
The Wolf Of Wall Street 

 

Ladies and gentleman, it is a great pleasure to make a short 
introduction to the movie ‘The Wolf of Wall Street’. 10 minutes is not 
much to introduce a three hour long epic, so I decided not to go into 
too much depth concerning the contents of the movie, but rather focus 
on its context. What you will see is behavior that is, to sum it up 
nicely, going completely out of bounds. It’s sex drugs and rock ‘n roll. 
And it’s about money, lots of money.  

It is about behavior that we find disturbing at the least, criminal 
without any doubt and in any case egocentric and fueled by greed. No 
wonder that it is said that director Martin Scorcese considered The 
Wolf of Wall Street as the last of a trilogy after Goodfellas and 
Casino (No wonder, IMDB writes: Greed, deception, money, power, 
and murder occur between two mobster best friends and a trophy wife 
over a gambling empire). These were movies about organised crime. 
Now were talking about the mechanisms that drive financial 
institutions. Is there any difference? We do not want to believe that, 
do we? We want to believe that CEO’s and businessmen are 
trustworthy, ethical persons.   

How can we live in a world that proves us wrong, on so many 
occasons and time after time? What drives human behavior? When 
can we say that behavior is good, or bad? Talking about wolves: The 
Roman writer Plautus already wrote Homo Homini Lupus: Man is a 
Wolf to Man. In other words, man only thinks and cares only about 
himself. And why do people take so many risks in order to achieve 
fortune and fame. Well, maybe T.S. Eliot has the answer to that 
questions as he writes: 

“Only those who will risk going too far can possibly find out how far 
one can go.” 

And greed, in itself, already sounds as ‘going too far’.  

http://www.imdb-a.com/wolf-of-wall-street/
http://www.imdb-a.com/goodfellas/
http://www.imdb-a.com/casino/


In this respect, we probably all now the famous speech made by 
Gordon Gekko (Michael Douglas) in the movie ‘Wall Street’, in 
which he is explaining his way of saving a corporation called Teldar 
paper. Gekko said: 

“The point is, ladies and gentleman, that 'greed' — for lack of a better 
word — is good. Greed is right. Greed works. Greed clarifies, cuts 
through, and captures the essence of the evolutionary spirit. Greed, in 
all of its forms — greed for life, for money, for love, knowledge — has 
marked the upward surge of mankind. And greed — you mark my 
words — will not only save Teldar Paper, but that other 
malfunctioning corporation called the USA.” 

Wall Street opened in theaters in 1987, The Wolf on Wall Street 
opened in 2013. So we can safely say that all bad things in Finance 
return approximatly every 25 years.  

The American Film Institute (AFI) placed Gordon Gekko at the 24th 
place in the list of 50 greatest villains in the first 100 years of motion 
pictures. Gekko, however, was a fictional personage, loosely based on 
corporate raiders like Carl Icahn and Ivan Boesky, on who the quote 
was based. He once held a speech approximalty with the same words 
and meaning as Michael Douglas did in Wall Street, in front of 
students from Berkeley, University of California. Can you imagine 
what these students must have thought and what they did after that in 
their careers? They must be in their forties and fifties now, probably 
former employees from Lehman Brothers and Goldman Sachs.  

By the way, in the end Boesky served a 2,5 year long jailterm, after 
which he received a 25 million dollar severance package…..from his 
wife.  

Where does this place Jordan Belfort, the main character in The Wolf 
On Wall Street on the lst of greatest villains? I bet he would surely 
end up in the top 10. Maybe as a shared listing with such persons as 
Nick Leeson (creating the bankrupcy of the Barings Bank) and Jerome 
Kerviel (losing 5 billion for Societe General). Traders who lost all 
perspective, on risks, on money, on life.  



We can also safely say that man can learn from his or her mistakes, 
mankind however seems to have more problems with that. Even 
though the great sociologist Norbert Elias stated that an eternal 
civilisation process is going on, in which mankind becomes a bit more 
civilised while time progresses, he also admitted this process had its 
occasional hick-ups, like WW1 and WW2. In the end though, we 
remain more civilised, We don’t rob and kill each other walking 
through the woods and we do not put up burning stakes for 
whitches…..at least not in the western world. We have become much 
more sophisticated in the methods and ways to get what we really 
want: 

Money, more money, power, wealth.  

Do not start to think that the behavior you are going to see is 
abnormal. The last couple of years an enourmous flood of 
misdemeanor in business and governemental organisaztions has 
reached the media, just think about the sportsworld, where FIFA, 
IAAF, UCI, ITF and many many more have enormous problems 
fighting corruption, matchfixing, doping, mechanical doping, 
hooliganism, greed and mere stupidity. So it’s not only greed we are 
talking about, but just as much other activities that are harmful to 
organisatons: jealousy, distrust, bribery, corruption and other illegal 
activities.  

Two months ago, I published my book ‘The dodo-effect’, which 
focusses on illogical, implicit, invisible behavior in organisations. 
Many aspects of the book can be seen directly in The Wolf of Wall 
Street. Referring back tot he greed quotation, it is not always the case 
that greed or weird behavior, think about sunkings of egocentricity of 
topmanagers, leads to disastrous results. In many cases, the neurotic 
behavior, as the Dutch management guru and psychoanalyst Kets de 
Vries tells us, first brought a lot of good to the organisation. Just read 
the biography’s of people like Steve Jobs, Henry Ford and many 
others. Their drive to create new product, improve on old ideas is 
ncredible and an influence on our daily life. But Ford had affections 
for Hitler and Steve Jobs wasn’t always the nicest guy next door.  



Our Dutch society offers us enough examples of wrongdoings too: 
Just two examples out of a long series of examples I could give you 
that have  a strong relation to our subject of today: 

1) Stichting loterijverlies is a not for profit organisation sueing the 
Dutch national lottery for not giving the right information to 
lottery buyers. If and when right, the stichting could be awarded 
around € 300 million. Lotterybuyers could enlist paying up to € 
40 per person. Almost 200.000 ex-players did! The man behind 
the stichting meanwhile drives a.o. a Rolls Royce, a Bentley, and 
a Lamborghini and lives in a multimillion euros estate. A great 
way to keep the not for profit organisation out of profits. We 
now wait for stichting loterijverliesverlies 

2) Former CEO of Woningbouwcorporatie Rochdale sentenced to a 
2,5 year long jailsentence, showed the same kind of behavior, 
buying luxurious cars and villas by getting ‘loans’from 
contractors.  

So, the question is, is man inherently bad? And are we only interested 
in the bad side of mankind, or the struggle between good and bad, in 
order to be at least vaguely interested in a story. The best sold books 
in the Netherlands focus on sex, drugs and rock ’n roll too. It’s 50 
shades of grey, a former soccer star on drugs, a former soccer star 
visiting prostitutes and pole dancers, et cetera. 

In his ground-breaking book ‘The hero with a thousand faces’, 
published in 1949, Joseph Campbell actually wrote the scenario of 
every motion picture since. He claims every myth in history, be it 
from Buddhism or Australian tribes, contains the same set of basic 
ingredients. In essence, they all contain the same type of hero with the 
same quest for truth, happiness and answers to the riddles of life. And 
opposed tot the hero, we all find the same type of villains. Motion 
Pictures like the Star Wars saga or Harry Potter owe a great deal to 
Campballs work. So does the Wolf of Wall Street. We see behavior 
that we consider ‘bad’ or socially unacceptable, but we flock to see it 
on the screen. Motion pictures about real people with model behavior 
are rare, janitors who fullfill their duty day by day with great pride are 



not the stuff movies are made of. Oh I am sorry, I found two movies 
on IMDB called The Janitor (2003): “Lionel is a custodian that longs 
for more. Bombarded with daily disrespect and insults from his co-
workers, Lionel sets on a path of revenge and begins to brutally 
murder everyone in his path.” Or a second one from the Philippines: 
“In 2011, the bloodiest bank heist in Philippine history occurred at 
Mabuhay Savings Bank in Laguna, leaving ten employees dead, all 
ruthlessly executed.” 

So, we want to see the Godfather, to understand the dark side of 
behavior. Are we afraid to see ourselves? In Star Trek: Nemisis, 
captain Jean- Luc Picard is cloned into a bad-specimen of himself. He 
makes the distinction between good and bad behavior of mankind by 
stating that a good man learns from his mistakes. It make us different 
from the ultimate bad guys/girls or robots. Even the good guys in 
movies are tempted to show bad behavior, mostly when gold, 
diamonds or other valuable materials or women, pride, ego and status 
are at stake. Just think about Lord of The Rings and the temptations of 
Frodo.  

Still, the words of captain Picard and the choices of Frodo offer us 
hope. Good guys may be tempted, but in the end most will choose 
wisely. At least in almost all ancient myths, and in the movies. Even 
the bad guys can learn from their mistakes. Lets hope that the main 
character of The Wolf on Wall Street, Jordan Belfort, and, no I do not 
offer any spoilers to those who have not seen the movie before, 
chooses wisely too. 
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