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Introduction: Dancing
with the Ouroboros

Ir is not more surprising to be born twice than once; everything in nature is
resurrection.
—Voltaire

It is said of the ouroboros that he slays himself and brings himself to life,
fertilizes himself and gives birth to himself.
—Carl Jung

Time, Rebirth, and the Ouroboros

What’s the ouroboros? And why should we be interested in this strange
image of a serpent eating its own tail in this collection of essays on authen-
tic leadership?

In answering these questions, lets begin by adopting an etymological
perspective. The term “ouroboros” originates from the Greek oura meaning
“tail” and boros signifying “eating,” thus referring to “he who eats his tail.”
Its imagery has a very long history. In fact, the earliest record of this image
appeared in the thirteenth century Bc on a golden shrine in the tomb of the
Egyptian king Tutankhamen. It was used to depict the way the ancient
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Egyptians understood time. To them, time wasn’t seen as a linear process.
On the contrary, it was portrayed as a series of repetitive cycles, very much
based on the imagery of the flooding of the Nile or the journey of the sun.
Thus, the ouroboros became symbolic of the cycle of life, death, and rebirth.
To be more specific, the ancient Egyptians already recognized how nature
created life out of destruction. And as the ouroboros was a symbol without
a beginning or end, it also signified a break with the linear, and instead
focused on the cyclical. No wonder that the loop represented by the ouro-
boros was bound to the concept of time, the circle being symbolic of the
finite and infinite. In fact, the current mathematical symbol for infinity
may have been derived from a variant of the classic representation of the
ouroboros.

The ouroboros imagery helps us to reconsider how to look at our lives.
It presents us with an eternal cycle of destruction and re-creation. Or as
the well-known mythologist Joseph Campbell would say, “Life lives on
life. This is the sense of the symbol of the ouroboros, the serpent biting
its tail. Everything that lives, lives on the death of something else. Your
own body will be food for something else. Anyone who denies this, any-
one who holds back, is out of order. Death is an act of giving.”

At this stage of my life, the symbolic nature of the ouroboros has
increased in significance. Drawing on the life cycle theory as developed
by one of my former teachers, the psychoanalyst Erik Erikson, I have now
reached that later stage in life he painted by using the polarity of integrity
versus despair. To Erikson, integrity refers to our ability to look back at
our life with a sense of accomplishment and fulfillment—to be satisfied
with what we have achieved. It alludes to a sense of feeling whole, of
being at peace with ourselves. Alternatively, on the other side of the coin,
we find despair, conveyed by a sense of bitterness and regret—the feeling
of having led a wasted life. This sense of despair also refers to a need to
ruminate over mistakes made, not to mention falling into the abyss of
depression. Thus, at this integrity-versus-despair stage of life, we might be
asking ourselves whether we have led a meaningful, satisfying life. We
may have doubts about the choices we've made. Given the way we have
lived our lives, we could well question whether we let go of other oppor-
tunities. In short, could we have made better choices?
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In light of the human condition, having such feelings is inevitable.
Doubts about the choices we have made is all too human. And transcend-
ing these doubts will be quite a challenge. However, instead of torturing
ourselves about the choices we've made, wouldn’t it be much wiser to ask
ourselves whether our choices have been “good enough” Have our
choices been satisfactory? After all, searching for perfection is an invita-
tion to misery. Isn't it true that the wise strive to do their best, while the
foolish strive for perfection? We can only hope that at the end of our
days, we have come to accept that we did the best we could; that whatever
we did, made for a well-lived life. Only by feeling good enough—not in
a search for perfection—can we set ourselves free.

Being Twice Born

But if feeling “good enough” isn’t an option, the imagery of the ourobo-
ros can be helpful. If we don't feel good in our skin, taking its symbolism
as a guideline, we can always try to reinvent ourselves. We can strive for a
“rebirth,” if only symbolically. In fact, at the beginning of the twentieth
century, the Harvard psychologist and philosopher William James already
made a distinction between people who were “once-born” and “twice-
born.” According to James, “once-borns” are individuals who do not stray
from the straight and narrow. They are tied to familiar territory where
they have always felt comfortable. Some of them, however, during their
life’s journey, may have become spiritually and intellectually challenged.
When faced with unexpected adversity, such as dramatic life crises, they
could become “reborn.” These “twice-borns”—people who have under-
gone an experience of fundamental, moral, and spiritual upheaval (a
near-death experience would be the most dramatic example)—may have
the courage to transcend their self-limitations. Given what they have
experienced, they may see it as necessary to make dramatic changes to
their lives.

But that’s not to say that gradual or incremental change cannot have its
advantages. Transition does not always require great drama. We do not
necessarily have to look death in the face. Sometimes, changing our ori-
entation to the world may come about when small frustrations gradually
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build up, eventually becoming unbearable. And that might be the
moment that prepares some people for a major change. Even though in
these situations it may take much more time for meaningful change to
occur, it provides the comfort of getting where we want to go in a more
expectable and safe manner. And even though the process may only be an
incremental one, by taking small steps we may also be able to break our
dysfunctional habits, to build new ones that will help us to better deal
with future challenges. Unfortunately, if we choose to take this route,
there will always be the chance that we may get stuck in purgatory. It
could very well be that each small step forward will be quickly nullified
by everything else that is wrong with our lives. If that’s the case, then
incrementalism isn’t going to be the answer.

In contrast, affected by a dramatic life experience, twice-borns have
come to realize that their perspective on life is no longer good enough.
Whatever happened, it has created a feeling of imbalance. It makes them
prepared to sacrifice their present dissatisfied self for a future, more hope-
ful self. And even though they may resist making the necessary changes,
at the same time, they may also be looking forward to entering a new
version of life. It is all part of this “twice-born” process.

By undertaking such a journey, these twice-borns may be able to attain
a greater sense of authenticity, integrating the conscious and the uncon-
scious parts of their psyche. Subjecting themselves to this kind of psycho-
logical labor will contribute to a greater awareness of who they truly are.
And by acknowledging the different aspects of themselves—including
their flaws and imperfections—they may be able to reach a level of self-
actualization that otherwise they would never have reached. This is the
kind of integration that contributes to greater inner peace. In other
words, what we can observe is how twice-born people actively use difh-
cult changes in their external life to come to peace with their inner
demons. They not only recognize their flaws but also try to use this
knowledge to build a more integrated self. It is this transformation of the
self that leads to a reaffirmation of life.

Often, twice-born people have made heroic efforts to reinvent them-
selves because they have realized that if they don’t embark on change,
they might descend into a state of living death. It is what made them
decide to escape their self-imposed mental prisons. They want to free



