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Introduction

Not everyone is capable of madness; and of those lucky enough  
to be capable, not many have the courage for it.

—August Strindberg

When the world goes mad, one must accept madness as sanity;  
since sanity is, in the last analysis, nothing but the madness  

on which the whole world happens to agree.
—George Bernard Shaw

 The Dadaesque World We Live In

Looking at the world we live in, we cannot help but acknowledge the growing 
proliferation of populist, often demagogue-like, leaders, whose behavior is 
imbued with an almost surrealistic, Dadaesque quality. Many of these leaders 
seem to be engaged in a theater of the absurd, appealing to humankind’s most 
basic instincts. However, such a theater of the absurd has the potential to 
become dangerous and can easily lead to disaster. And given what history has 
taught us, we cannot avoid or dismiss the warning signs. It is with all of this 
in mind and against the background of what I have learned about the darker 
side of these leaders’ behavior that I undertook writing a number of essays, 
each of which grows out of the profound disquietness I have begun to feel 
about the world that’s being created by them. This book offers a collection of 
these essays.

In this collection, not only do I discuss the psychological dynamics that 
facilitate the rise of populist, demagogue-like leaders, I also present a number 
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of these essays in the form of fairy tales. Having written quite a few fairy tales 
over the years, I have learned that the use of this format can be quite 
illuminating.1 Fairy tales have the capacity to stimulate the readers’ creativity 
and imagination, and, in so doing, prove educational. But in particular, fairy 
tales provide the reader with moral guidelines. In that respect, fairy tales 
continue to play a significant role in our society, as they have in various 
societies for thousands of years. With the help of their kings and queens, 
heroes and villains, dragons and elves, fairy tales allow us to portray the various 
human dilemmas of leadership in a very stark tone. Often, these stories 
illustrate how leaders can be a force for the ugly, for the bad, and for the 
weird—as the title of this book suggests. In addition, I may at times resort to 
irony and metaphor as a way of making my point in the hope of prompting a 
better understanding of the darker side of leadership.

I strongly believe that leadership pertains to the ability to coalesce the 
efforts of many different individuals toward the achievement of common 
goals. Effective leaders are able to bring people together, make them better, 
and make them stronger. But to be able to do so implies that leaders need to 
set a moral tone. In fact, divorced from morality, leadership quickly becomes 
meaningless. And I would like to add that if leaders want to make a real 
impact, the values by which they govern should be transcendent—that is, 
those in a leadership position should grab the opportunity before them to 
make a real difference in society, to be a force for the good.

Furthermore, I also suggest that to be an effective leader necessitates that he 
or she is willing to undertake an inward-bound journey—an intense journey 
into the self. It’s about acquiring a greater sense of self-awareness. It is all 
about self-improvement, about self-knowledge. After all, without self- 
knowledge leaders can easily be led astray. They may be tempted to act out 
their neuroses without consciously being aware of it. They may also become 
victims of hubris. It is for this reason that I will attempt to look not only at 
phenomena that appear on the surface, but also at what is happening under 
the surface. And to arrive at a greater understanding, I will resort to theories 
derived from psychoanalytic psychology (after all, in my other life, apart from 
being a professor of management, I am also a psychoanalyst), developmental 
psychology, neuroscience, and evolutionary psychology.

Unfortunately, with respect to the leadership equation, all too often, the 
Latin proverb “It is absurd that a man should rule others, who cannot rule 
himself ” applies to too many of our contemporary leaders. Paradoxically, 

1 Manfred F.  R. Kets de Vries (2016). Telling Fairy Tales to the Boardroom; How to Make Sure Your 
Organization Lives Happily Ever After. London: Palgrave Macmillan.
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given their personality makeup, it often seems that people with the wrong 
kinds of motivations are drawn to search out a leadership role—people who 
aren’t even capable of leading themselves.

Presently, the leaders that we need more than ever are people who also 
know how to unlock their followers’ potential, who know how to help the 
people they lead to improve themselves. In fact, I would even go so far as to 
say that the ability to help their people grow and develop should be seen as 
one of the highest callings of leadership. After all, we rise by lifting others.

My hope is that these various essays will help the reader to better understand 
not only what’s needed to be an effective leader but also to learn about the 
pitfalls of leadership—to recognize the warning signs when leaders transform 
into populist-like demagogues. I want the reader to become more aware of the 
psychological forces at work when groups of people resort to regressive 
practices. In addition, these essays will also speak to the importance of living 
a full life—and what gives our lives meaning. In this context, I will also make 
a few observations about the intricacies of male–female relationships given 
their importance, discussing in particular the feminine mystique. 
Consequently, I will address the question of what makes these relationships work.

I would like to conclude the introduction to this book by saying that 
effective leadership is not about making speeches or being liked. In many 
ways, leadership is about inspiring hope and defining reality. It is about the 
ability to unite people through the creation of meaning. And in my judgment, 
there is no more noble cause than to return people to the dignity of work and 
self-sufficiency, not to fall under the grip of arrogant ideologues and spineless 
detractors.

We want our leaders to do what’s right, not what’s easy. In fact, effective 
leadership is mostly defined by results—something that I view as being direly 
missing among many of the leaders that I am describing in these essays. 
Therefore, after everything has been said and done, what becomes apparent is 
that what we do has a far greater impact than what we say.
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The Dark Cloud of Crowds

Those who can make you believe absurdities can make you commit atrocities.
—Voltaire

If you tell a lie big enough and keep repeating it, people will eventually come to 
believe it.

—Joseph Goebbels

Recently, once again, I saw Triumph of the Will, the infamous Nazi propa-
ganda movie directed by Leni Riefenstahl, the famous German film direc-
tor and Nazi sympathizer. The film remains well known for its striking 
visuals, showing some of the most enduring images of the leaders of the 
Nazi regime. It chronicles the 1934 Nazi Party Congress in the medieval 
city of Nuremberg, a town specifically chosen for this particular event to 
symbolize the link between Germany’s Gothic past and its rising Nazi 
future. In the film, it is for all to see how Riefenstahl presents Hitler as the 
ultimate savior whose arrival on the scene would be the beginning of a sup-
posedly “German Rebirth,” bringing glory to the nation by creating an 
imagined Thousand-Year Reich.

In the early scenes of the film, we see how the Führer, like a contem-
porary god, descends from the sky in a plane. Subsequently, we find him 
surrounded by throngs of admirers, the camera capturing him through 
rows and rows of arms raised in the dreaded Nazi salute. And while Hitler 
is delivering his histrionic speeches, he is portrayed as a master conductor 
of a world of impeccably regimented subjects, who are lined up to create 

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-79345-6_1&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-79345-6_1#DOI


2

awe-inspiring human tableaus. Due to the intoxicating atmosphere cre-
ated by these imposing crowds, every word spoken by Hitler is depicted 
as an inspired edict coming down from the heavens. And the filmmaker, 
in portraying these stark images—consciously or unconsciously—is 
showing how well she understood crowd psychology. She is demonstrat-
ing the kind of psychological dynamics that populist leaders know how 
to practice often in the most chilling of ways.1

 The Siren Song of Populists

Sadly enough, given the way societies are developing, it has become increas-
ingly clear that, in today’s world, there are too many leaders who in their 
behavioral patterns display an alarming number of similarities to a terrifying 
individual like Hitler. They know how to take advantage of whatever a coun-
try’s Zeitgeist may be as reflected in the mindset, attitudes, and values that 
have become mainstreamed. They know how to confront unequivocally the 
major anxieties of the populace in their time.

These populist-like leaders also know how to round up and excite people by 
demonizing other groups of people. To these individuals, xenophobia is par 
for the course. Unfortunately, while they are acting the way they do, too many 
of the people caught in their spell seem to be suffering from massive amnesia, 
forgetting the often-violent history that accompanies such leaders’ stay in 
power. Given what these people are capable of doing, very disturbing behavior 
is to be expected. Writer and philosopher George Santayana pointed directly 
to the issue before us when he said: “Those who cannot remember the past are 
condemned to repeat it.”

In encouraging their followers to do unimaginable things, some of these 
leaders have known no limits. In addition, what makes these people especially 
frightening is that many of them, in their desire to obtain power, are terribly 
seductive. Quite effectively, they turn into high priests of manipulation. They 
know how to cater to people’s desire for magical thinking. All too often, 
however, by acting the way they do, these populist, demagogue-like leaders 
are comparable to “snake oil salesmen,” merrily peddling their miracle cures, 
providing oversimplistic answers to difficult problems, while their solutions 
rarely are the correct ones.

1 Gustav Le Bon (2009). Psychology of Crowds. London: Sparkling Books.
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 Populism

Generally speaking, the term populism applies to political movements that 
are situated outside the mainstream. It refers to a range of political stances 
that emphasize the idea that society is separated into two groups that are at 
odds with one another: the “pure” people versus the “evil, corrupt elite.” This 
supposed elite consists of the political, economic, cultural, academic, and 
media establishments, which are portrayed as a homogeneous entity, accused 
of placing their own interests, and often the interests of other groups—such 
as large corporations, foreign countries, or immigrants—above what’s 
important to the “pure” people. Naturally, it leads to the conclusion that these 
pure people have been seriously disadvantaged.

The popularity of these movements is very much due to general feelings of 
discomfort about the inability of liberal democracies to fulfill the promise of 
creating a better life for everybody. When that promise remains unfulfilled, 
the losers in this equation are tempted to search for some kind of “messiah” to 
defend themselves and their interests. They will be looking for someone able 
to stand up against the evil elite who, in their minds, have been unwilling to 
share their perceived advantages with others. It is a political approach that can 
have great appeal to the so-called ordinary people.

In addition, populist leaders, in seducing the masses, know how to take 
advantage of a primitive defense mechanism called “splitting,” thereby creating 
an oversimplified world of “us” versus “them,” of “good” against “evil,” a way 
of looking at things that has no middle ground. Of course, while engaging in 
their demagogue-like activities, these leaders view themselves as being the 
representatives of the “good.” At all times, they will reassure their audience 
that they have the interests of “the people” at heart, trying to defend them 
against this “evil elite” who are always portrayed as a corrupt and self-serving 
entity that has been taking advantage of the virtuous, hardworking population 
these populist leaders pretend to represent.

It is in this way that populist leaders manage to get their followers emotion-
ally engaged by creating a binary Weltanschauung comprised of friends versus 
enemies. In fact, throughout history, the ability of Homo sapiens to create 
enemies—imaginary or otherwise—has always been a great way “to rally the 
troops,” to create unity among a leader’s followers. And this binary world 
consisting of “us” versus “them” becomes easier to latch on to when income 
stops growing or even starts to decline, when unemployment (especially 
among a country’s youth) increases, and when poverty expands, bringing with 
it a growing income inequality.

1 The Dark Cloud of Crowds 
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Unfortunately, too often, in our day and age these societal developments 
have become a reality. No wonder that many people who have felt left behind 
are often plagued by anxiety and are angry. After all, income inequality is a 
perfect prescription for social unrest. It explains the attractiveness of these 
populist-like political or social movements that are challenging the entrenched 
values, rules, and institutions of democratic orthodoxy. But as I suggested 
before, these developments may be another instance of history once more 
repeating itself.

When reflecting back on various historical movements, the Spanish phi-
losopher José Ortega y Gasset began studying the social upheavals in early 
twentieth-century Europe, which he saw as presenting a vision of Western 
culture that was sinking to its lowest common denominator while drifting 
toward chaos. In fact, many of the populist upsurges we are now witnessing 
worldwide can be interpreted—to use Ortega y Gasset’s terminology—as a 
new “revolt of the masses.”2 And these rebellions are directed not so much 
toward the very essence of democratic forms of government, but rather as an 
uprising against an elite that appears to have failed to share their advantages 
with the common people. Of course, what’s disturbing is that far too much of 
the world’s economic gains have gone to the top 1% of the population.3

What needs to be added is that populist leaders—Donald Trump being a 
more recent, but very disturbing example—don’t feel bound by institutional 
rules and regulations. Constitutional arrangements mean little to them. They 
strongly believe that the people whom they represent should be given the 
right to unbounded rule. No wonder, given their particular Weltanschauung, 
that they only pay lip service to frameworks for both enabling and restraining 
the exercise of public power. In reality, however, they aren’t really interested in 
freedom of speech, assembly, an unallied judiciary, and an independent media. 
In fact, they’re only interested in their media. These leaders are convinced that 
everything that they’re doing is permitted, always pretending that they are 
speaking with the voice of what’s conveniently described as “the silent 
majority.” And to “rally the troops,” they resort—as I have suggested earlier—
to these primitive defense mechanisms such as splitting, often using minority 
groups as scapegoats to further their ends.

Unfortunately, all too often, much of their irresponsible behavior has been 
expedited by the social media. In their hands, rumors and lies easily become 
transformed into believable facts. And their rumors, by far, travel at a speed 
too fast to fall victim to fact checking. Thus, what has become increasingly 

2 Jose Ortega y Gasset (1994). The Revolt of the Masses. New York: Norton.
3 Thomas Piketty (2014). Capital in the Twenty-First Century. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press.
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