PSYCHOLOGY OF CONTROL
" How Leaders, Media, and Institutions

Exploit human vulnerability

By Sam Agogo

From the words of leaders to the messages on television,

from religious teachings to advertisements, our thoughts
and actions are constantly shaped by forces that are sometimes
visible and sometimes subtle. While guidance, teaching, and
leadership are essential for society, there is a side of influence that
takes advantage of human vulnerability. This is the realm of dark
psychology, the study of how human behavior can be manipulated,
exploited, and controlled. Understanding it is not about fear or
mistrust, but about awareness and self-protection. Dark
psychology is present wherever power exists. It thrives in politics,
religion, media, entertainment, schools, workplaces, and even
homes. It does not always appear harmful. Leaders, spiritual

I : very day, people are influenced in ways they rarely notice.

_figures, educators, and media personalities may sincerely aim to

help and inspire. Yet, whether intentionally or not, certain

“strategies of influence can exploit emotions, fears, and desires,

shaping choices without people fully realizing it. Recognizing
these patterns allows individuals to maintain independence while
still benefiting from guidance. At the center of dark psychology are
traits often referred to as the Dark Triad or Dark Tetrad, including
narcissism, Machiavellianism, psychopathy, and in some cases,
sadism. Narcissism is characterized by an excessive focus on
oneself, entitlement, and limited empathy. Machiavellianism
involves strategic calculation, often prioritizing goals over ethics
or others' wellbeing. Psychopathy is marked by impulsivity,
superficial charm, and emotional detachment. Sadism, when
present, adds the tendency to gain satisfaction from others'
discomfort. These traits are not confined to criminals; they can
appear in everyday people in positions of influence. Awareness of
these tendencies helps individuals understand the motives behind
certain behaviors without jumping to judgment. Manipulation
often involves subtle techniques that exploit trust and emotional
vulnerability. Gas lighting, for instance, makes someone doubt
their own perception or memory. Love bombing overwhelms a
person with attention or praise to build dependence. Guilt-tripping
leverages obligation to influence behavior. Silent treatment, forced
teaming, and limited choice can push someone toward desired
decisions while creating the illusion of freedom. These tactics
appear in politics, workplaces, media, entertainment, and religion,
sometimes unintentionally, sometimes deliberately. In political
life, dark psychology often manifests through emotional appeals
designed to create loyalty or support. Politicians may use tears or
dramatic gestures during speeches to evoke empathy or sympathy
from the public. There is nothing inherently wrong in showing
emotion, but when tears are used strategically to shift public
perception, distract from accountability, or reinforce a particular
narrative, it becomes a subtle psychological influence. Similarly,
speeches can selectively highlight stories of hardship, fear, or
injustice to encourage public compliance or alignment with policy
goals. Awareness of these dynamics allows citizens to engage
critically with political messages and respond with informed
reasoning rather than emotion alone.

Religious and spiritual guidance can also involve psychological
influence. Many spiritual leaders provide comfort, moral direction,
and a sense of community. Yet, influence can occur when teachings
exploit emotional dependence, fear, or selective interpretation of
scripture. For instance, some leaders may highlight passages from
religious texts that support a particular moral lesson or action while
omitting broader context. This selective approach can shape
followers' decisions in ways that appear divinely justified. In

extreme situations, clerics have used this form of influence to
encourage followers to engage in radical actions, promising
rewards or blessings for obedience. A key question arises: if such
rewards are real, why would the leaders themselves not claim them
before guiding followers? Recognizing these tactics allows
individuals to benefit from guidance and spiritual growth while
maintaining personal discernment and autonomy. Media and
advertising rely on human psychology in subtler ways. Television
adverts, social media campaigns, and entertainment content use
music, imagery, and repetition to create desire, often presenting
products or lifestyles as solutions to personal inadequacies. While
these techniques are generally intended to persuade rather than
harm, awareness helps people distinguish between genuine benefit
and emotional influence. Recognizing these mechanisms allows
individuats toenjoy cutture-and—consumer choices-withoutbeing
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misled.

In homes, workplaces, and schools, influence can appear in
smaller, everyday ways. Parents may appeal to responsibility,
teachers may use praise or correction to guide learning, and
managers may provide recognition or deadlines to encourage
performance. These techniques are often necessary for structure
and growth, yet individuals benefit from recognizing when
influence begins to feel controlling or emotionally coercive.
Understanding dark psychology allows people to engage
productively without surrendering autonomy.

Radicalism and extremism provide some of the starkest examples
of dark psychology's potential effects. Vulnerable individuals may
be drawn into extremist groups through identity, belonging, and
purpose. Initial attention, kindness, and affirmation create
psychological bonds, while later messages encourage behavior that
serves the group's agenda. Emotional manipulation, selective
interpretation of ideology, and promises of reward are all methods
that can foster compliance. Awareness and critical thinking are
essential for individuals and communities to prevent exploitation,
support resilience, and maintain safety.
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