
ingly, business schools are recognizing
the need to supplement student training
with lessons from the humanities in
order to prepare students as well for the
messy human struggles they are also
likely to meet after graduation. 

“Fiction can be as instructive about
leadership and organizational behavior as

any business textbook,” Shad professor of
business ethics Joseph L. Badaracco Jr.
explained in a recent article in the Har-
vard Business Review. For the past 10 years,
Badaracco has taught literature to sec-
ond-year M.B.A. students in an e≠ort to
expose them to important issues of char-
acter they might not otherwise en-

counter in their course work. His elective
course, HBS 1562, “The Moral Leader,”
consistently draws a crowd. “I think the
students sense a lack in their own train-
ing. The rest of the curriculum focuses on
analytical techniques and doesn’t leave
much room for self-reflection,” he says. 

Badaracco has honed a repertoire of lit-
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arlic mustard, Alliaria petio-
lata, a European native, immi-
grated to the United States in
the 1800s, says Kristina Stinson,
“perhaps accidentally with ani-

mal feed.” Other sources (viz., the on-
line Invasive Plant Atlas of New Eng-
land) suggest that settlers planted it
for food and medicinal purposes. Stin-
son allows that it is “potentially edi-
ble” and directs culinary explorers to
the Internet for garlic-mustard pesto
recipes. She is kind enough to say that
the plant is “sweet-looking, with cute
white flowers,” but notes that it isn’t
as attractive, for instance,  as the trilli-
ums that it has elbowed aside in its
aggressive and menacing march
through forests across much of the
United States and Canada. Garlic
mustard is a thug.

Most non-native invasive plants 
establish themselves in disturbed
soil—beside railroad tracks, for in-
stance. Garlic mustard does that, but it
also has demonstrated an unusual capacity to proliferate within
intact North American forests. There, under the canopy of ma-
ture native hardwood trees, it outcompetes with their
seedlings, such as those of sugar maples, red maples, and white
ashes. Through an indirect mechanism, garlic mustard threat-
ens infant successor trees, and if that process continues, the
weed could change the composition of North American forests.

Stinson, a research associate at the Harvard Forest in Peter-
sham, Massachusetts, is lead author of “Invasive Plant Sup-
presses the Growth of Native Tree Seedlings by Disrupting
Belowground Mutualisms,” in Public Library of Science Biology
(www.plosbiology.org). Most plants (but not garlic mustard)
form symbiotic relationships with arbuscular mycorrhizal
fungi in the soil, and many depend on this association for their
survival. Thus, microscopic fungi will become part of the feed-

ing roots of a sugar maple, for example, e≠ectively enlarging
the tree’s root system and promoting growth. The fungi pass
nutrients from the soil to the tree and get carbon in return. 

Stinson and colleagues—working in Petersham, Ontario,
Montana, Indiana, and Germany—performed a series of
greenhouse experiments that for the first time confirmed
what had only been hypothesized: garlic mustard, probably
by releasing poisonous antifungal chemicals, interferes with
the formation of these symbiotic relationships and reduces
native plant performance. It is a disruptive presence in the
forest, where fungi and tree roots, left alone, get cozy.  

�christopher reed

kristina stinson e-mail address:
kstinson@oeb.harvard.edu

At left, the invader, a biennial herbaceous plant about three feet in height, 
shown here growing lustily in the understory, might reconstitute North American 
forests. At right, symbiosis in action. Vesicles of fungi, shown in blue, colonize the feeding
tip of a tree root, its walls shown in brown.
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Hold the Garlic Mustard
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