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Functional organizations are not places of the body and mind. They are places of spirit and soul. 

There is no such thing as a “secular” organization—for all contemporary models of 

organizational life are deeply embedded to the framework of ancient religious practices and 

have been nurtured in the soil of communal life and traditional societies. Functional and 

effective leadership requires a movement to soulfulness and spirit—terms and dynamics that 

are not easily understood or embraced in our 21st Century postmodern society.  

We must further look to a shift from the modern organizational emphasis on goal setting and 

motivation (a distorted emphasis on the domain of spirit) to a postmodern emphasis on soulful 

work. This transition in a postmodern setting is difficult. We see a graphic and poetic 

illustration of this difficult transformation in the tale of Don Quixote. Quixote makes something 

special of the mundane and in this way engages in constructive (at least over the short term) 

narcissism. As an aging man he was not satisfied with the everyday.  

Hence, Don Quixote looked upward (for spiritual guidance) and backward in time (for 

historical guidance). He looked back to the age of chivalry and valor—a romantic era that was 

ending at the time Cervantes wrote his epic tale. Quixote elevates the inn’s sluttish serving girl, 

Aldonza, to a much higher status. She is transformed into the lady of the manor. He also 

restores her long-lost virginity. Quixote christens her, “Dulcinea.” Windmills become 

foreboding ogres. The barber’s bowl is transformed into a knight’s helmet. Don Quixote is 

typical of a narcissistic leader dominated by spiritual forces. He is moved to the spirit (“in-

spiration”). 



We see this dominance of spirit and the compelling nature of spirit enacted with particular force 

in the musical form of “The Man of La Mancha.” Don Quixote asks others to “dream the 

impossible dream.” Like Robert Kennedy, Quixote asks “Why not?” rather than asking “Why?” 

Like his older brother John, Robert Kennedy was assassinated before completing his own soul 

work, though clearly he was beginning the transforming journey during his short presidential 

campaign. Quixote was similarly denied a complete fulfillment of his own dream. This is 

commonly the case with modern leaders who dream great dreams.  

Like John and Robert Kennedy, Quixote transformed the people with whom he associated in 

seeking to fulfill his own dream. Quixote convinces Aldonza that her name is Dulcinea: “thy 

name is like a prayer an angel whispers.” Even the prisoners who hear the story of Don Quixote 

(as told by Cervantes, a fellow victim of the inquisition) are inspired. As the inquisitors lead 

Cervantes away for writing conspiratorial works, the previously depressed and downtrodden 

prisoners exhort him “to live with your heart striving upward.”  

Reality and Narcissism 

The story of Don Quixote inevitably leads to a discussion of and reflection on the role played by 

narcissism in the creation of leaders. To some extent, all leaders have a bit of narcissism in them. 

They revel to some extent in the attention they have received from other people and are pleased 

that other people respect, trust or at least follow the direction which they as leaders provide. 

The extent of narcissism will, of course, vary widely from leader to leader.  

At one extreme we have those leaders who can think about (or talk about) nothing other than 

themselves. There is the old joke (that takes many forms) regarding the narcissistic leader who 

spent a long time talking about himself and his many achievements. There is a pause in the 

conversation, at which point the narcissistic leader says: “well that’s enough about me, why 

don’t you tell me a bit about the things that impress you most about me.” This is the extreme 

case of narcissism—yet it sadly is widely found in contemporary organizations. It certainly does 

not represent the type of generativity found in effective postmodern leaders. 

I have already identified a second type of narcissism which is somewhat less obvious. This 

parallels Donaldson-Pressman and Pressman’s description of the covert narcissistic family. This 



is the closet or “quiet” narcissism to which many of us might candidly admit. At some level we 

envy the accolades received by other people. We are uncomfortable being on the sidelines at 

events where other people are the focus of attention. We smolder a bit, though soon dismiss our 

resentment and join the celebration. This too is a form of narcissism and it can serve as a barrier 

to effective leadership. At these moments, we quiet narcissists can learn much about ourselves 

and our own leadership challenges. Like Don Quixote, we must face our own reality. 

Triumphant though Cervantes is in inspiring the other prisoners (and basking in his own 

theatrical glow), he ultimately requires Quixote to face reality and leave the dreams behind. 

Don Quixote must retreat from his narcissistic fantasy. Cervantes forced his fictional character, 

Don Quixote, to see himself for what he truly is. Quixote was required to look into a mirror, 

having lost in combat to the “Knight of the Mirrors.” This shattered his illusions and his 

dreams. The mirror is an instrument of vision and spirit, yet the triumphant knight is using a set 

of mirrors to destroy Quixote’s spirit. The knight is himself an illusion. He is actually a son-in-

law of Quixote who has grown increasingly impatient with the Don’s antics. 

The well-intended Knight of the Mirrors demands that the Don acknowledge he is actually an 

aging man of modest means. Quixote is jolted into “reality.” He has become a mad man who is 

dressed, not for a battle, but rather for a foolish masquerade. Like many postmodern leaders, 

Don Quixote is particularly vulnerable to ridicule and massive ego deflation. Ironically, we are 

most vulnerable precisely at the moment when we are most successful. We are balancing on a 

high wire and have a long way to fall. Don Quixote has gained many admirers and has won 

many battles against fictitious foes. He desperately wants to keep the masquerade going. His 

son-in-law won’t allow him to continue indulging his false spirit. When confronted with the 

mirrors, Don Quixote’s ego and spirit rapidly deflate. He is left an old and dying man, with 

neither illusion nor a will to live. 

Don Quixote is thrown into depression, having suffered what psychologists call a “narcissistic 

wound.” He finds no support to match the challenge that he is forced to face in the mirrors. In 

many ways, Quixote represents the fundamental challenge of postmodern leadership. He only 

recovers his “sanity,” or at least his spirit, when his “support group” (consisting of Dulcinea 

and his sidekick Sancho Panza) come to his rescue. As Donaldson-Pressman and Pressman 



would suggest, Dulcinea and Sancho should help Quixote identify and honor his own 

distinctive “treasure.” Certainly, his compelling vision is to be honored, as is his devotion to 

both Dulcinea and Sancho. So, how does he embrace the vision, while also embracing reality 

and discerning what is and is not his reflection in the pool? Perhaps this is the challenge being 

faced by most men and women today who chose to lead postmodern organizations. 

Narcissism is usually framed as a defect of the individual personality—an overwhelming and 

ultimately-debilitating obsession with one’s self—a deadly fixation on one’s reflection in the 

pond. Stephanie Donaldson-Pressman and Robert Pressman have taken a step forward in 

suggesting that narcissism can also be found in a family system. They have traced out the 

impact of this systemic narcissism on the development of emotional disorders and in the 

treatment of adults who come to see psychotherapists. If Donaldson-Pressman and Pressman 

are accurate in their extension of narcissism to this systemic level, then it would seem 

appropriate to speak even more broadly of a narcissistic organization, and to apply Donaldson-

Pressman and Pressman’s many insights to the narcissistic dynamics of an organization. 

Characteristics of the Narcissist 

While Donaldson-Pressman and Pressman are focusing on the family system, they do have a 

few things to say initially about the narcissistic personality. I will use some of my own language 

to describe three different categories of narcissism – building on the descriptions offered by 

Donaldson-Pressman and Pressman. 

The Flagrant (Overt) Narcissist 

This is the person who is always talking about themselves and engaging in activities that brings 

attention to them. Their apparent “love” for other people is actually love reflected back onto 

them. The flagrant narcissist directs attention to other people only when they know that this 

attention will be reciprocated and intensified in the other person’s attention to the narcissist. 

(Donaldson-Pressman and Pressman beautifully and poignantly references the important and 

tragic role played by Echo in the original Narcissus myth.) There is a commonly voiced 

observation concerning this reflected love. It goes something like this: the most beautiful and 

compelling people in the world are those who are in love with (or at least are attracted to) us. 



The Closet (Covert) Narcissist 

Many of us belong in this second category. The closet narcissist is always (or often) worried 

about whether or not sufficient attention is being paid to him—but is embarrassed to 

acknowledge this concern or at least has the good sense not to share this concern with other 

people (other than his therapist or coach). As part of her own social learning, the closet 

narcissist finds ways to indirectly draw attention to herself—often by asking such scintillating 

and “caring” questions of other people that she gains the admiration (and attention) of not only 

the person to whom she is attended, but also other people observing the socially-skillful 

behavior this closet narcissist is exhibiting.  

The closet narcissism also seeks to satisfy his closet narcissism by out-performing other people 

in the classroom, on the dance floor, in the church choir or in the kitchen. He is not obviously 

competitive and certainly doesn’t “crow” when he is declared better than other people—but he 

savors the moment and can never seem to get enough praise (though he overtly dismisses this 

praise or seeks to share it when received: “oh shucks that was nothing . . . and didn’t Susan do a 

wonderful job too!) 

The Non-Narcissist 

I would suggest that there are several ways one can end up in this third category. One way is by 

being remarkably mature. There is no need for outside confirmation. Donaldson-Pressman and 

Pressman write about this perspective near the end of their book. They use the analogy of the 

“treasure,” noting that we can view ourselves as having unique talents that may or may not be 

recognized or acknowledged by other people. With a high level of self esteem, we can 

appreciate our own “treasures” without these gifts necessarily being identified or even valued 

by other people.  

I propose that there is a second route to non-narcissism. People can have such a low level of 

self-esteem that they don’t believe they deserve any attention from other people. In the musical, 

“Chicago,” the husband of the major protagonist sings about being “Mr. Cellophane.” Other 

people look right through him. They don’t even realize that he is in the room—and he certainly 

can’t call attention to himself, given that he isn’t worth much. This second route is sadly 



traveled by many people—who don’t even think they “deserve” to be treated by a 

psychotherapist. Do these people deserve to be attended to in a book about low self-esteem and 

invisibility? I would suggest that they do and that this non-narcissism may relate (painfully) to 

the story of Echo (a story which is often poignantly forgotten alongside the story of Narcissus). 

Characteristics of the Narcissistic System 

Given this brief description of narcissistic personalities, let’s turn to the narcissistic family that is 

the focus of Donaldson-Pressman and Pressman’s attention. I will offer a cursory examination 

of several major points being made by these two therapists and then turn to the use of their 

insightful analyses in examining the narcissistic organization. 

Skewed Responsibility 

The most important point being made by Donaldson-Pressman and Pressman concerns the 

assignment of responsibilities in the narcissistic family. Rather than the parents being primarily 

responsible for the happiness (even welfare) of their children, the children are responsible for 

the parents’ happiness and welfare. In this family system, the children are there for the parents’ 

sake rather than the other way around. While the family system was originally created 

(supposedly) for protection of the children (since like few other animals the human child is born 

virtually helpless), the tables are turned in the narcissistic family. Parents are expecting (even 

demanding) that their children protect them—protecting the parents’ self-esteem, credibility, 

authority, and so forth. This skewed responsibility opens the door for many other dynamics in 

Donaldson-Pressman and Pressman’s narcissistic family. 

Reactive/Reflective 

Because the children in a narcissistic family are to attend to the needs of the parents (rather than 

the other way around), they grow up being reactive to the needs of other people and devote 

much of their time and attention to reflecting on what other people want (not just their parents). 

While this attention to the needs of other people is often appreciated in our society, the costs for 

the child reared in a narcissistic family are great. Ultimately, this obsessive other-directedness is 

destructive to organizations (and according to David Reisman is a widely-found source of 



distress and alienation in contemporary societies—see his classic book called The Lonely Crowd 

as well as Whyte’s study of The Organization Man). 

Problems with Intimacy 

At an even more basic level, the child reared in a narcissistic family finds it difficult to establish 

intimate relationships. Many years ago, Erich Fromm (in The Art of Love) proposed that we can’t 

truly love another person until we can love ourselves. This proposal would seem relevant to 

Donaldson-Pressman and Pressman’s analysis of the intimacy problems facing the products of a 

narcissistic family. These men and women can’t identify their own needs and wants, hence can 

never easily let other people into their lives other than through superficial relationships. While 

their attention to each of their lover’s needs may initially seem like a pleasurable gift, there is a 

terrible cost associated with this one-way relationship.  

Neurobiologists have recently indicated that human beings (more than any other animal) are 

oriented to bonding (as mediated through the neurochemical oxytocin)—probably in large part 

because of the above-mentioned vulnerability of the new-born human child. This bonding will 

only be sustained if there is a sharing of responsibility and attention. The adult who comes from 

a narcissistic family may be unable (and unwilling) to build a mutual bonding relationship in 

large part because they never received bonding-attention as a child. 

Conclusion: The Fundamental Issue of Trust 

The lack of a bonding capacity in the adult product of a narcissistic family may ultimately be 

based on the absence of trust. Donaldson-Pressman and Pressman in alignment with Erik 

Erikson noted that the first stage is founded on the establishment of interpersonal trust. The 

newborn child must trust that his parents will take care of him and provide for his needs. If the 

newborn child initially receives this parental care, but soon loses it as he grows older, then the 

fabric of trust is ripped asunder and the child will find it hard to ever trust anyone in the future. 

The neurobiologists would suggest that the presence or absence of trust is manifest in (and 

helps to create) the presence or absence of substantial oxytocin in the neural system of the child 

(and adult). 



The trust factor becomes even more prominent and painful as the child moves into adolescence 

and adulthood. In seeking out the child’s approval, the parents in the narcissistic family will 

insist on the creation of a family myth regarding happiness and mutual care. Donaldson-

Pressman and Pressman write about the family secrets that are common in narcissistic families. 

The adults who are products of these families not only do not trust other people, they also do 

not trust what other people tell them about either the past or current realities. They also can’t 

trust what they are told about the future, since—as Donaldson-Pressman and Pressman 

observe—the parents in a narcissistic family are always making promises that are not 

consistently delivered.  

I am reminded of the Harry Chapin song called “Cat in the Cradle.” The father in this song is 

always promising his son that he will attend a specific event and more importantly be “present” 

for his son. The father’s work, however, always distracts him from fulfillment of the promise 

made to his son – and prevents the father from ever meeting his son’s legitimate needs. Sadly, 

the son “grows up to be just like his Dad” – thus the narcissistic abuse is transmitted on to the 

next generation.  

 


