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THE ENDURING
POWER OF "A
MESSAGE TO
GARCIA": ELBERT
HUBBARD’S
TIMELESS CALL TO
INITIATIVE

In the annals of
business literature and
motivational writing,
few pieces have
achieved the cultural
saturation of Elbert
Hubbard’s 1899 essay,
"A Message to Garcia."
This short, fiery
piece—originally
published in his
magazine The

Philistine—has been
translated into dozens
of languages,
distributed by the
millions, and cited by
leaders from the
boardroom to the
battlefield. Yet, for all
its fame, the essay
remains a curious
artifact: a celebration
of dogged initiative
wrapped in a simple
historical anecdote. To
truly understand the
enduring power of A
Message to Garcia
Elbert Hubbard
crafted, we must
explore not only the
story itself but also the
man behind it, the
context of its creation,
and the surprisingly


https://app.ardentx.com/

complex lessons it
offers  for  modern
professionals,
entrepreneurs,
leaders.

The Story
Behind
the
Essay: A
Soldier, a
Letter,
and a
Leader

The central narrative of

and

message to General
Calixto Garcia, the
leader of the Cuban
insurgents. Garcia was
deep in the
mountainous jungles of
Cuba, and no one knew
his exact location.
McKinley was told that
a young officer named
Rowan could be trusted
to deliver the message.
Without asking "Where
is he?" or "How do | get
there?" Rowan simply
took the letter,
disappeared into the
jungle, and emerged
three weeks later
having completed his
mission.

Elbert Hubbard used
this true story as a
parable. His essay
argues that the rarest
and most valuable

the essay is . .

deceptively simple. duality —in —any
During the Spanish- €mployee—or any
American War Person—is the ability
President William tO take a task and
McKinley needed to complete it without
deliver a crucial 9uestion or
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complaint. The
"message to Garcia"
becomes a metaphor

for any difficult
assignment that
requires initiative,

resourcefulness, and
unwavering
commitment.
Hubbard’s core thesis
is that the world is full
of people who need
constant supervision,
but the truly great
ones are those who
can be handed a task

and simply get it done.

THE HISTORICAL
CONTEXT: WHY "“A
MESSAGE TO
GARCIA" STRUCK A
NERVE

To appreciate the
impact of A Message
to Garcia Elbert
Hubbard wrote, we
must consider the
zeitgeist of 1899.
America was emerging
as an industrial and
imperial power. The

Spanish-American War
had just ended, and
the nation was
captivated by stories of
heroism and efficiency.
At the same time, the
American workforce
was becoming
increasingly
specialized and, in
Hubbard’'s view, lazy
and entitled. He saw a
lack of personal
responsibility and a
growing dependence
on managers to
micromanage every
step.

Hubbard’s essay was a
rallying cry for a return
to rugged individualism
and self-reliance. It
resonated with
business owners,
military leaders, and
educators who felt that
society was losing its
grit. Within months,

the essay was
reprinted in
newspapers,

magazines, and



corporate training
materials. It was even
distributed as a
pamphlet by the New
York Central Railroad
and later by the U.S.
Navy during World War
I. The essay’s
popularity proved that
the message—the
need for initiative
and loyalty—touched
a deep and universal
chord.

The Core
Message:
What
Hubbard
Really
Argued

At its heart, A
Message to Garcia is
a critique of passivity.

Hubbard famously
begins by describing
the typical employee:
one who, when given
an order, responds
with a dozen questions,
excuses, and demands
for clarification. He
contrasts this with
Rowan, who "took the
letter, sealed it in an
oilskin pouch, strapped
it over his heart, in four
days landed by night
off the coast of Cuba,
disappeared into the
jungle, and in three
weeks came out on the
other side, having
traversed the island on
foot."

Hubbard’s argument is
not just about
obedience; it is about
intelligent, self-
directed action. The
essay does not glorify
blindly following
orders. Rather, it
celebrates the person
who understands the
objective and uses
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RELEMANGEY THE to
achieve it. Rowan had
to navigate unknown
territory, avoid Spanish
patrols, and rely on
local guides. He did not
wait for a map, a GPS,
or a detailed itinerary.
He simply went to
work.

The essay is also a
sharp indictment of
what Hubbard called
"the fool of the
world"—the person
who cannot act without
constant hand-holding.
He writes, "If you give
him a letter to take to
Garcia, he would
probably reply, 'Take it
yourself.'"" This may
sound harsh, but
Hubbard’s target was
not hardworking
laborers; it was those
who wallow in
mediocrity and excuse-
making.

MODERN

MESSAGE FOR
TODAY’S
WORKPLACE

Over a century later,
the lessons of A
Message to Garcia
Elbert Hubbard
published remain
strikingly relevant. In
an age of endless
meetings, Slack
notifications, and
collaborative tools, the
ability to take
ownership of a task
and see it through
without being
micromanaged is more
valuable than ever.
Companies today face
an epidemic of

"analysis paralysis"
and "responsibility
diffusion."  Hubbard’s

essay cuts through the
noise with a simple
demand: be the person
who delivers.



Initiative
as a

you can nod, figure it
out, and deliver
results. The latter path
builds a reputation for
reliability and

Ca reereompetence.

In modern parlance,
often called

Acce | e't'ﬁaﬁr action." It is a

or

Professionals who
embody the spirit of
Rowan tend to rise
faster. Leaders value
employees who can be
trusted with a project
and never need to be
reminded of deadlines.
When you receive a
"message to Garcia"
from your boss—a
challenging
assignment
ambiguous
instructions—you have
a choice. You can ask
for clarification,
request additional
resources, or complain
about the difficulty. Or

with

trait celebrated in
startups, where speed
and resourcefulness
can mean the
difference between
success and failure.
Amazon’s leadership
principles include
"ownership," "bias for
action," and "dive
deep"—all echoes of
Hubbard’'s call for
personal
accountability.

The Role
of
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Leadershi

Creating

d

"Rowan"

Culture

While Hubbard focused
on the individual, a
modern reading must
also consider the
leader’s responsibility.
A "Rowan" can only
thrive in an
environment that
rewards initiative. If a
manager punishes
failure or demands
constant wupdates,

employees will
naturally become
cautious and
dependent.  Effective

leaders set a clear
vision, provide the

necessary authority,
and then step back.
They trust their people
to deliver the message
to Garcia.

However, Hubbard’s
essay has been
criticized for

overlooking the
importance of clarity
and support. McKinley
gave Rowan a letter,
but he also gave him
the freedom to choose
his method. Modern
organizations must
strike a balance
between autonomy
and alignment. The
best leaders
communicate the
"why" and then let
their teams determine
the "how."

CRITICISMS AND
COUNTERPOINTS:
THE OTHER SIDE
OF THE PARABLE

No influential work is
without its detractors.



Some argue that A
Message to Garcia

promotes blind
obedience and
undermines critical

thinking. If a soldier
had been asked to
deliver a message to
the wrong person or for
an unethical cause,
should they still take it
without question? The
essay does not address
moral ambiguity. Also,
in complex modern
organizations,

collaboration and
communication are
essential. The lone

hero model may not
suit every situation.

Furthermore,

Hubbard’s portrayal of
the average employee
is undeniably
dismissive. He writes of
"the imbecility of the
average man" and
suggests that most
people are unworthy of
trust. This elitist tone
can alienate readers

today, especially in
cultures that value
psychological safety
and servant leadership.
However, it is possible
to separate the essay’s
abrasive style from its
core lesson: the value
of personal initiative.

A
Balanced
View:
Taking
the Best
from
Hubbard

The most constructive
way to read A
Message to Garcia
Elbert Hubbard wrote
is as a call to self-
improvement, not as a
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universal management
doctrine. The essay
asks each of us to look
in the mirror. When
faced with a difficult
task, do we pause to
complain or do we roll
up our sleeves? Do we
wait for explicit
instructions, or do we
exercise good
judgment and act? In a

world where
distractions are
endless and

accountability is often
outsourced, the ability
to focus and execute is
a superpower.

Moreover, the essay’s
simplicity is its
strength. Hubbard
stripped away all
complications to
highlight one essential
truth: people who get
things done are rare
and invaluable. That
truth transcends time,
industry, and culture.
Whether you are a
recent graduate

entering the workforce
or a seasoned
executive, the question
remains the same: Can
you deliver the
message to Garcia?

CONCLUSION: THE
MESSAGE THAT
KEEPS TRAVELING

A Message to Garcia
is far more than a
historical curiosity. It is
a mirror held up to
human nature,
reflecting both our
potential for greatness
and our tendency
toward mediocrity.
Elbert Hubbard crafted
a parable that has
inspired leaders from
Theodore Roosevelt to
corporate titans of the
twentieth century. Its
core idea—that
initiative, loyalty, and
perseverance are the
ultimate career
currencies—remains as
potent today as it was
in 1899.



Of course, the modern
world is more complex
than the jungles of

Cuba. We must
navigate team
dynamics, ethical
dilemmas, and

systemic constraints.
But at the moment of
decision, when a new
challenge appears, we
can still choose to be
like Rowan. We can
take the letter, find our

10

own path, and deliver.
That is the timeless,
actionable message at
the heart of Elbert
Hubbard’s enduring
essay. If you can do
that, you will never
lack for
opportunities—because
there will always be a
message that needs
delivering, and there
will always be leaders
looking for someone
willing to take it.
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