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Chapter 12
Personal Leadership: How to Change 
What Cannot Be Changed: A Response 
to Wesley Wildman’s Out with the Old, 
In with the New?

Joke van Saane

Abstract  In agreement with Wildman’s statement about the structural failures in 
human functioning caused by individualism and cognitive errors, a new concept is 
introduced. This is needed because of the risk of generalizing with easy solutions, 
in so doing neglecting the basic human drives of self-enhancement, connectedness, 
and mastery. It is better that we acknowledge our individualism and failing cogni-
tions, because this acknowledgment creates room for change. Here, the concept of 
personal leadership is introduced. Change can start with ourselves as the real game 
changers. The opportunities for personal leadership are based upon spirituality and 
spiritual concepts: self-knowledge, self-confidence, norms and values, openness, 
learning, and imagination.
It is an honor for me to respond to Professor Wildman’s argument elsewhere in this 
book. Under an intriguing chapter title, he offers an even more intriguing idea.

Very roughly summarized, Wildman notes that there are two general biases in the 
human condition. According to Wildman, you could say that people make at least 
two structural errors: he shows that people are constantly driven by individualism 
and that people constantly make cognitive errors. And not just a bit, the illustration 
of the Cognitive Bias Codex is really discouraging. How do we ever think we can 
produce reasonable thought?

According to Wildman, these two structural errors are to blame for the fact that 
it is extremely difficult to change humanity. Change, however, is really needed. 
Wildman quite rightly refers to the enormous socio-economic problems in Western 
societies, the global climate threat and the unjustified inequality between people 
around the globe. Our tendency to individualism and the persistent cognitive errors 
prevent us from finding fundamental solutions for these huge problems. We cannot 
jump over our own shadow; we cannot manage to let the public interest prevail over 
our own; not even if that public interest is under such pressure that there are risks to 
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personal survival. Individualism falls short when it comes to solving complex global 
problems, individuals simply do not overlook them.

Wildman proposes two possible solutions to overcome this impasse, fundamen-
tally caused by the human condition wherein we are cognitive and individual organ-
isms. He looks at philosophy for the first type of solution. In his view, philosophers 
can help with the development of new concepts. Conceptual reconstruction, for 
example, reveals that the biological and cultural dimensions of human life are 
strongly interrelated and cannot be dismantled. Homo economicus and Homo amans 
are not available separately; as humans we cannot choose to be one or the other. We 
can, however, choose what we give priority to in our self-understanding as persons. 
Reflection on the frames and the concepts can reinforce this self-understanding and 
lead to more conscious forms of desired behavior.

And Wildman shows, very convincingly in my opinion, that no completely new 
fields of research are needed in order to arrive at that conceptual reconstruction. To 
be able to give relationality a place in the concept of humanity in addition to indi-
vidualism, we only have to take seriously what is happening in research areas out-
side of philosophy. Chemistry, physics, geology, evolutionary biology, biochemistry, 
neurological psychology, etc. prove that people are not only individualistic organ-
isms, but (also) fundamentally relational: to each other, to the world, to ourselves. 
Wildman shows that we are related at a fundamental level, because we are all human 
beings, sharing the same evolutionary processes and physical laws. So, it is rich and 
multi-dimensional relationality that proves to be fundamental for humanity, not 
individualism.

In other words, there seems to be a great deal of consensus on the modern secular 
interpretation of humanity in which relationality is central. Western hyper-
individualism must therefore be seen as an extreme and ultimately unsustainable 
social construction of human nature. Although dominant, hyper-individualism is, 
according to Wildman, fundamentally implausible in the light of the research results 
in other domains, as a result of which individualism is corrected by relationality. 
The spiritual translation of relationality can be found in the domain of metaphysics, 
in which there is such a thing as selfless love, love as agape and karuna. Deploying 
this love can lead to a reduction in (the effects of) individualism. I like the transla-
tion of the corrective into a spiritual virtue, because spiritual virtues imply the 
opportunity to learn, to practice, and to share. If the corrective was only philosophi-
cal or cognitive, one dimension would be replaced by another one. But by adding 
the notion of spirituality Wildman really opens up something new, something 
healing.

Wildman proposes something similar for the bias of cognitive errors. He shows 
that increasing self-awareness contributes to reducing the impact of cognitive errors. 
People can learn, and people can consciously avoid certain pitfalls. The corrective 
of self-awareness is translated spiritually by Wildman as wisdom, wisdom in the 
form of knowledge and humility. This wisdom, just like love, is a spiritual virtue 
and can also be learned, practiced, and emphatically developed. Putting it this way, 
by bringing in metaphysical concepts Wildman opens up – without reflecting on 
it – the possibility of growth and change.
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Although this is already an impressive reconstruction of concepts, Wildman 
acknowledges that this will not be enough to bring about real change in society, 
given the complexity of the problems humanity is facing worldwide, and in particu-
lar in the West. For change to happen you need a philosophical basis, but especially 
to have that in partnership with other actors. In Wildman’s words, some reality must 
be added to philosophy. Education, religion, politics, and marketing are important 
areas for making the change happen. Within these areas, philosophers must join 
forces with other professionals, and arrive at concrete actions together, and this is 
what will really make a difference. I am not quite sure if advertising campaigns or 
explicit political rhetoric – examples sketched out in Wildman’s chapter – will actu-
ally help, but I really appreciate the idea and especially the optimism contained in 
this idea.

Up to this point, we can say “amen” to Wildman’s argument. His reflection about 
the shortage of solutions to real complex global problems is based upon a solid 
package of both empirical and theoretical research. But I am not fully convinced 
that this combination of philosophical reconstruction and the development of broad 
partnerships will actually lead to the real change we so desperately need in our con-
temporary societies.

As a matter of fact, the separate elements that need to be in place for this recon-
struction of reasoning are so massive and unchangeable that reconstruction and 
partnerships will not be sufficient to bring about change.

To start with, I would like to emphasize how deeply rooted the failures in human 
structures are. After all, individualism and cognitive errors are fundamental parts of 
the human condition. Within psychology, many research studies (e.g. Smith and 
Mackie 20071; Mullen and Riordan 1988; Kaplan and Wilke 2001) show that human 
beings are characterized by a few basic drives that are very important for our func-
tioning, both on the levels of cognition and emotion as well as on the level of behav-
ior. I summarize these basic human drives here as self-enhancement (or the 
self-serving bias), connectedness, and mastery, explicitly in this order (see van 
Saane 2010). Self-enhancement is safeguarding self-interest, working on a positive 
self-image, and avoiding negative experiences about the self. The individualism that 
Wildman observes can be seen as a result of this self-enhancement. Besides, indi-
vidualism  – contrary to Wildman’s suggestion  – is not equivalent to pure self-
concern and selfishness. It is the fundamental urge to live and survive. This basic 
drive of self-enhancement can be mirrored in the fear of death, the fear of one’s own 
mortality. This fundamental human drive can be understood as the ultimate reason 
behind human inclination to cognitive errors.

At the same time however, just as fundamentally, people are driven by the need 
for connectedness, or, in other words and expressed by, the fear of isolation. People 
are relational beings who care firstly about themselves, but also constantly seek to 
connect with others. Fear of isolation and fear of loneliness are strong incentives for 

1 The textbook of Smith and Mackie (2007) offers a thorough overview of the state of art in cogni-
tive social psychology. The three motivational principles form one of the basic lines of argument 
in this overview (cf. Smith and Mackie 2007, p. 17).
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behavior. This very fundamental basic human drive opens up relationality as char-
acteristic of humanity, not as a corrective for individualism or self-enhancement, but 
as a fundamental keystone of our psychological system.

And the strive for mastery can be added to these two basic drives of self-
enhancement and connectedness. Human beings are self-concerned and they are 
connected. These drives are influenced by the continuous search for certainty and 
predictability. People have a hard time dealing with uncertainty, with not knowing 
what to expect. If this third drive for mastery is put under pressure, the first drive of 
self-enhancement becomes more dominant as a strategy for coping with unpredict-
ability and fear. From this perspective of the basic need for mastery, it is therefore 
very understandable that people are overwhelmed by the complexity of contempo-
rary global problems such as socio-economic relations and climate issues. Delving 
into these problems leads, by definition, to uncertainty and unpredictability for 
people. This tempts us to ignore or simplify these problems. And in turn, it tempts 
us to prioritize the drive for self-enhancement (individualism) and the drive for con-
nectedness (withdrawing into our own social group).

I am not so optimistic about our ability to change or correct these fundamental 
tendencies. There is plenty of research (e.g. Alicke and Sedikides 2010; Smith and 
Mackie 2007) showing that these basic drives are rooted in biological, evolutionary, 
and neurological mechanisms that we should regard as given, rather than as acci-
dental characteristics.

This persistence of human characteristics and basic psychological drives will 
also play a role in those strategic and practical partnerships proposed by Wildman. 
We remain human beings, even if we come from other areas such as education or 
politics, and even if we are willing to cooperate. We always, and inevitably, will 
continue to put our own individual interests first. And if there is a lot of uncertainty 
to be reduced, these mechanisms of self-enhancement or individualism and with-
drawing into our own community to feed the drive for connectedness will only 
become more dominant in our cognitive system, both on a conscious as on an 
unconscious level.

So, the old cannot simply be replaced by something new, no matter how philo-
sophically brilliant the new concepts may be. People are, so to speak, trapped in 
their own human condition. The same could be said for the problems that confront 
humanity. After all, these problems are in part the result of unashamed and unim-
peded submission to basic individual needs. All these individual tendencies towards 
self-interest naturally exclude each other and are the building blocks on which the 
self-destructive capacity of humanity develops. Indulging in individual interest ulti-
mately harms humanity as a whole. The human shortage is a reflection of human 
capacity, and this means that human shortage is just as firm and unavoidable. The 
complexity of the global problems does not help. They are monsters that have grown 
completely over our heads and now threaten to crush us.

I would not look for the potential for change so much through philosophical 
reconstructions, followed by strategic and practical partnerships, but rather in the 
real acceptance of this fundamental human condition. Only if we dare to face human 
reality, does room appear to develop strategies that might possibly mitigate the 
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consequences of humanity’s failures. No unfounded optimism or naivety, but real-
ism and a mature attitude of self-reflection.

In my opinion, we can introduce the concept of personal leadership here. To do 
so, let us dig a bit deeper into the discipline of spirituality. Wildman translates the 
correctives of individualism and cognitive errors (respectively relationality and self-
awareness) into the spiritual concepts of love as agape and karuna and the virtue of 
wisdom. In my opinion however, this is only a start: more discussion and more 
thorough thinking about spirituality is needed if we are to arrive at sustainable 
change and transformation.

For the definition of spirituality, I follow the philosopher Roothaan, (cf. van 
Saane 2019) who defines spirituality as an attitude of openness, attention, and con-
sciousness (Roothaan 2007, p. 65). This attitude may be based on a philosophical or 
religious worldview, but that need not be the case. Spirituality can also be rooted in 
a more secular worldview.

Defined in this way, spirituality can be seen as an ongoing process of seeking 
meaning, with an open attitude, a focus on sustainability and credibility, rooted in 
self-knowledge and in the desire for growth and development. At its core, spiritual-
ity is about this fundamental search for meaning. And it is important to realize, 
spirituality is also always connected with morality, with norms and values that set 
the public interest against the satisfaction of one’s own need.

To see how spirituality can help in bridging the gap between structural human 
failures such as individualism and cognitive errors and the need to find sustainable 
solutions for complex global problems, I like to underscore the fact that within spiri-
tual traditions, truth can only be personal truth (van Saane 2019). Abstract general 
truth can be nice to hear, or to study, but will be powerless when we are seeking real 
change. Then, we need personal truth. This truth should not only be found, but also 
constructed by the seeker who is flexible and open in nature. Personal truth offers a 
renewed perspective on someone’s life and world. Truth must be involved con-
stantly in one’s own life and in one’s own context. This is what we learn in studying 
spirituality: abstract truth, even if it is spiritual or religious i.e. absolute truth, as 
such, is meaningless. Developing personal truth is a process of construction and 
connection that is, in principle, infinite: one never reaches the point that the search 
can be stopped. Finding personal truth is an ongoing journey.

It is not so easy to develop personal truth – we know this from different spiritual 
traditions. It takes a whole process of reflection, meditation, discussion, and prac-
tice. In the first place, we need a rather high level of self-knowledge. We need to 
know our own strengths and weaknesses, where the pitfalls lie and how our personal 
experiences influence behavior. Lack of self-knowledge will result in lack of knowl-
edge of the other; knowing yourself leads to knowing the other. However, self-
knowledge is not the only contribution from spirituality. Secondly, spirituality 
makes clear that we benefit from self-confidence. Self-confidence is self-knowledge 
in combination with acceptance of yourself. Within spiritual traditions this is an 
important element, because self-confidence is part of the perception of yourself 
through the eyes of the other, and through the eyes of God. The perspective of God 
as an absolute reality also leads to a third element of spirituality worthy of taking 
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into consideration here: norms and values. The preference for individual interest 
rather than the general interest of humanity as a whole can easily result in immoral 
behavior. In almost all spiritual traditions it is a recurrent refrain: do good, take care 
of the other person, put the other person before yourself. We certainly need open-
ness to new experiences and the capability of learning if we are to meet these spiri-
tual standards. Learning is the connecting and fundamental concept here. The core 
of learning is in itself a process of change and transformation. Learning is not easy, 
it requires participation, hospitality, willingness to question assumptions. 
Transformation costs time and effort, change provokes resistance. Developing per-
sonal truth, learning about yourself and the world around you, is not at all easy.

The last important element of spirituality that I want to examine as a building 
block for inspiration and change is imagination. In Wildman’s approach, imagina-
tion appears at the end, in the form of computer simulation games as virtual learning 
labs, a space for trying things out. I think imagination is more than that, and deserves 
a more fundamental role here. Imagination enables one to rise above the everyday 
perspective, to imagine the apparently impossible, and to be capable of acting from 
an ideal and visionary perspective. Within spirituality, we know that imagination 
flourishes from irrational forms of knowledge; imagination can involve creative and 
intuitive thinking (Van Saane 2012, 2014; Verstraeten 2003).

Reflection on these spiritual dimensions is required – obviously far more thor-
oughly carried out than in this chapter – on self-knowledge, self-confidence, norms 
and values, openness, learning, and imagination, for example, when we are thinking 
about a transformation from Homo economicus to Homo amans, something which 
is very much needed in our times. For me, this reflection and these forms of learning 
are part of a form of leadership, known as personal leadership (van Saane 2015, 
2017). Personal leadership can be defined as knowing yourself, controlling yourself, 
your personal environment, and your life as a whole.

In my opinion, personal leadership is the gateway to real transformation. It is 
inextricably linked to a mature attitude to life, leaving room for responsibility and 
sensitivity, for resilience. By learning to accept oneself, by establishing good rela-
tionships with others, by getting the best out of yourself, by giving meaning to your 
life, and by maintaining a certain autonomy, regardless of the context, you can use 
your full potential, on an individual and social level (Ruijters et al. 2015; Ryff and 
Singer 2013; Ryff 2014).

So, in conclusion, I agree with Wildman about the inevitability of the structural 
errors of man as subject. I do not agree about the possibility of correctives for that. 
We are better to acknowledge our individualism and failing cognitions, because this 
acknowledgment creates room for change. Hoping for correction erects a barrier to 
change. If that happens, we will be disappointed, time and again.

I am not saying that there is no hope for change. I am not stepping back from 
responsibility. I do not think that we can never tell others to change their behavior. 
Yes, we can. But we have to start with ourselves. We need personal leadership. Be 
realistic, embrace the human shortage and look for ways to connect people with 
themselves and with others. Look for ways to make people at peace with loss and 
sorrow. Look for ways not to lose courage but to tackle the problems. Don’t look at 
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the other, or the system, or the science. Look, and start, with yourself, by pursuing 
personal leadership. Don’t complain, don’t be fatalistic, don’t be naïve or too opti-
mistic. Just start with yourself, do something good, and be an inspiration for others.

Where I do want to join with Wildman is in his plea for imagination to have a 
role. He outlines the possibilities of computer simulation in a game context. This 
seems to me to be similar to other forms of artistic expression. Within the psychol-
ogy of religion it is widely understood: creativity is a means for thinking of the 
impossible as possible, or even to experience it, to give space to personal needs and 
desires, to overcome paradoxes. Computer simulation, artistic expressions, rituals, 
narrativity, spiritual exercises in love and wisdom: we should cherish them all and 
let them grow, because these provide the opportunities for humanity’s future.

In its psychological function, imagination is similar to therapy and to religion. 
Imagination, artistic expression, therapy, and religion enable people to accept real-
ity, and the brokenness of human beings. Imagination can bridge the gap between 
the shortcomings of human psychology and the enormous threats from outside. 
Imagination does not lead to easy solutions, or quick fixes, but by imagination we 
can literally see potential solutions. Imagination provides for a try-out, virtually. We 
need imagination to come up with real and new solutions, to get beyond human 
limitation. If we focus on the development of personal leadership and mature atti-
tudes towards mankind, change can happen. It can start within imagination, and be 
continued in reality.

In summary, I fully agree with Wildman about the structural failures in human 
functioning. And yes, individualism and cognitive errors are important examples of 
these failures. I also agree about the necessity of a multi-disciplinary approach, 
combining philosophy with actors in different domains. The risk of this approach, 
the generalization of easy solutions, can be overcome by focusing on personal lead-
ership. Change does not start with the other, nor with the world around us, but with 
ourselves. We, as individuals, are the real game changers. And we can do it, because 
with personal leadership we can base our approach on spirituality and spiritual con-
cepts, well-proven for hundreds of years. Nothing new, nothing unreachable, but 
practical and hopeful.
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