of 

relationships.  

The constant propaganda reinforced the power of these families to maintain 

their control for as long as they could to sustain it, which solidified the roots 

of the patriarchal system deeply within the society. The campaign 

reintroduced the control in a new light through the progressive presidential 

governments. Sharabi (1992) termed that entire system of control as the 

Neopatriarchy (Sharabi 1992). 

Given the above personal background, my entire research is based on 

Gramsci’s (1989) critical standpoint that the starting point of any study 

proves to understand oneself: “The starting-point of critical elaboration is the 

consciousness of what one really is, and is ‘knowing thyself’ as a product of 

the historical processes to date, which has deposited in you an infinity of 
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traces, without leaving an inventory” (Gramsci 1989: 324). My initial object of 

inquiry is to understand the dynamic relationship between the 

aforementioned concepts under which I have lived and experienced. These 

experiences persist during my life, which exert a considerable influence on 

constructing me as a person as well as a researcher.  

In this respect, I am building my thesis on an observation that leadership 

depicts a social phenomenon, and that, as with any other social 

phenomenon, communication plays a substantial role in formulating this. 

Thus, visual, textual, and audible means of communication influence 

leadership as a social process. Inevitably, sociocultural context exerts a 

considerable influence on shaping the social leadership process. Therefore, 

understanding visual symbols in terms of representing leaders is seen as 

substantial when perceiving the leadership process in any certain 

sociocultural context, as symbols and representation illustrate products of 

social context. Consequently, it is important to decipher the hidden meanings 

behind each symbol that leaders employ to influence the sensory 

experiences and the feelings of his followers, ultimately to manipulate their 

thoughts and actions.  

Foucauldian Analysis  

To develop my thesis, I will briefly review one of the key contributions of the 

intellectual influencers on my research, which is the Foucauldian 

understanding of power and discourse. 
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Michel Foucault introduced the positive connotation of power and that power 

relations create truth (Armstrong 1994). The application of Foucault’s 

disciplinary power in an organization context demonstrates a new discipline 

of study: one based on the assumption that leadership reflects a process of 

influencing others’ behaviors with a primary objective of achieving the 

leader’s plans. Moreover, leadership from this perspective illustrates the 

imposing of a disciplinary power on different pertinent actors.  

According to Foucault, a sophisticated system of surveillance can impose 

disciplinary power: the power of gaze, or discipline of gaze, which targets the 

human mind instead of the human body (Armstrong 1994). Yet, the positive 

form of disciplinary power portrays just one façade of the form of power. In 

his novel Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), Orwell constructed a world of 

disciplinary power applied through an extreme mode of surveillance to reflect 

power’s negativity. This imaginary totalitarian government used a constant 

surveillance tool, such as a television set, that kept surveying the human 

‘object’. This leadership based on watching, observing and surveillance 

manifested in the famous Orwellian phrase “the big brother is watching you” 

(Orwell 1949: 1). In effect, we remain confronted with a paradox of applying 

the Foucauldian ‘positive’ disciplinary power and the extreme oppressive 

Orwellian negativity to the power (Orwell 1949).  

Of course, power is not just a force that imposes from up to down. The up 

down model is causing oppression within the bottom layers of society; yet, 

power is everywhere, and it affects each and every social relation. Hence, 

power forms discourses in a constant process; hence, discourses are formed 
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and reformed consequently through these active forces of power and 

resistance (Foucault 1977b; Rose 2012). In this respect, Foucault proposed 

the discursive analysis, which depicts a way to construct our social world by 

tackling the forces of power that produce certain knowledge and, 

consequently, certain truth (Rose 2012). We cannot find a certain social 

relationship between ‘subjects’ without encountering a power imbalance 

between the two sides of this social interaction (Foucault 1977b).  

When considering discourse as a term, what does it mean and what is the 

substantial role it plays in ‘producing’ human ‘subjects’? (Hall 1996). 

The relation between the two main concepts in my study – power and 

discourse – remains intertwined. Since power encompasses the main 

component of discourse, any social process remains discursive in nature and 

it represents a power game between different parties (Foucault 1979). 

Furthermore, power produces knowledge; hence, the process of 

interpretation of a visual representation of a social phenomenon essentially 

depicts a power game. 

Another facet of the Foucauldian analysis is the importance of the contextual 

background, for one must understand the past to comprehend the present 

and predict the future (Burrell 1988). 
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Aesthetics 

Building on Foucault’s discussions, a leader’s portrait can represent a 

surveillance tool because it embodies a panoptical effect on the people 

viewing it. This provides an interesting area of study, mainly in terms of the 

relationship between leadership and discipline, and the mechanism of 

internalizing the process of discipline through visual tools (Foucault 1977b; 

McKinlay and Starkey 1998).  

In the scope of my study, a central area to study is the mechanism of 

controlling humans for creating a self-disciplined, self-surveilled and obedient 

society, which is termed as the ‘docile body’ (Rose 2012).  

Visualization demonstrates a full process of sensing an experience. Evoking 

the state that shares a cultural, social, and psychological context, the 

sensing process uses different materials that encapsulate rich cultural, social 

and emotional experiences of the people who produced them (Warren 2005).  

To this point, visual represenatation illustrates the oldest means of 

communication used throughout history. Humans constructed their ideas as 

engravings on stone, metal, or paintings. Leaders’ visual displays as portraits 

or photographs remain visible everywhere. Since a visual representation of a 

leader serves as a larger role than just a commemoration, textual 

communication plays a vital role in communicating leadership qualities. An 

image of leadership is conveyed not only visually, but also orally. Parry and 

Hansen (2007) elucidated the importance of storytelling when inspiring 
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followers to achieve the leaders’ goals, since people follow stories as they 

follow people. The authors considered storytelling as a leadership process. 

In fact, they purported that storytelling remains interconnected with 

leadership and stories act as a leader in terms of their impact on power and 

action (Parry and Hansen 2007). While the sensual experience proves 

important in portraying leadership, I have chosen to narrow my study to just 

visual experience.  

Rationale of the Study 

I will build my study on the application of leadership process from the 

Foucauldian perspective and how the process of visual representation 

manifests into a powerful vehicle.  

Foucault stressed the importance of language, images, and symbols in the 

social construction of reality and in any knowledge production process by 

using discourse (Foucault 1972). In this way, visuality plays a substantial role 

in shaping the leadership process. For this reason, I centered my thesis on 

visuality and I will unmask the meanings of the symbols implemented to 

represent the leadership process. 

Markedly, Foucault focused his analysis on European society and he had not 

generalized his studies to any other sociocultural context beyond Europe or 

the West in general. Consequently, it would prove valuable to apply his 

analysis in a different sociocultural context, such as the Bedouin Arabian. 
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Adding the aesthetic dimension of studying leadership as a relational social 

process offers a novel approach to identifying and reconstructing the 

understanding of that method from a unique perspective. According to Van 

Dijk (1993), “we need to examine in detail the role of social representations 

in the minds of social actors” (Van Dijk 1993: 251). In respect to my study, 

the painter depicts the main creator of subjectivity. Throughout my research, 

I will explain the mechanism of the leadership process from the contextual 

lens of Bedouin Arabs, what is power’s discursive nature from the Bedouin 

perspective, and how the audience perceives the message. The main aim of 

my study is to explain the mechanism of creating the visual message that 

leaders send to their followers and how the power mechanism works in 

shaping the audiences’ decoding process. Furthermore, using the 

Foucauldian analysis in different sociocultural contexts where research 

remains scant will develop enlightening insights into other societies beyond 

the Europeans and Westerners. 

To achieve the above, I shall approach the leadership process in my analysis 

from three main directions: power, discourse, and aesthetics. To this point, 

my focus in approaching leadership, as a social phenomenon, utilizes the 

discourse approach, and studies it from the sensory perspective mainly in 

terms of feelings, beliefs, values, thoughts, and social relations. Basically, 

the leadership notion lies in the construction of the meaning of language and 

symbols employed, while the interpretation remains based on the cultural 

and social contexts of the organization and the people within it. One cannot 
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study leadership, as any social phenomenon, without examining the social 

and cultural contexts (Bryman et al. 1996).   

Griffey and Jackson (2010) identified that a portrait of a leader functions as a 

virtual leadership process with an enduring influence upon followers. They 

recognized that portrait artists combine the personal and positional qualities 

in the visual representation of the leader, while simultaneously applying the 

cultural and historical context in the same visual representation. This 

combination of qualities and context in the portrait provides a holistic and 

integrated archetype of leadership. Portrait artists use different poses, facial 

expressions, and settings to portray the leader with a visually imposed 

authority and power (Griffey and Jackson 2010).  

Dominant trends in leadership literatures fail to legitimize a universal 

leadership paradigm. Due to the multitude of approaches to leadership, the 

term leadership remains vague and engenders various contradictory 

meanings (Meindl et al. 1985; Yukl 1989). My aim is to study leadership as a 

relational process in its sociocultural setting and to focus on the positive 

practice of leadership as a method to enhance coherence between people, 

and to improve creativity. Leadership from this perspective depicts the 

process of using positive power to produce positive outcomes; thus, 

leadership embodies a constructive process void of hegemonic and 

oppression. 
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Hence, I will demonstrate how images operate in the sociocultural context of 

the Bedouin Arabs and how leaders implement different symbols and visual 

materials as tools to enhance power and enforce followers’ obedience.   

There exist critical gaps in the empirical literature in terms of exploring the 

sociocultural life of Arabs. The research on the Bedouin Arabs, as a 

significant and particular ethnic group and as a dominating sociocultural 

unique group inhabiting different areas of Arabia, remains limited (Al-Krenawi 

and Graham 1997). People, especially Westerners, misunderstand and 

misinterpret the value system of Arabs and Bedouins. Western media 

characterizes Arabic values and their distinguished lifestyle in a typically 

widely conveyed manner through Western movies and media. Tribalism, 

patriarchy, and family relations in their dynamic interrelations and their 

influence on leadership prove rarely studied. 

Furthermore, discourse remains a vague term warranting further clarity 

(Potter and Wetherell 1987). The relationship between discourse and 

meaning in a certain sociocultural context, where history plays a significant 

role in constructing discourse, needs more in-depth study. 

Based on the above discussions, my thesis addresses the following research 

questions: 

1. How are leadership discourses organized to produce a certain kind of 

knowledge and practice? 
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2. How are leadership discourses articulated visually in a sociocultural 

reality of tribal-dominated Bedouin Arabia? 

3. To what extent do sensory and aesthetic experiences inform the 

construction and representation of leaders and leadership and what 

factors influence this process? 

4. What role does the visual and aesthetics play in developing 

followership?  

5. To what extent is self-surveillance and self-discipline a part of 

followership? 

Contributions to the Study 

This study makes different theoretical, methodological and practical 

contributions to the leadership knowledge.  

The main contribution to theory is the development of the leader’s image 

communication process model, which incorporates the three key 

components of the leadership visual communicational process: leader, 

audience and the message. In addition, the study investigates and explores 

the sociocultural/historical values of Arabia on the Bedouin leadership, 

mainly from a visual and aesthetic perspective.  

The study also makes a methodological contribution through the research 

design which uses a unique mix of qualitative approaches, including visual 

genealogy, psychoanalysis and discourse analysis.     
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The findings of this study provide different practical contributions to different 

targeted groups, including Bedouin leaders, Bedouin society, and the wider 

business community. This type of information is significant to help Bedouin 

leaders identify what makes a leader great in the eyes of his audience and 

how to communicate his myth to his people. These findings also provide the 

basis for training and mentoring programs to excel the leadership 

communicational process for Bedouin leaders. The development of the visual 

communication of leadership framework offers a future tool to measure the 

power of image on an audience through the use of artificial intelligence on 

social media interactivity.   

The study also provides a practical contribution to media practitioners in the 

area of normalization to influence a targeted audience to a certain desired 

direction.  

Engaged Scholarship 

The primary reason for choosing to pursue a DBA program is based on my 

belief of the importance of building theory, the benefits of which I, and others, 

can implement and deliver to my society and beyond. 

The complexity of relating theory and practice comes from how scholars 

build their research model on a real-world problem. The main tool for 

bridging the gap between science and practice lies in applying for engaged 

scholarship, or requiring “scholars to step outside of themselves to obtain 

and be informed by the interpretations of others about each step of the 
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research process: problem formulation, theory building, research design, and 

problem solving” (Van de Ven 2007: 265). 

Hence, the engagement between academics and practitioners proves 

paramount in order to produce knowledge that can solve real problems 

instead of just pontificating about the problem without proposing a practical 

solution. 

Gulati (2007) defined the differences between theory and practice as ‘tribal 

war’ between two main concepts: rigor and relevance. He defined rigor as 

the “used of narrow disciplinary paradigm involving a set of theories, 

methodologies, and data analysis...” where relevance depicts the practical 

and relevant to the “matter at hand” (Gulati 2007: 777). Yet, the two 

concepts, namely rigor and relevance, remain important to the management 

research, since any management research should be exact (rigorous) and 

applicable (relevant); thus, it stands not as a game of either–or. Scientific 

knowledge formulates theories based on generalization. To generalize a 

theory, it must prove valid in different contexts; whereas, the practical 

knowledge is based on dealing with a particular situation in a particular 

context (Van de Ven and Johnson 2006).  

Given the above, practical application remains important in theoretical study. 

Particularly, I focused on the relationship between theory and application of 

my academic research in the field of leadership since understanding the 

cultural aspects of firms, families, and nations proves a substantial 

component in the process of any social phenomenon, specifically leadership. 
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A researcher entrenched culturally in this region adds real value to the 

research; therefore, the researcher contributes to the research as an ‘insider’ 

that knows these tiny nuances of symbols, rituals, etc.  

Having said that, the problem in the Middle East in general proves to be two-

folded. There exists a real gap in the literature in all research areas, but 

especially from the Bedouin context. Moreover, academics and practitioners 

who remain unengaged fail to share their works for the welfare of the 

advancement of their society. 

Hence, I decided to build my entire research project on Van de Ven and 

Johnson’s (2006) diamond model of engaged scholarship as a collaborative 

research for practice model. These experts defined their engaged 

scholarship model as “a collaborative form of inquiry in which academics and 

practitioners leverage their different perspectives and competencies to 

coproduce knowledge about a complex problem or phenomenon that exists 

under conditions of uncertainty found in the world” (Van de Ven and Johnson 

2006: 803). Engaged scholarship considers inquiry from different 

perspectives, contexts, and purposes. They remain based on a pluralistic 

view to tackle the problem theoretically and then to apply it into the real 

world. Engaged scholarship incorporates a collaborative ‘form of inquiry’ to 

transform the distinctive types of knowledge, especially academic and 

practical, into a form that can be implemented in real life and can solve 

problems to improve realities (Van de Ven and Johnson 2006).  
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Consequently, engaged scholarship illustrates a participative form of 

research in which all related stakeholders, including scholars, practitioners, 

clients, users, etc., join hands to (a) form the problem by understanding its 

nature; (b) build a theory and define the problem; (c) design the research to 

examine alternative theories; and (d) find and communicate applicable 

solutions and test these solutions in reality (Van de Ven 2007). 

Markedly, no one possible starting point exists for Van de Van’s diamond 

model; the researcher can initiate a theory and then formulate the problem, 

or begin with a problem formulation, or commence with a solution that needs 

to determine the appropriate context and problem. Van de Ven (2007) stated 

five criteria by which to evaluate the four activities in the diamond model: 

relevance, validity, truth, impact, and coherence. 
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Figure 1-1: Engaged scholarship diamond model adapted from Van de Ven 

(2007: 1) 

From the knowledge transfer perspective, the authors found two fundamental 

issues. First, practitioners fail to apply the academic research findings into 

their practice. They distinguish management science from other applicable 

sciences such as medicine, nursing, etc. To implement scientific knowledge, 

different stakeholders such as researchers, consultants, and practitioners 

must work jointly in the whole research process from the problem forming, 

theory building, and research designing, and then find and communicate the 

solution. Approaching the issue will engender a holistic nature that 

guarantees a scholar to produce applicable science. Therefore, the result will 

depict multiple-levels: a) academic research can be applied in practice; b) 

academic research will add value to practitioners; c) academics and 

researchers will collaborate to construct a transferable knowledge base (Van 

de Ven and Johnson 2006).  

Second, to communicate the results, the scholar needs to convert the 

substantial value of the knowledge gained while ensuring its credibility. 

Hence, knowledge transfer comprises a rhetorical nature as well. 

From the distinctive forms of knowledge perspective, practical knowledge is 

tacit and actionable, for it remains embedded in experience and is directed to 

a situation in a sociocultural context. However, scientific knowledge’s design 

formulates generalizables and theories. The two kinds of knowledge differ 
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from the purpose of implementing their results according to the way they are 

constructed. 

Thesis Overview  

The thesis is divided into nine chapters. Chapter 1 presents a brief 

introduction of the topic of study and highlights the main concepts and areas 

of the study. Chapter 2 begins with a critical review of leadership literature to 

set the ‘scene’ for my entire research project, while it introduces various 

concepts including power/knowledge, human body, and discourse. It covers 

the literature around visuality and aesthetics to unveil the connection 

between these two concepts and leadership, along with power of gaze and 

spectator perspective. Chapter 3 looks at the fieldwork methodology that I 

implemented to investigate leadership as a discursive, social constructionist, 

and aesthetic phenomenon. Additionally, it reveals how I designed my 

research with three phases and three distinct data types based on my 

depiction of how leadership embodies a relational process. Chapter 4 

represents the first phase of the empirical research, giving an example case 

to show how a Bedouin leader presents his leadership to his audience while 

focusing on the addresser. Chapter 5 presents the second phase of my 

empirical research, which focuses on the message emitted and how the 

painter created messages. Interviews were carried out with eight Arab artists 

to garner their opinions on how they synthesize visual messages, and 

analyze the cognitive sensory visual experience that art conveys. Chapter 6 

outlines the third phase of my empirical research, concentrating on the 

audience side of art and how they perceive the sent message. Interviews 
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were carried out with ten Dubai residents from diverse nationalities and 

cultural backgrounds. Chapter 7 provides the analyses and the conclusions 

obtained from the three phases of empirical research of leadership. It covers 

three principal areas: a) aesthetics and sensory perspective; b) image power; 

and c) the visual leadership and panopticon. Chapter 8 summarizes the 

lessons learned, from which emerged three themes: Leadership myth and 

how Bedouin leaders convey their messages through using images to 

influence the followers’ sensory perspective; then, how followers interpret 

these messages in different and multiple ways – specifically, visuals. This 

engenders a practical way of understanding the ingestion of leaders’ images 

and the effects that these portraits have on an audience. To accomplish this, 

I will explore the followers’ perspectives in terms of consuming leaders’ 

communicated messages and communication, by looking at the message 

and how this research helps the reader to comprehend leadership as a 

communicational process where this medium conveys a social message. 

In Chapter 9, I conclude the entire study by presenting the main findings and 

limitations of research, using visuality to reveal the meaning of symbols. 

Moreover, I examine the use of discourse analysis from a practical 

perspective and the sample size. Finally, I offer a number of 

recommendations for future research.  
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Chapter 2 – Leadership, Power and Aesthetics – Literature 

Review 

In this literature review, I examine scholarly texts and authors that explore 

leadership as a discursive, symbolic, aesthetic, and visual phenomenon. The 

connection between these various concepts sits in the social construction of 

a certain situation, to which a leader must respond appropriately and tackle 

successfully. 

Dominant trends in the literature elucidate the meaning of leadership and 

traits that make a leader successful; yet, the term leadership remains vague 

and embodies divergent contradictory meanings due to the vast theoretical 

approaches to leadership (Meindl et al. 1985: 179; Yukl 1989). 

Burns (1978) as quoted in Gill (2009), cited “Leadership is one of the most 

observed and least understood phenomena on earth” (Gill 2009: 3). 

According to the precedent definition, leadership portrays a phenomenon 

observed and researched, but remains ambiguous. It is distinguished, yet it 

remains confused with “an assumed empirical reality” (Alvesson and 

Sveningsson 2003: 360). Nonetheless, there currently exists no accepted 

applied scientific definition for leadership. Simply, the plethora of empirical 

studies continue to produce perplexing and contradictory paradigms (Yukl 

1989; Alvesson and Sveningsson 2003). Thus, my study focuses on the 

multiple realities of any social phenomenon: “These realties are constructed 

through social processes in which meanings are negotiated, consensus 

formed, and contestation is possible. Such a view shows us how meanings 

that are produced and reproduced on an ongoing basis create structures that 
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are both stable and yet open to change as interactions evolve over time.” 

(Fairhurst and Grant 2010: 174)  

Authors continue to summarize leadership as the process of exercising 

power, managing cultures, and mobilizing others to complete work through 

setting goals and objectives, with an ultimate goal which is to increase 

organizational performance and effectiveness (Kelly et al. 2006 ). Prevailing 

definitions emphasize the nature of leadership as an influential process 

between different social group members (Yukl 1989). 

From the traditional perspective, leadership research is based on an 

individualistic approach and psychological theory; this mainstream leadership 

theory exemplifies the idea that leaders possess certain personal qualities 

and capabilities such as traits, styles, and behaviors that differentiate them 

from others. According to this standpoint, people are naturally divided into 

leaders and followers. In this respect, the traditional approach embodies the 

assumption that leaders are born with certain inherited, identifiable, and 

measurable characteristics; therefore, these innate leaders prove destined to 

rise to positions of leadership in their social milieu. These individuals 

engender certain gifts, such as integrity, vision, and innovation (Barker 1997; 

Wood 2005; Kelly 2008; Gill 2009). Moore, as quoted in Gill (2009), defined 

leadership as “the ability to impress the will of the leader on those led and 

induce obedience, respect, loyalty, and cooperation” (Gill 2009: 6). This 

definition reinforces the patriarchal image of the masculine, feudal leader 

who mandates everyone to obey him (Barker 1997). 
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From this standpoint, leadership style exerts a strong influence on the way 

employees execute their jobs, which affect the productivity rate. According to 

Burns (1978), transformational leadership proves the key to increase overall 

performance and, consequently, to have a positive influence on the business 

sustainability (Bennett 2009). Henry Ford as quoted in Gill (2009) 

summarized the idea of leadership from an operational perspective as: 

“Industry is management, and management is leadership, and leadership is 

perfect when it so simplifies operations that orders are not necessary” (Gill 

2009: 7). Ford merged two different concepts, namely management and 

leadership, and he summarized leadership to simplify the operation. This 

typifies one example of the erroneous blending of the two terms, namely 

management and leadership, in literature. Fairhurst and Grant (2010) defined 

the time when authors started to distinguish between the two terms, when 

neocharisma discourses defined leaders as change-masters, and managers 

as taskmasters: “The authors thus argue that management Discourses 

construct what management is and how it is to be performed during any 

given time period in recent history. Perhaps the most striking example of this 

is the way in which leadership and management were largely 

interchangeable terms until neocharisma Discourses made leaders into 

change-masters and managers into task-masters who implement the 

change.” (Fairhurst and Grant 2010: 179)  

Grint (2010) further affirmed the necessary division of the two concepts of 

management and leadership when he traced the roots in the certainty 

degree, where leadership was involved in a high degree of uncertainty: 

“Management and Leadership, as two forms of authority rooted in the 
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distention between certainty and uncertainty… There is a huge degree of 

uncertainty involved and it is associated with Leadership” (Grint 2005b: 

1473).  

Based on the above, managers and leaders need authority to achieve 

success (Barker 1997). Authority remains derived from different kinds of 

power, which itself remains derived from various sources: knowledge, 

position, background, etc. It proves significant to understand the importance 

of power and authority when constructing leadership, as these two 

influencers demonstrate the keys forces in defining the leadership process.  

Some authors describe leadership as a power relationship between leaders 

and followers. Essentially, leaders use power to influence the followers’ 

behaviors in the desired direction (Braynion 2004).  

Grint (2010) asserted that ‘soft power’ denotes the power of persuasion 

associated with leadership, while ‘hard power’ signifies the power of 

command associated with management (Grint 2005b). 

Hence, leadership assumes multiple dimensions in terms of meaning and 

leaders occupy multiple positions.  

Leadership as a socially constructed phenomenon  

Recent approaches render leadership as emerging as an impact of the 

linguistic turn (Fairhurst 2009), while critical authors believe the above-

mentioned definitions and explanations fail to uncover the leadership’s 

complex phenomenon. To expound upon the new perspective of leadership; 

it remains important to differentiate between the leader, the person with 
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particular traits and behaviors, and leadership, the process of mobilizing and 

influencing that leaders apply on their followers or subordinates (Parry and 

Hansen 2007). 

Leadership, in essence, is centered on influencing others to change the way 

that they see and tackle a certain situation. Consequently, there are three 

main components in the leadership process: a) the leader; b) the situation 

which epitomizes a problem, or an opportunity, etc.; and c) the influenced 

parties, including followers (subordinates) and other stakeholders.   

Theoretically, leaders need to take action whenever an alerting situation 

arises so as to confront and solve the dilemma. From this perspective, a 

certain alerting situation drives a leader to shape the relationship between a 

leader and one’s followers and stakeholders. In other words, when an 

alarming situation surfaces, a leader must exercise one’s leadership upon 

others; hence, the situation or the context determines the leader’s response. 

Therefore, for a leader to respond ‘properly’ to a situation, a ‘correct’ analysis 

of the situation is needed. A number of different aspects influence a leader’s 

evaluation of the situation and their response to it; these aspects include the 

environment, the leader’s personality and experience, in addition to many 

other factors. Of course, it is obvious enough that analyzing a certain 

situation proves subjective and it emphasizes the social interaction between 

leaders and their followers. Leaders and their environment add to the 

complex network of social interaction between all leaders, followers and 

other interconnected stakeholders.  
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Hawkins (2015) incorporated objects into the relationship between people. 

This relationship is called ‘posthumanist’ (Hawkins 2015). 

Grint (2005) identified the key component of the leadership process from the 

social constructivist perspective as making ‘proper’ decisions in the light of 

accurately detecting the context or situation: “The context is not independent 

of human agency, and cannot be objectively assessed in a scientific form.” In 

effect, Grint urged us to shift our focus from the situation per se to how a 

certain situation is situated, “Shifting the focus from noun to verb facilities the 

reintroduction of the proactive role of leadership in the construction of 

context” (Grint 2005b: 1471).  

Grint (2005) adapts the tame and wicked problem analysis of Rittel and 

Webber (1973) and distinguishes between management and leadership, 

where a tame problem embodies a limited degree of uncertainty; therefore, it 

is associated with management. Conversely, a wicked problem garners 

complexity and exudes a high degree of uncertainty; thus, it maintains an 

association with leadership. As a result, a wicked dilemma necessitates a 

differing approach from a tame issue. Consequently, Grint (2005) applies his 

alternate strategy to three case studies. One of these cases reveals the 

Brent Spar case, in which Shell and Greenpeace regarded and constructed 

the same problem (removing a no longer economically viable oil storage and 

tanker loading buoy in the Brent oil field) from different social construction 

perspectives. Shell constructed the problem as a ‘tame problem’, while 

Greenpeace observed the same problem as a ‘critical problem’. From this 

evidence, two parties interpreted and constructed one problem in two 
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completely different ways. Grint explained that “the ‘problem’ cannot be 

assessed objectively… In effect, the problem was socially constructed and 

the solution was the consequence of political negotiation not rational, 

objective or scientific analysis” (Grint 2005b: 1481).  

Based on Grint’s articulation, leadership can be plotted between two axes: a) 

the degree of uncertainty for the problem (context) and its association with 

the ‘wicked’ complex problems, and b) the power source needed to tackle 

the problem mainly when the leader asks questions and employs ‘soft power’ 

to persuade followers to work together to construct the problem in a 

collaborative mode (Grint 2005b).  

Each situation exhibits a social phenomenon; in this way, when we study any 

social phenomenon, we are entitled to consider the social and cultural 

contexts (Alvesson and Sveningsson 2003). Building on the preceding 

discussion, critical authors describe leadership as a socially constructed 

phenomenon incapable of studying in isolation from the social, cultural, and 

historical contexts.  

Constructing a certain situation remains based on our perception of the 

world, which is affected by two main factors: first, through our social, cultural, 

and historical background; and second, through our social interaction with 

the related stakeholders, which Lord and Emirch (2001) called ‘collective 

cognition’ and which can be defined as a “socially constructed understanding 

of the world derived from social exchanges and interaction” (Lord and Emrich 

2001: 562). Social interaction using language accomplishes collective 

cognition; both concepts, namely context and language, represent distinct 
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social phenomena. By the same token, leadership reflects a process of 

meaning construction between the leader and the led (Smircich and Morgan 

1982; Kelly 2008: 765). Hence, the main argument of leadership from the 

social constructionist perspective declares that the fundamental role of 

leaders is to construct a situation and determine the necessary action to 

steer the group in the direction they believe is correct or proper and to 

communicate that certain construction to followers, and then persuade 

followers to act in accordance with the leader’s vision.  

Fairhurst and Grant (2010) argued that “it is unsurprising that social 

constructionism recognizes the fundamental role of language and 

communication… This recognition has contributed to the linguistic turn and 

more recently the turn to discourse theory... Most social constructionists 

adhere to the belief that language does not mirror reality; rather it constitutes 

it. Seen in this light, communication becomes more than a simple 

transmission; it is a medium by which the negotiation and construction of 

meaning takes place.” (Fairhurst and Grant 2010: 174).  

Leadership epitomizes five main components: first, to construct the situation; 

second, to formulate a solution or develop an action to respond to the 

problem; third, to communicate the situation’s analysis and provide the 

pertinent solution to the stakeholders; fourth, to legitimize the communicated 

analysis and proposed solution; and fifth, to persuade followers to deploy the 

envisioned action.    

In this way, leadership depicts a relational process between leaders, 

followers, and related objects (Hawkins 2015). Consequently, the 



 
30 

sociocultural context and institutional structure exert substantial influence on 

the leadership process (Wood 2005). Followers or the environment portray 

this process. Given the social constructionist nature of leadership, 

communication plays a substantial role in formulating this complex process 

(Fairhurst and Grant 2010; Fairhurst and Uhl-Bien 2012). Hawkins (2015) 

expanded the above articulations when he added that leadership’s ultimate 

aim proves to identify and pursue a shared goal through social interaction 

and collective agreement between related stakeholders. “Leadership is 

conceived… as a social process emerging from the collective interactions of 

groups as they work together to identify and pursue a shared goal” (Hawkins 

2015: 953).  

In effect, leadership from that perspective unveils a complex relational 

process of socially constructed dynamic movement (Wood 2005).  

As articulated previously, social interaction poses the central aspect of the 

leadership process; thus, communication and language play considerable 

roles in the process of constructing leadership. In fact, experts consider the 

interactive nature in the leadership process as its core and that language 

determines the core’s engine (Fairhurst and Uhl-Bien 2012). Therefore, 

leadership is a “reciprocal, interactive process” (Alvesson and Sveningsson 

2003: 360). Leaders influence their subordinates on different levels, 

particularly through their ideas, values, relations, goals, commitments, 

feelings, and emotions (Alvesson and Sveningsson 2003).  

Leadership reveals a contextual relational process between leaders and 

followers to achieve specific goals that leaders pre-plan. The interactive 
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nature of the leadership process proves as dynamic as any human 

interaction, for it changes constantly (Fairhurst and Uhl-Bien 2012).  

Consequently, this interactive relation engenders bidirectionality in a way, as 

leaders influence followers and followers influence leaders. This view of 

leadership contradicts the antediluvian image of the feudal leader-follower 

relationship, which proves an unidirectional relationship, which goes up down 

– in other words, from leaders to followers (Barker 1997).  

Language constitutes reality conveyed through human communication; 

hence, communication demonstrates not a simple act of transmitting 

messages. Instead, it epitomizes a process of meaning construction based 

on a particular context in which discourse is constructed (Fairhurst 2009). 

Communication between the stakeholders builds multiple realities through 

social interaction. Thus, “language does not mirror reality; rather it 

constitutes it. Seen in this light, communication becomes more than a simple 

transmission; it is a medium by which the negotiation and construction of 

meaning takes place” (Fairhurst and Grant 2010: 174).  

It proves essential to mention the difference between the construction of 

social reality and the social construction of reality; authors argued that the 

construction of social reality “emphasizes the cognitive products of social 

interaction—constructions of social reality involving categories, implicit 

theories, attributions, and sensemaking accounts”, whereas the social 

construction of reality “emphasizes the interactions themselves” (Fairhurst 

and Grant 2010: 177 & 178). The distinction between these two concepts lies 

in the angle from which people look at them. In this way, the notion of the 
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construction of social reality is centered on the perception. Specifically, this 

means the way individuals perceive leadership based on their cognitive 

perception of leadership, which remains grounded in the way people make 

sense of any social phenomenon based on social frames and personal 

background. On the other hand, the notion of the social construction of reality 

is centered on action, which represents an implicit sociohistorical interaction 

based on the Foucauldian archaeological analysis. This proves implicit in the 

sense discourse “historically rooted constellation of ideas, assumptions and 

talk patterns that, in effect, become linguistic resources for communicating 

actors subject to those discourses” (Fairhurst and Grant 2010: 179). 

Based on the above, social constructionists perceive leadership as a 

linguistic game; and, as in any human interaction, leaders use language to 

influence others, including followers, and to exercise their power (Fairhurst 

and Uhl-Bien 2012). The sensemaking process varies according to different 

contexts including the nature of the organization and the sociocultural and 

historical contexts. In effect, the notion of leadership as the ‘management of 

meaning’ unveils a phenomenon whereby language interaction and the 

concept of discourse embody the core of leadership. From that perspective, 

this justifies the reason behind focusing on various research methods such 

as narrative analysis and reflection (Fairhurst 2009).  

From the understudied, leadership epitomizes multiple realities, for it remains 

socially constructed where language plays a substantial role in the way 

people construct context and in determining the type of authority necessary 

to tackle the issue. There exists no objective or scientific understanding of 
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context, as the traditional contingency theories suggest. Simply, leadership 

not only involves the human element, but it incorporates non-human objects.  

Leadership, Power and Discourse   

The cornerstone of my study of leadership remains my argument that power 

embraces the central concept in the analysis of the leadership process. 

Barker (1997) drew a picture of the feudal leader as a male who holds 

absolute power to direct and order his subordinates to achieve his goals 

(Barker 1997). Barker described two main observations of the feudal leader: 

first, the notion of domination that the leader practices over followers; 

second, the concept of gender and the superiority of masculinity (Fairhurst 

2009).  

The notion of power in leadership reflects the most prevalent perceptive 

studied. In this respect, the power a certain leader garners can measure 

leadership effectiveness. Specifically, this comprises the types and sources 

of power, the ways that leaders acquired it, and the ways leaders exercised it 

(Yukl 1989). The sphere of forces in any environment truly encompasses 

power sources; thus, experts must study and view power in relation to these 

forces. In fact, at its core power fails to represent an unidirectional force.  

Foucault (1977) explained the impossibility of discovering a social 

relationship between ‘subjects’ without creating a power imbalance between 

the two sides of this social interaction (Foucault 1977b).  
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In respect of power as a social phenomenon, Foucault (1977) validated how 

strongly power influences every human ‘subject’. Power impacts each detail 

of the human existence, from the depth of the human personality to its 

outside presentation, including what individuals wear and how they act. 

“When I think of the mechanics of power, I think of its capillary form of 

existence, of the extent to which power seeps into the very grain of 

individuals, reaches right into their bodies, permeates their gestures, their 

posture, what they wear, how they learn to live and work with other people” 

(Martin and Meyerson 1998: 314). 

Foucault (1977) introduced the modern concept of power when he delineated 

disciplinary power, which remains a different form of sovereign power 

exercised in earlier times. This power entails inflicting pain on the human 

body through public torture as a symbolic form of punishment. Simply, it is 

power exerted on the body (Armstrong 1994). By contrast, disciplinary power 

is centered on reforming human behavior to improve society and direct 

cumulative behavior towards a new social order. The focus of reforming 

transformed from the discipline of body to the soul, or to the human mind 

(Foucault 1977a; Armstrong 1994). 

Power engenders an ambiguous and a problematic concept; it cannot be 

seen, touched or sensed; yet, its effects yield the tangible element exercising 

it (Foucault 1977a).  

Hence, the effects of power can produce positive or negative results. 

Generally, power garners negative implications, for the word ‘power’ remains 
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commonly associated with deleterious ideas, such as violence, manipulation, 

domination, and oppression. However, power harvests a positive connotation 

when it gains the perception of empowerment, belongingness, and positive 

leadership (Clegg et al. 2006). Foucault (1977) focused his writings on the 

positive aspect of power, because building on power’s constructive element 

can lead people in a new direction of using power for the sake of leading and 

applying positive leadership in an organization.  

Ostensibly, applying Foucault’s work in the study of organizations is rare 

(Burrell 1988). Moreover, few studies approach leadership from the positive 

perspective by applying the Foucauldian analysis and by implementing 

Foucault’s problematic concepts of power/knowledge, discourse, subjectivity, 

and body symbolism.  

Power in humanities can be defined as the force that moves human beings in 

a direction that the one who imposes power wants. Exercising power on 

individuals entails a person inducing others to perform as desired, regardless 

of their willingness (Clegg et al. 2006). Max Weber defined power as “the 

possibility of imposing one’s will upon the behavior of other persons” (Bendix 

1978: 290). Power consists of different components: a) the one imposing or 

exercising the power, in the leadership context of the study, which represents 

the leader; b) the one who receives the order from the leader, or the follower; 

c) the power the leader imposes upon followers, known as authority. To this 

point, followers must do what they are told to; therefore, they must obey the 

mandates from their leaders with or without true will. 



 
36 

Foucault (1977) explained what he found as a misconception of power in the 

West, which he termed as ‘juridico-discursive’. This theory of power contains 

a few fundamental characteristics: a) power always connotes negativity; b) 

power must be imposed and takes the form of rules or laws; c) power 

operates and imposes taboos; d) power is uniform and universal (Feder 

2011). 

Disciplined Bodies  

The relationship between power and the human body epitomizes the central 

aspect of the scientific management theory of Taylor. Practicing power by 

manipulating the human body for the ultimate sake of improving economic 

efficiency engenders the main objective of management theory. Taylor 

(1911) professed, “The principal objective of management should be to 

secure the maximum prosperity for the employer, coupled with the maximum 

prosperity for each employé” (Taylor 1911: 1).  

Using power to manipulate the human body efficiently seeks to minimize 

workers’ time and efforts, which demonstrates an innovative management 

idea, and which represents the center of Taylor’s scientific management. 

While Taylor started to practice his scientific management theory on 

individuals, he expanded his practice to incorporate the entire collective 

organizational body; then, he later broadened it even further to encompass 

the societal body (Clegg et al. 2006). Taylor focused his studies on the 

movements of the human body and the coordination and concurrence 

between the human body and the machine, creating a metaphoric concept of 
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the ‘human machine’. In this way, he converted the human body into a 

machine that employers can calibrate “to secure the maximum prosperity for 

the employer” (Taylor 1911: 1).  

Foucault described Taylor’s scientific management as “the unitary technique 

by which the body is reduced as political forces and bodies, in short, political 

anatomy, could be operated in the most diverse political regimes, 

apparatuses or institutions” (Foucault 1977b: 221). Taylor designed the 

human machine when he applied different practices, such as task 

decomposition, re-engineering of the workers’ movements, the coordination 

of the workers’ body movements with machines, and using the highly 

routinized process to use efficiently the resources for the maximum benefit of 

the employer. Foucault (1977) described the political economy of the human 

body, or the ‘political anatomy’, and the discourses of power imposed on the 

human body through programming each body movement. Studying and 

manipulating each movement, and connecting it to an automated system of 

coordinating employees’ body movements, forced employees to work harder 

to follow the rhythm of the machines on which they worked. Foucault (1977) 

designated the shift in the system of domination by using different 

techniques: from a traditional mode concentrating on physical punishment, to 

the disciplinary mode focusing on close surveillance of the worker’s 

efficiency, called ‘the power of gaze’. This reflects a positive change in using 

power, which I will discuss later in this chapter (Foucault 1977b; Burrell 1988; 

Clegg et al. 2006).  
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Importantly, Taylor, through his scientific management practices, 

metamorphosed the human body into a machine. Hence, the human body is 

transformed into an ‘object’ capable of calibration to the machine’s rhythm.   

Influence and Authority  

Leadership remains defined as the ability to get others to do what leaders 

want (Clegg et al. 2006). As mentioned above, leadership, as a process, 

garners a negative connotation of manipulating other people in order for the 

leader to successfully achieve the desired outputs. Leaders employ different 

techniques to influence others for the sake of achieving success, 

effectiveness, or any other goal (Barker 1997). The force a leader exercises 

on other people is the main element for a leader to realize effective 

leadership. That effect may yield a negative implication reflecting 

commanding and manipulating perceptions. This negative undertone is 

related more to the term authority, which expresses the notion of 

commanding and controlling (Barker 1997).  

In fact, exercising leadership and using power remain interconnected. In 

effect, the leadership process can be defined as the art of using power in a 

way that influences others to achieve the leader’s plans.  

Both the terms power and leadership elicit a negative meaning; yet, both 

terms may produce a positive connotation. Drawing on Weber’s power 

definition as the possibility of imposing the leaders’ wills upon the behavior of 

their followers matches this definition of leadership.  
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Hence, based on the above articulation, leadership demonstrates the 

application of power, which can take different shapes: either it portrays the 

power of managing, by forcing, others through systems, like Taylorism; or it 

is the power of gaze through close surveillance; or it is the power of rhetoric 

communication, called charisma.  

Foucault (1977) introduced the positive connotation of the term power when 

he attached the concept of power to producing forces, as any kind of 

production is positive. Furthermore, he linked the power of producing with the 

notion of creating and creativity. In effect, Foucault suggested that the 

productive form of power, rather than the repressive one, can positively 

influences behaviors and identities, especially since power produces 

knowledge (McKinlay et al. 2010).  

With this new facet of disciplinary power, Foucault’s positive outlook on 

power asserts that leaders exercise power in a seductive manner to induce 

others to do what the leader desires. The leader employs different media 

based on the leader’s special abilities and talents, such as creativity, team 

building, rhetoric skills, communication abilities, and vision, that make 

followers do what the leader wants without exerting negative forces of power, 

particularly domination, manipulation, etc. For example, narratives and 

storytelling are forms of exercising power through the leaders’ 

communication skills.  
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Perspectives on Analyzing Discourse  

Discourse, as a term, proves to be vague, thus it persistently creates 

confusion (Potter and Wetherell 1987) and it “continues to be used in vague 

and all-embracing ways, where the constitutive effects of discourse are taken 

for granted rather than problematized and explore” (Alvesson and Karreman 

2011: 1121). 

Discourse equates to text used to communicate a situation. In other words, 

discourse indicates the language voiced to explain a certain situation in a 

social context. Hence, discourse characterizes the means to illustrate a 

certain social reality (Alvesson and Karreman 2000). Thus, when talking 

about discourse analysis, it demonstrates how language is used to clarify a 

social phenomenon in a social context. In this way, discourse analysis 

typifies the articulation analysis of language that is used to constitute certain 

forms of subjectivity to explain a social phenomenon in a social context. 

According to Hardy and colleagues (2005), “language constructs 

organizational reality, rather than simply reflects it” (Hardy et al. 2005: 60). 

Therefore, two main factors directly affect discourse: a) the historical and 

social forces that form any social context; b) the power forces that form the 

subjectivity of creating the meaning of any social phenomenon (Foucault 

1979). Consequently, discourse manifests as our subjective construction of 

meaning in terms of a social phenomenon and a social context by utilizing 

language as a medium of meaning making.  
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Oswick (2011) states, “Discourse is a process of meaning-making through 

talk and text” (Oswick 2011: 104). Importantly, language in this research 

embodies not just the written or spoken means of elaborating on any 

discourse, for it exceeds these boundaries to include the visual use of 

language as well. Grant et al. (2004) elaborated on organizational discourse 

as “the structured collection of texts embodied in the practices of talking and 

writing (as well as a wide variety of visual representations and cultural 

artifacts)” (Grant et al. 2004: 3). 

Hardy and colleagues (2005) added to the previous citation “the texts that 

populate discourses range from written work to speech acts to non-linguistic 

symbols and images” (Hardy et al. 2005: 61). Language reflects a means by 

which to expound upon the subjective meaning of a social context, of which 

comprises the textual and visual perspectives. Hence, in this paper, I will 

deal with the problematic relationship between language, primarily the visual 

forms, and other components of meaning formation, including our values 

systems like beliefs, ideologies, etc. 

Building on the understudied, discourse and meaning remain interconnected 

concepts. Which concept precedes the other? In other words, can a certain 

discourse be defined without having the full background of the social context 

that can be used as the basis for our analysis? Alvesson and Karreman 

(2000) elaborated on the premise of the term ‘discourse’, which remains 

vague, and there are few divergent interpretations of this term. 

Consequently, they suggested identifying two dimensions: first, the 

relationship between discourse and meaning; second, the specific context 
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forms of language used versus the standardized forms. Through these two 

dimensions, a person can identify to what the term ‘discourse’ refers, ranging 

from micro-discourse to mega-Discourse. A person can then distinguish 

between micro, local position of discourse (with small letter d) as a language 

interaction related to the local use of language and talking in specific and 

local situations, to the grand mega-Discourse (with capital letter D) that 

refers to the broader concepts regarding thought systems and is used to 

identify broader social phenomena (Potter and Wetherell 1987; Alvesson and 

Karreman 2000; Fairhurst and Putnam 2004; Alvesson and Karreman 2011).  

By the same token, Alvesson and Karreman (2011) articulated on the 

different approaches of discourse as: a) text-focused studies (TFS) for the 

small letter d discourse approach; and b) paradigm-type discourse studies 

(PDS) for the capital letter D discourse approach (Alvesson and Karreman 

2011).  

History plays a major role in the construction of a discourse, as history 

shapes and normalizes ideas and a cultural system of thoughts through the 

accumulation of particular cultural and social practices. This creates the 

social aggregated frames of reference including the social norms, ideologies, 

stories, and understandings for various social and cultural ideas (Foucault 

1977b; Swidler 1986; Alvesson and Karreman 2011). In this way and 

according to Alvesson and Karreman (2011), “Social norms can be assumed 

to be tacit and culturally taken-for-granted and produced/reproduced through 

people observing how others behave, picking up very subtle guidelines and 

sanctions as to how to act” (Alvesson and Karreman 2011: 1136).  
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In effect, culture, as a tacit system of taken-for-granted ideas, is produced 

through using different forms of language to construct meaning that is 

developed over time. 

Basically, this entails interaction and going up and down on the ‘discourse 

ladder’ between the everyday linguistic interactions (TFS) and the grand and 

broader concepts (PDS) (Alvesson and Karreman 2011).  

Markedly, I extend my study beyond different social phenomena to 

incorporate the effects of the connections between these different 

phenomena, the connection between different Discourses and the effects 

and dynamics of the connection between these Discourses and the relation 

to the power of discourse. This entails studying resistance as a byproduct of 

the relations of power and knowledge. One cannot study discourse without 

studying the effects of the resistance in terms of the power/knowledge 

relation. Hence, I need to diligently take heed of the problematic relationship 

between the different meanings of discourse when I conduct an empirical 

analysis of the social process of leadership in the social context of Bedouin 

Arabia.  

Feder (2011) asserted on Foucault’s conception of discourse: “discourse can 

be both an instrument and an effect of power” (Feder 2011: 18). 

Karp and Helgo (2008) considered leadership as a “shared social influence 

process” that aims to construct a new direction in the social context of the 

organizational life; it is a dynamic process that occurs between people where 
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power plays an important role in the balance of that interaction between 

people (Karp and Helgo 2008: 30). 

Fairhurst and Uhl-Bien (2012) studied the social interaction of the leadership 

process when they found that this process remains based on a contextual 

sequential of meanings that is expressed by verbal exchange and contextual 

interaction. They gave the example of seeking and granting permission from 

leaders to followers and the ways that authority is exercised. Narrative 

analysis shows the social interaction between leaders and followers when 

leaders tell stories and followers perceive these stories. These stories 

influence the general targeted audience (Fairhurst and Uhl-Bien 2012).  

Relational communication offers a rich analysis of what leadership 

represents from different contextal critical perspectives (Fairhurst and Uhl-

Bien 2012). Therefore, power is illustrated in different shapes and forms 

through language, through the way language is constructed and through the 

way a certain message is communicated.  

To summarize, leadership from a social constructionist perspective proves 

an interactional process to construct reality. Two main factors affect this 

reality construction: first the social, cultural, and historical background of the 

leader and the key stakeholders; second, the cognitive interaction through 

discourse linguistically constructed, reconstructed, and communicated, which 

is affected by a mix of sociohistorical rooted ideas of the leader and the 

stakeholders. In effect, the process of linguistic social interaction between 

and among the key social players results in co-constructing reality. Applying 
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power and resistance shapes and reshapes discourse. This dynamic 

interactional process forms and communicates a final construction of 

discourse. That certain dominant discourse shall be developed and 

established through specific terminology, themes, stories and metaphors; it 

shall create a social development and a change of the ethical system of the 

community in place, and it shall conjure more interactions and discussions to 

keep social evolution.  

Aesthetic and Visual Representation of Leadership 

Leaders, throughout history, continued to be represented as heroes, or as 

divine human beings inspired by God, semi-Gods, and sons of God. People 

worship these hallowed humans in different forms (Carlyle 1840).  

This heroic representation of leaders signifies another vague term: Charisma 

(Meindl et al. 1985; Kelly 2013). The notion of charisma is crucial to explain 

how an ordinary person transforms into a superhuman. Weber (1968) 

explained “the term ‘charisma’ will be applied to a certain quality of an 

individual personality by virtue of which he is set apart from ordinary men 

and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least specific 

powers or qualities. These are such as are not accessible to the ordinary 

person, but are regarded as of divine origin or as exemplary, and on the 

basis of them the individual concerned is treated as a leader” (Weber 1968: 

48). 
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Meindl and colleagues (1985) termed the ‘romanticization of leadership’ as 

the heroic view of leadership, which gives leaders a central and dynamic role 

in the organizational interactive process. Moreover, this heroic view 

associates leadership with certain events. Ostensibly, the association of 

leadership with events is measured by economic performance; thus, 

organizational performance depicts a cause of that heroic leadership (Meindl 

et al. 1985). 

At the present time, leaders remain represented as supreme creators in the 

eyes of their followers. Gabriel (1997) studied this phenomenon based on 

three narratives of intern students with different perspectives. One of these 

students, Anne, worked for a publishing firm where she described the 

meeting with the firm’s director in a religious emotional manner of meeting 

God. The encounter profoundly affected the student to the point that her 

narrative portrayed a mix of religious and romantic love for the leader. It 

provides an important experience for her when she meets the leader, who 

embodies the symbol of supreme power.  

Another example mentioned in the same paper depicts Bob, another intern, 

who described his meeting with the director in a different way to Anne. 

Nervousness permeated his experience instead of divine emotions. Both 

encounters emitted highly charged emotions and fantasies on the followers’ 

side (Gabriel 1997).  

Notably, followers perceive leadership in diverse ways according to their 

experiences and their social background.  
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It is obvious enough that business leaders’ visuals are attached to the 

companies’ identities that they manage; hence, the performance of the 

companies affects business leaders’ images through the media. High-

preforming companies visually portray their leaders as a token of their 

success. Leaders of successful corporations typify models for organizational 

effectiveness. The media, meanwhile, expounds the leaders’ traits and 

attributes as the causes of their institutional success. Business press 

constructs leaders’ images using metaphorical expressions and narratives 

according to the companies’ performance they lead. Chen and Meindl (1991) 

analyzed the business media formation of the image of People Express’ 

leader, Donald Burr, in different phases during Burr’s reign between 1980 to 

1986. During periods one and two, Burr’s image was represented as a 

preacher reflecting the successful steps he implemented and the reflection 

on the growth and expansion of People Express. Period three extracted 

another image, for Burr emerged as a fighter hero who frightened the 

competition; therefore, by the end of period three, Burr’s image emerged to 

portray a fallen hero as a failure period commenced. The process of 

constructing and reconstructing of Burr’s image through the business media, 

the use of metaphors in alignment with the performance of People Express, 

plus the reflection on People Express’ image, shaped the way viewers 

perceived the leader (Chen and Meindl 1991).  

Jackson and Guthey (2007) argued that visual images of business leaders 

work as rhetorical tools to construct the required image of business leaders 

and their respective firms (Jackson and Guthey 2007).  
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Visualizing Leadership  

Visuality demonstrates a term that Thomas Carlyle (1841) introduced in his 

lecture On Heroes (Carlyle 1840; Mirzoeff 2006), which basically means the 

visual culture. Foster (1988) asserted that, “Although vision suggests sight as 

a physical operation, and visuality sight as a social fact, the two are not 

opposed as nature to culture” (Foster 1988: ix).  

According to Mirzoeff (2006), “Visuality is very much to do with picturing and 

nothing to do with vision, if by vision we understand how an individual person 

registers visual sensory impressions” (Mirzoeff 2006: 67). Hence, visuality 

concerns mostly representation and form.  

Visuals in the context of this study represent leaders’ images, including 

photographs and portraits; yet, the term image can encompass a wider 

meaning. Mitchell (1984) stated “we speak of pictures, statues, optical 

illusions, maps, diagrams, dreams, hallucinations, spectacles, projections, 

poems, patterns, memories, and even ideas as images, and the sheer 

diversity this list would seem to make any systematic, unified understanding 

impossible” (Mitchell 1984: 504). 

Specifically, representing leaders took the form of portraiture, which focuses 

on the face of a specific prominent person. Hence, portraiture reflects an 

important art as it depicts the status of only prominent people. Consequently, 

“Portraits are not just likenesses but works of art that engage with ideas of 

identity as they are perceived, represented, and understood in different times 
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and places. ‘Identity’ can encompass the character, personality, social 

standing, relationships, profession, age, and gender of the portrait subject” 

(West 2004: II).  

Portraits can take different art forms including paintings, sculptures, 

drawings, engravings, photographs, coins and medals (West 2004). 

The image from a visual perspective represents a mystery necessitating 

interpretation. Images remain full of symbols and enigmas. Mitchell (1984) 

affirmed the nature of images as “an actor on the historical stage, a presence 

or character endowed with legendary status, a history that parallels and 

participates in the stories we tell ourselves about our own evolution from 

creatures ‘made in the image’ of a creator to creatures who make 

themselves and their world in their own image” (Mitchell 1984: 504). 

The previous discussion illuminates the problematic relationship between 

language and imagery. Chen and Meindl (1991) analyzed the verbal 

construction of the leadership image that business media fabricates using 

metaphors. Now, the challenge remains to use this knowledge to connect 

mental and material metaphors, especially dealing with abstract concepts, 

such as leadership and power (Mitchell 1984; Chen and Meindl 1991).  

Aesthetics  

According to Taylor and Hansen (2005), “aesthetics is concerned with 

knowledge that is created from our sensory experiences” (Taylor and 

Hansen 2005: 1212). Hence, we can differentiate aesthetics from the 
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scientific as aesthetics reflects sensitive knowledge. Basically, sensitive 

knowledge includes feelings, sensory perspective and tacit knowledge. 

Taylor and Hansen claimed, “If we look carefully at this distinction of 

aesthetic/sensory knowing versus intellectual/propositional knowing, we find 

a distinction that is not just about how we know things, but why we know 

things. Intellectual knowing is driven by a desire for clarity, objective truth 

and usually instrumental goals. On the other hand, aesthetic knowing is 

driven by a desire for subjective, personal truth usually for its own sake” 

(Taylor and Hansen 2005: 1213).  

In the same vein, Springborg (2010) defined art based on the above outlined 

ideas as “an arrangement of conditions intended to make us perceive some 

part of the world more directly through our senses – and less through our 

concepts and ideas about this part of the world”. Therefore, art can be 

perceived through our senses and feelings (Springborg 2010: 245). 

Barry and Meisiek (2010) took this step further and argued that, in most 

cases, the term ‘art’ remains depicted as a craft, not art as fine art. They also 

commented on Davies’ (2005) articulation on the concept of art with a capital 

A and art with a lower-case a. They distinguished between these two 

confusing, interconnected concepts of historical and contextual construction. 

Their core meanings reside in the notion of art as craft – in other words, as 

the utilitarian notion. Subsequently, they connected both concepts to 

leadership, distinguishing between art of leadership that can coexist with the 

art of leadership. The authors expounded on the art of leadership, 

considering it art rather than craft based on its aesthetical nature. Influencing 
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Figure E1-12 – Sheikh Mohammed showing his visionary look and 

communicating his vision statement. 
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Figure E1-13 – Sheikh Mohammed sitting on the ground with an old man. 

 

Figure E1-14 – Sheikh Mohammed with a charismatic look 
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Figure E1-15 – Sheikh Mohammed in front of one of his successful projects 


