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Abstract:
Which future for humankind is feasible? Is human nature capable of manifesting the Homo amans
scenario and the partnership model of mutuality, or are we stuck with the dominator model of Homo
dominans and an eternal culture of war and exploitation? Can we embark on building a future of
dignity, or is there no point in even trying? Perhaps we should simply push as many people as possible
out of the lifeboat, as the planet punishes us for overusing its resources? Or can we survive all
together? What are the facts we know about human nature?
Contents
Preface ....................................................................................................................................................................i
Introduction .......................................................................................................................................................... 1

The Modern Human Superiority Complex ....................................................................... 2
The Author’s Biography and Methodology ...................................................................... 9
Part I — The First 95 Percent of Modern Human History: How Human Nature Was “Good” .................. 15
Part II — The Past 5 Percent of Human History: How Human Nature Appeared to Be “Evil”.................. 19
Part III — The Future: How We Can Learn Humble Dignity ....................................................................... 21
Concluding Reflections: The Moment Is Now .................................................................................................. 23
Acknowledgments............................................................................................................................................... 24
References ........................................................................................................................................................... 25

PREFACE
Is the human species a superior or inferior species? Are we blessed or doomed? Perhaps our inner
demons make it inherently impossible to create a decent world, a world where we unite in respect for
cultural and ecological diversity? Who knows, it may be dangerously foolish to dream of a dignified
world for future generations, a world of dialogue, partnership, and mutual trust? Perhaps the best hope
we can entertain is to keep the world’s people under firm control? If there is no chance for global
partnership, it would be catastrophic to loosen the grip of domination. However, if there is a chance,
should we give it a try? Maybe there is a chance, but only if we give it our all? Do we dare?
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Tighten or loosen the grip, less domination and more partnership, or more domination and less
partnership: that is the question. At present, competition for domination is the name of the game all
over the world, and this state of affairs is regarded as unavoidably “natural” by many, as being in line
with the laws of nature. For those who adhere to this view, winning in this struggle of competition,
being on top of a submissive rest, is the only way out of crisis.
What if this strategy is suicidal, particularly in an interconnected and finite world? If it is suicidal,
do we, as humans, have the ability to change our trajectory? Even if, can we change it fast enough?
What is our human nature capable of, and what is it incapable of? Where are our limits?
These are perhaps the most important questions we have to think about in times of existential global
challenges. Should we fight over these questions? Or should we, all of humanity together, ask these
questions with a sober and balanced mind in cooperative exploration?
Should not our most existential questions deserve our most globally concerted and most serious
and measured attention?
Imagine, through a miracle, there would be a world lacking any systemic push for violence and war.
Imagine humanity being united in the aim to implement global institutions that protect the planet as our
social and ecological commons. Would we humans have the psychological capacity of living without
enemies? Would we be able to honor peaceful institutions with peacefully behavior? Or would we
always, even under the best circumstances, have an inner need for enemies? Would we turn to
cooperation only for the sake of attracting allies for our fight against competitors and enemies?
In other words, can we allow ourselves to be truly optimistic about human future or do we have to
settle for pessimism? Do we have to lower our level of ambitions and call it optimism when we think
we can make the best of a bad situation? In my view, these are the single most important questions to
ask in times of crisis and opportunity, and the answers to these questions should guide our quest for
how we define optimism or pessimism.
All over the planet, I give talks and lectures. Usually, lively conversations ensue afterwards. Most
topics are talked about in a relaxed manner — explorations and reflections are shared in a friendly
atmosphere. There are two exceptions. Two issues, unlike any other, heat up feelings and make people
upset or even outraged. One or two people in the audience usually speak up in public or approach me in
private after my lecture, and it can happen that they are outright furious at me. It is as if I had
personally hurt them, betrayed them, either that they see me guilty of dangerously negligent ignorance,
or that they think I try to willfully mislead them.
One of those two hot spots is equal dignity. Doubters believe that I want to erase hierarchy and
diversity and force everybody into sameness. My standard reply is that this would be a profound
misunderstanding of my message. On the contrary, equal dignity can only flourish when diversity is
protected, and for this aim hierarchies are needed, hierarchies of responsible care, of good parenting so
to speak.
The other point of contention is human nature and whether it is fundamentally “evil or good.” In this
book I hope to share my reflections on this second point of contestation. As the first point is sometimes
presented by the same person, it indicates that these two themes are connected.
I got my first taste of this dynamic when anthropologist William Ury gave a keynote lecture with a
message that was similar to mine, this was in 1999 in Belfast, Northern Ireland.1 I was flabbergasted at
the level of wrath Ury had to endure after his talk. It took me years to get used to similarly heated
attacks after my talks. In the beginning, I was simply surprised. Then I was shocked. Until I began to
expect this criticism. Now, it makes me want to write this book.
What should be our answer to this question: Is our species an antisocial or a prosocial animal?2 In
the eyes of the people who get angry at me, I fail to sufficiently acknowledge the evilness they see at
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the core of human nature, the human “desire to dominate” that will always keep human nature in its
grip,3 the human animus dominandi,4 the “inherent will to power.”5 Their view is that humans are part
of the eat-or-be-eaten world of living creatures and that human nature therefore is predominantly
antisocial in its essence, imbued with an aggressive territorial sense — Homo homini lupus est (man is
wolf to man). In the Anglophone world, some refer to the work of Napoleon Chagnon,6 others take out
Steven Pinker’s book The Blank Slate.7 Some are angry at me because they think I am promoting the
“blank state” hypothesis of human nature, others are angry because they think I reject it, and for the
wrong reasons.
The common denominator of all criticism is perhaps best subsumed as aggressionism, the
philosophical theory that sees human aggressiveness as the only real cause of war and violence, a
position that has informed much evolutionary thought about human nature.8 I am sometimes advised by
my critics to leave out the hope and optimism that I draw from my interpretation of early human
history, because this hope, I am warned, is dangerously illusionary. My work on dignity and
humiliation is path breaking and highly intelligent, I am told, but I undermine it with my misguided
view on human nature and my narrative of how human nature came to be shaped.
I have encountered these reactions many times, and I am always open to critical arguments and
ready for self-criticism. Yet, something else has never seized to astonish me: Why can this topic not be
calmly reflected on? Why is it such a hot button? Why is so much hotter an issue than other topics?
How come that the question of human nature heats up people’s blood so much? Why does it elicit so
much hostility and even hatred? How come that it brings out utterly “un-academic” ax-grinding and
mud-slinging? Where does this gut-level hatred come from that surrounds this question? How come
that hurtful cycles of humiliation get triggered — even among otherwise coolheaded and dispassionate
researchers?
Are not all hypotheses equally interesting? Personally, I am open to all — I have no fear of
acknowledging evilness and am not afraid of acknowledging goodness, if this is what it is. Personally, I
simply lack the gut-level reactions of others and it makes me wonder. Perhaps the reason is that I was
born into a displaced family and that this displacement has created a certain detachment in me, placed
me into a somewhat removed point of view, an outsider’s vantage point?
Through writing this book, I hope to understand why this hostility exists. The book is planned as an
inquiry into the deep narrative that underlies the topic of human nature.
I suspect that the survival of humankind on planet Earth may depend on how the story of human
nature is narrated. I consider the topic of human nature, with all its intriguing aspects, to be
perhaps the most important topic for humankind, and therefore deserving of at least the same
curiosity and eagerness as any other question. Furious defensiveness is much too insincere an
investment. And cycles of humiliation are a dangerous divestment. On a sinking ship, it does not
speak of a serious effort of survival to simply get frenetic.
Perhaps we are a species that is intrinsically set to self-destruct, either intentionally or as an
unintended byproduct of good intentions, and we might die out. If we do, it will be after a much shorter
time on Earth than the dinosaurs and planet Earth will continue without us. If we are able to learn, then
there is a chance that we might find a way into a dignified future on this planet.
What are the odds for humankind to succeed with a transition that is strong enough to usher in a
dignified future?9 Is not this an interesting question for academics and everybody else to consider in an
atmosphere of dignified mutual respect?
I have so far not yet met another person who lives as globally as I do. For more than forty-five
years, on all continents, I have collected experiences and insights that underpin my message with a
substance that few, perhaps nobody, has been able to gather before, a substance that encompasses the
entire globe. I am doing much more than “traveling the world,” I am living in the global village, and, as
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a result of this global life, I am now neither a Western nor non-Western person. I see it as my
responsibility, my duty, and therefore my life project, to use the privileges I have been offered in life,
together with the technological opportunities of our times, to understand our world with all its aspects. I
had the privilege of enjoying an affordable high-level education, I am lucky to carry a passport that
opens all doors, and I am fortunate to live in times where technology makes truly global living
possible. Given all these privileges, I strive to understand the core messages of the various fields of
academic inquiry, and to reconstruct them from the perspective of dignity and humiliation. So far, I
have done so, for instance, with war, genocide, and terrorism (2000, 2017),10 international conflict
(2006 and 2009, translated into Chinese in 2019),11 gender and security (2010),12 and economics (2012,
translated into Brazilian-Portuguese in 2016).13
At present, all around the world, I observe academia being pulled ever more forcefully into a nexus
of corporate and national interests. Not least the funds for research increasingly depend on this nexus.
Philosopher John Dewey’s insight from 1931 is more valid now than ever — there is no “immaculate
conception of philosophical systems.”14 It is therefore important for me to clarify at this point that I go
to extreme lengths to protect my academic freedom and independence and that all of my work,
including my books, are free of any national or corporate interest funding. As founding president of a
global movement for dignity,15 I am not employed anywhere, I am not part of any particular interest
context, and this includes making severe financial sacrifices. This radical commitment to academic
freedom is informed by my global identity that compels me to serve the interest of all humankind rather
than the interest of a selected sub-group. I define the entire human family as my family, and this in
more than a theoretical way, it is my thoroughly lived reality.
Not only William Ury, also psychologist Steven Pinker is much more widely known than me, and
since reactions to their work are more visible in the public realm than mine, this gives me the
opportunity to use their stances to clarify mine. Better Angels is one of Pinker’s bestsellers and the
question of human nature is at the core of his book.16
“Better angels of our nature” is an expression that U.S. President Abraham Lincoln used in his first
inaugural address he delivered in 1861.17 Pinker describes the better angels of human nature as
empathy, self-control, moral sense and reason, in short, everything that steers us away from our “inner
demons” that drive us to violence, predation, dominance, revenge, sadism, or ideology.
My narrative diverges from Pinker’s insofar as I speak from a slightly different vantage point in at
least two ways. First, a Harvard professor cannot possibly achieve four decades of global life
experience, as he has to stay put in one place much of the time, in Pinker’s case at Harvard University.
Second, my global life has moved me toward transdisciplinarity to an even greater extent than Pinker. I
have turned my attention farther into the past than he does — to the very beginnings of modern Homo
sapiens, far beyond the past twelve millennia, and, as I am educated both as a medical doctor and as a
psychologist, I see my role not only as a researcher who establishes a diagnosis and perhaps prognosis,
but also as a therapist who recommends certain treatments for the future. As a result, I narrate the
human journey on planet Earth both in similar and in different ways as compared to Pinker and his
critics, and while I am altogether closer to Ury’s approach, my intuitions and insights cross-cut all
camps.
My global experience is perhaps what sets me apart most. My global life design grew out of a
traumatic family background of displacement, which inspired me to want to learn about human nature
by becoming part of as many cultural contexts as practically doable, learn as many languages as
possibly learnable, and develop a deep gut feeling for how people in different cultures define life and
death, conflict and peace, love and hate, altogether how they live life and conceive of human nature.
After more than four decades of global practice, my anchoring is neither monocultural, nor bicultural,
nor multicultural, it is global. When I look at humankind’s journey on planet Earth, I do so from a
vantage point that could be called galactic. Phrases such as “abroad” or “overseas” or “us versus them”
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make no sense in my personal life world. Abroad, to me, means another planet, and them would mean
visitors from another galaxy approaching us, the human family on planet Earth. Through my global
life, I have learned to see the world from many angles, from the perspective of Europe, Asia, the Arab
World, the Global North, and the Global South. I am embedded into the prisms of identity and
frameworks of reference through which life and the world appear from all these vantage points.18
Another factor that widens the range of my perspectives is that I am privileged to be born as a woman
into a context that gave me the opportunity to become familiar with both the traditional male and
female cultural socialization scripts.19
All this led me to use ever wider psycho-geo-historical bird’s eye lenses,20 ranging from the origins
of modern humans to the predictable distant future. I attempt to include everything from archaeology to
anthropology into my analysis, from psychology to sociology, from political science to history, from
philosophy to physics, and to learn from the works of all scholars who attempt similarly wide
overviews.21
In this book I hope to be able to share many of my questions, insights, and reflections, and consider
many tentative suggestions. The following insight is perhaps the most important:
What if the choices that we as humankind face at the present historical juncture are so novel, so
unparalleled, so overwhelming, that we cannot fathom them?
We live in times where, for the first time in human history, choices that were unthinkable before are
not just hypothetical but real. From what I can see, the window of opportunity for this unprecedented
situation is condensed in the image of the Blue Planet from the astronaut’s perspective, and it is the one
image that is most significant, and, at the same time, most overlooked. The enormous novelty of our
situation and thus its potential seems to stay hidden, covered by a multitude of foreground noise. And,
even where this window of opportunity receives attention, it seems too difficult to envision using it.
Maybe business-as-usual is preferred simply because it is familiar, even if it is suicidal.
Here are the choices I see: After the end of the Cold War, in a world that is globally interconnected
more than ever before — Steven Pinker calls it the period of “New Peace” — do we still need to race
for domination over people and resources? Do we still need to avoid war through deterrence? Do we
still need collective defense alliances? Do we need war on terror? Do we need weapons? Who compels
us to need them? Is it human nature? Does human nature doom us to collective suicide and nothing can
be done?
Why not sit together and create totally different constitutive rules of engagement? Why should we
be satisfied with existing regulatory rules and hope that they can be sufficiently tweaked? Can we
imagine a world without borders and without military forces, only with rule-of-law institutions that
keep individual dominators from undermining the global commons? Can we imagine a world of shared
global commons, of global unity in diversity, collectively protected and replenished? Can we imagine
globally inclusive cooperation? Could we make such a world work? Or can we only imagine
cooperation for the sake of ever more effective domination over “enemies”?
Perhaps it would not work? Perhaps only an Orwellian world is possible, where dominators compete
until one has gained world domination, has enslaved the rest and is free to plunder and exploit the
planet and its inhabitants at will?
Never in human history did we, the human family, have as real an opportunity as now to test that
question. Never before did we have present-day’s opportunities to intentionally create circumstances
for peace and dignity to reign systemically.
Clearly, I am not the first to ask questions such as these, all our ancestors asked them, all our
philosophers, all our poets, all our children. There is an ever increasing amount of literature that
addresses related questions, among them the anthropological literature in peace studies that researches
the universality and inevitability of war versus the chances for peace, that looks at the causes and
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effects of war and peace and its biological versus cultural explanations, and that inquires about tribal
warfare versus that of states and its impact within and among tribes.22 Political scientist Glenn Paige
founded the Governing Council of the Center for Global Nonkilling to advocate for a global human
community in which the killing of humans is absent, including any threats to kill, weapons designed to
kill, justifications for using them, and conditions of society that depend on the threat or use of lethal
force.23
In my doctoral dissertation, The Psychology of Humiliation: Somalia, Rwanda / Burundi, and
Hitler’s Germany, I applied the medical approach of diagnosis and therapy to the new field of
humiliation studies.24 By doing so, I follow Johan Galtung, principal founder of the discipline of peace
and conflict studies, who uses the triangle of diagnosis, prognosis, and therapy as well. He begins with
diagnosing the empirical, factual, objective, and observable, then he turns to prognosis or the making of
critical future projections based on the past, and, finally, he engages in the design of therapy, a valueoriented creation of the future.
In medicine, architecture, and engineering, the criterion of being scientific is practicality, the core
question is: Does it work?25 Our present time’s core question is: Would it work to sit together and
create totally different constitutive rules of engagement for humankind on Earth? Can we build
constitutive rules that protect, nurture, and replenish social and ecological peace, globally and locally?
And, if it works, would we be able to live in such a world? Or would we have an inner urge to destroy
it, an urge so overwhelming that no police force, local or global, could contain it?
This is the diagnosis of our the state of the world in 2019 in one paragraph: We have an industrialscale use of chemical pesticides, herbicides and fertilizers, food production has become a branch of
global industry, we rely on fossil fuels and accelerate climate change, we transform fresh water into
a depleting resource and we cause the mass extinction of other life forms.26 The demand for natural
resources of humanity is more than fifty percent larger than what the natural systems are able to
regenerate,27 “not only are we in ecological overshoot, drawing down our life-sustaining stock of
natural capital and putting social cohesion at risk because of growing inequality and related social
stresses, but we are no doubt in ‘financial overshoot’ as well.”28 The internal contradictions within the
flows of capital that have precipitated recent crises contain the seeds of systemic catastrophe. 29 Already
in 2013, hurricanes, quakes, tornadoes have displaced 22 million people, three times more than wars,
and this due to climate change and an explosive urbanization. 30 In 2019, the UN refugee agency
UNHCR reports that displacement has doubled in twenty years, that global forced displacement tops 70
million, and that the number of refugees, asylum-seekers, and internally displaced people worldwide
exceeds the aftermath of the Second World War, when the number of refugees was estimated at 55
million.31 As peace researcher Johan Galtung warns, direct violence is not the only problem, structural
violence is “killing even more.”32
What is the prognosis? Can we technologize our way out of our ecological crises? Will we be able
to radically change our behavior? Will we be able to fight less, consume less? Can we dignify our way
out of our social crises?
We are doomed, this is one possible prognosis. Stephen Emmott, professor of computational science
at the University of Oxford, offers the following view, “The problem is us ... We urgently need to do —
and I mean actually do — something radical to avert a global catastrophe. But I don’t think we
will. I think we’re fucked.”33 The founding president of the Schumacher Center, Robert Swann,
identifies an unjust and unsustainable economic system as the root cause of war and therefore as the
first candidate in need of radical change. “Our Earth is in crisis; our communities are in crisis. At the
heart of these twin issues is an economic system that treats land, air, water, and minerals — our
common inheritance — as commodities to be bought and sold on the market. An economic system
distributes the income from that inheritance to a relatively few ‘owners,’ whose wealth increases
disproportionately as a result, leading to social disruption.”34
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A middle position is taken by Danny Dorling, professor of geography at the University of Sheffield.
For Dorling, people like Emmott are “the embodiment of angry pessimism.” Dorling calls for practical
possibilism, in resonance with Hans Rosling, Swedish professor of international health and
development.35 Rosling’s life mission was to highlight optimism, yet, even he listed five risks that we
“should worry about,” all of which have either arrived by now or are looming: global pandemic,
financial collapse, a new world war, climate change, and extreme poverty. 36
The most optimistic prognosis is that of “rational optimists” such as science writer Matt Ridley, who
hopes that “greed will prevail.”37 Ridley stands for the view that business-as-usual will be a successful
path into a dignified future. Yet, also Ridley has a caveat, namely, the human propensity for hostility.
“Generally speaking the more cooperative a species is within groups, the more hostility there is
between groups.”38 Ridley admits that the human propensity for hostility constitutes a far greater
danger than climate change, the exhaustion of raw materials, or any other disaster scenario.39
In conclusion, when we look at the prognosis of even the most radical optimist as Matt Ridley, we
acknowledge that his optimism depends on global cooperation — in short, there is no space for any
form of optimism in absence of global cooperation.
This is precisely the conclusion I have come to after forty-five years of global experience. In this
situation, the most important question is this:
Can global cooperation succeed? What stands in the way? What is the most significant obstacle
to cooperation?
These are the very questions I asked myself after the first twenty years of my global living project,
when I felt I had learned enough about the world to address them. My intuitive answer was: Cycles of
humiliation are the most significant obstacle to cooperation. Through my work as a clinical
psychologist I had learned that humiliation is the strongest force that creates rifts between people and
breaks down relationships, and that this becomes even more significant wherever human rights ideals
of equality in dignity have become salient. I also thought of the history lessons at school about the
Versailles Treaties after the First World War, how they were intended to humiliate Germany, teach it
humility and make it harmless, and how this backfired, ultimately resulting in more war.
My prognosis, in a nutshell, is that we, the global community, have passed too many tipping points
already by now to be able to “save the world.” However, we can at least attempt to do our best in
addressing our global problems optimally. Yet, again, we can only succeed with that task if we engage
in global cooperation. In that situation, cycles of humiliation become the limiting factor. This is why
humiliation needs to be studied and taken into account in radically new ways. A dangerous expectation
gap opens when people get into ever closer connections through globalization and learn about their
inequality, while they at the same time learn about the human rights message that all humans are
members of a united family who are equal in dignity. When respect is expected, while disrespect is
experienced, a humiliating dignity gap opens, and what I call dignity humiliation arises as an
extraordinarily strong force.40 When environmental crises come on top, they amplify this dignity gap.
As for therapy, so far, the world has too few “Mandelas” who could lead a global movement for
constructive dialogue for partnership in the face of dignity gaps rather than going down the familiar
path of violence for domination. The therapy must entail attention to the salience of the dynamics of
humiliation, it must prevent and heal such cycles, so that dignified and dignifying ways of global
cooperation can arise.
Let us round up this preface with wise words from renowned physicist Michio Kaku:
The generation now alive is perhaps the most important generation of humans ever to walk the
Earth. Unlike previous generations, we hold in our hands the future destiny of our species, whether
we soar into fulfilling our promise as a type I civilization [meaning a civilization that succeeds in
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building a socially and ecologically sustainable world] or fall into the abyss of chaos, pollution, and
war. Decisions made by us will reverberate throughout this century. How we resolve global wars,
proliferating nuclear weapons, and sectarian and ethnic strife will either lay or destroy the
foundations of a type I civilization. Perhaps the purpose and meaning of the current generation are to
make sure that the transition to a type I civilization is a smooth one. The choice is ours. This is the
legacy of the generation now alive. This is our destiny. 41
Are we doomed? Or not? Perhaps it is our very view of human nature that keeps us from truly
trying? What if our doubts about human nature operate as a self-fulfilling prophecy that stands between
us and a decent future? What if we could embark on an unprecedented new experiment and it had a
chance to work? What if it had a chance to work, but only if we were to invest all our energy into it?
“Pessimism is a luxury one can afford only in good times, in difficult times it easily represents a
self-inflicted, self-fulfilling death sentence,” this was the conclusion I drew in 2004 after having spent
three days listening to Joseph, an Auschwitz survivor. Had he nurtured pessimism, he would not have
survived. He was alive and well, able to speak with me, only because he had invested all he had, all his
soul and all his mind, into survival, even though he had no hope.
Should we, humankind, give all we have to a new vision of human nature and human future?
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INTRODUCTION
There are no passengers on spaceship earth. We are all crew.
— Marshall McLuhan
Let me begin with a short true story that highlights the deadly dilemma in which the question of
human nature may be caught. Imagine you live in Norway in the year 1944. It is the time of the Second
World War. Norway is occupied by Nazi Germany. A Norwegian women, let us call her Solveig, has
fallen in love with a German soldier. She is in bliss. Her parents are admirers of German culture, of
Schiller, Goethe, and Beethoven. Martin, the German soldier stationed in their village, is a very polite,
highly educated and decent young man. Why should Solveig not fall in love with him?
Norway, 1945. The Second World War is over. Norway is liberated from Nazi occupation. Solveig
is unprepared for what happens to her now. She is being publicly humiliated. Her hair is shaven off her
head to shame her. She is paraded through the streets with her shaved head. She has lost her honor.
Why has she lost her honor? Is not the ability to love a wonderful thing? No, not always, as it seems.
Solveig has crossed an unforgivable line: The love for your country must always trump any temptation
of loving your enemy — a neighbor you can love, but if you love your enemy, as much as the Bible
may recommend it — you are worse than the enemy: you are an unpatriotic traitor. This was the world
that came down on Solveig.
Solveig was pregnant. She fled to Germany, to Martin’s family. She waited for him to come home.
He never came. In the last days of the war, he was killed. Solveig raised her son with the help of her inlaws in Germany, unhappy, always torn, throughout all her entire life, wanting to return to her
homeland Norway. Yet, as punishment for being a traitor, women like her had their Norwegian
citizenship removed and for many decades after the war were not allowed back home. The Friendly
Enemy: Wehrmacht Soldiers in Occupied Europe, is the telling title of a book written about the
“friendly enemy” dilemma that so cruelly destroyed Solveig’s life.1
Is not this an unbelievable story? Simply for having fallen in love with a decent young man, Solveig
went from good to evil, from being a well-liked member in her friends’ circle to being an evil outcast.
She was a deeply loving woman with a generous heart, a thoroughly good-natured human being, liked
by her peers. Suddenly, her love was her crime, having loved made her evil.
This little vignette is meant to wet the reader’s appetite to delve into the question of human nature.
What is evil? What is good? Is Solveig good or evil? For Solveig, this question became one of life or
death. At some point, she was ready to commit suicide, not just because the others had ostracized her.
There was a deeper reason — she feared that she was perhaps evil after all, perhaps she had overlooked
demons in her heart that would now endanger her son. Perhaps she was a bad person after all, perhaps
her inner nature was rotten? Would she be able to give a life of decency to her son?
For humankind, the question of our human nature is at the core of our chances for a decent
survival on planet Earth.
In the preface for this book, the following questions were asked: How is it possible that the topic of
human nature heats up people’s blood so much? Why does this theme bring out so much ax-grinding
and mud-slinging? How is it possible that it may even trigger vicious cycles of humiliation among
otherwise dispassionate researchers?
Perhaps the question of human nature underpins our identity as humans too deeply? Perhaps, when
it is time to step down from arrogated superiority, when it is time to learn humility, our hubris makes us
mistake the need for humility as humiliation? Perhaps the dynamic of humiliation represents one of the
major traps in which our concept of human nature is caught? Perhaps we modern humans cannot let go
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of overestimating our own power, significance, and impact because it would be too humiliating to
admit that we are not in control of our environment? It would perhaps be too humiliating to concede
that the opposite is true, that we must be in dialogue with nature, even at its service, unless we want to
end up being at its mercy? How come we are in awe at our self-determined inventive genius, while
much of what we do is the result of external conditions and our adaptations to them, and only a few of
our adaptations are intelligent, while others might even be catastrophic, at least in the long run?
The book is envisioned to have three parts and has had many working titles.2 The first part shall
address the distant past, the second the recent past, and the third the future. Peace linguist Francisco
Gomes de Matos admonishes, “Academic books tend to end their chapters too conventionally.” 3 To
honor his request, each chapter of this book will end with a provocative query, a why question for indepth reflection and research, so as to inspire dialogue that is both dignified and dignifying — to
inspire dignilogue, as Gomes de Matos calls it.
The Modern Human Superiority Complex
It took the Catholic Church three hundred years to regret their conduct toward Galileo Galilei. His
heliocentric view was too humiliating a concept for the Church to consider and he was condemned for
heresy by the Inquisition. Could it be that we still suffer from a human superiority complex today, of an
inflated anthropocentric sense of worth? Maybe not just the Church, we collectively have difficulties to
come down from a misplaced sense of supremacy? We resist what we should embrace, we mistake due
humbling for undue humiliation, we fail to come down to due humility? We go too far in our resistance
against undue humiliation when we also resist due humility? Worse, perhaps we have even damaged
the very concept of humility when we defined humiliation and humiliated humility as violations,
perhaps we have neglected to nurture dignified and dignifying humility? Our “sense of exceptionalism
has made us arrogant, imperiously dismissing any dependence on our natural setting.”4
Our significance as humans has been under fire in many arenas lately. Under pressure, we have
taken little doses of humility here and there, but we may have to take larger doses and that fast. Once it
was too humiliating to let go of the proud Ptolemaic geocentric view that the Earth is at the center of
the universe and that all heavenly bodies revolve around us, and it took three hundred years to accept
the fact. Physicist Werner Heisenberg predicted that the philosophical consequences of quantum
physics will eventually be more significant for humanity than its technical possibilities. 5 Recent news
may be even more difficult to stomach: not only are we humans not at the center of the solar system,
not only is our solar system not at the center of our galaxy, not only is our galaxy not at the center of
our universe, present-day physicists inform us of even more humiliating news: the universe we know is
perhaps a random fluctuation? In 2012, the Higgs boson was discovered, and its mass strengthens the
so-called multiverse theory.6 If that is true, it means that Einstein’s dream of “naturalness,” the dream
of the laws of nature being sublimely beautiful, inevitable, and self-contained might have to go?
Humankind faces the harsh prospect that the laws of nature in our present world may just be an
arbitrary, messy outcome of random fluctuations in the fabric of space and time.7 The multiverse theory
is disheartening particularly for physicists, as it is impossible to enter into parallel universes to study
the real fundamentals of our natural laws. The multiverse theory closes doors for research. The raisond’être of entire physics departments gets threatened.
Human hubris manifests itself in many places, and the call for humility gets louder. The article
“Neandertal Demise: An Archaeological Analysis of the Modern Human Superiority Complex,” carries
this call even in its title.8
Where does our hubris come from? Social psychologists offer the so-called correspondent inference
theory, which indicates that our mind has a tendency to believe that other people do what they do
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because it is “in their nature” and overlook that they might have been forced by external circumstances
to act against their will and inclinations, in other words, that sometimes, we do what we do in spite of
our inner wishes, not because of them.
Perhaps we humans suffer from the correspondence bias with respect to human nature? Perhaps our
superiority complex is a product of this bias? What if the past five percent of Homo sapiens’ history —
the past twelve millennia or so — have unraveled as they did not because of human nature, but in spite
of it? Perhaps we became dominators during those past five percent of human history as a result of
tragic dilemmas that were imposed on us and forced us into destructive adaptations? More even, what
if these destructive adaptations also taught us this very bias? Perhaps this bias would be absent or
weaker without our dominator conditioning, perhaps it is the result of learning in a context of tragic
adaptations?
Around the time of the Neolithic revolution an era of emergencies unfolded, of formerly unknown
confrontations — circumscription kicked in9 — and human nature came under pressure to the point
that a vicious cycle was set in motion. It began with circumscription bringing people increasingly into
confrontations, this then brought the correspondence bias to the fore, which, in turn, increased
confrontations further, so that appreciation for partnership and dialogue was crowded out by the
dominators’ pride in their ability to compete for supremacy. By now, this hinders us to acknowledge
that all this happened in spite of human nature and not because of it. Dominator pride tainted our view
on human significance, we became proud of our ability to stand tall against adversity, including
adversity we imagine originates from the evilness of human nature. Fast forward to present times, our
hubris craves the concept of evilness, it hinders us to acknowledge that all this happened in spite of
human nature and not because of it, our hubris craves that we imagine evil so we have an enemy worth
fighting. Just like our belief in the evilness of human nature, also our hubris is, however, not innate, it
is learned, and this represents good news: given appropriate circumstances, we can unlearn both hubris
and dependence on evilness.
Male identity became predicated on the warrior ethos in this context and we learned to glorify arms.
As a result, we resist disarmament now, we fear that without weapons in our hands we would become
“humiliatingly female.” Furthermore, too many people’s livelihoods depend on the arms industry
directly or indirectly.
Or, even more complex, perhaps our mental architecture would collapse without domination,
perhaps the news that domination is nonadaptive in an interconnected world can no longer reach us?
What if too many people are co-opted and blinded through their dependence on a double-standard
corporate-political nexus? We still live in times where the corporate-political elites presently in power
maintain domination, either by advocating for it openly, or they use human rights and partnership
rhetoric as a cover. Wherever human rights ideals are held dear, the argument of the evilness of human
nature is what is left for dominators to justify continued domination. Phrases such “humans are
naturally violent” or “humans are naturally greedy” come from the mouths of free-marketers, “to
justify some static, reductionist view of ‘human nature’ that, luckily for them, seems to preempt the
need for activity — for why would one invest social and political energy or organization into curing
economic and social problems if they are the result of a convenient ‘human nature’?”10
Or, as mentioned before, perhaps the choices that humankind faces at the present historical juncture
are simply too novel and therefore too scary to fathom? Maybe we would be able to leave behind old
dominator pride if we were more aware of the feasibility of alternatives? Humankind faces choices that
were unthinkable before and are not just hypothetical but real now. As physicist Michio Kaku pointed
out, the presently living generations carry more responsibility than any other generation ever alive on
planet Earth.11
Here is the choice: The Cold War is over, the world is globally interconnected as never before, we
have knowledge and tools as never before. Do we still need to limit our choices to the motto If you
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want peace, prepare for war12? Do we need to continue worshipping the present-day extension of If
you want wealth, exploit the rest? Indeed, we live in times where we, the human family, for the first
time in human history, could choose to sit down together and reframe everything. We have the
knowledge and the tools.
Perhaps the novelty of this situation is too big a challenge for us to fathom? Perhaps we overlook
its significance because it is so immense? Perhaps we duck the task because the opportunity to
successfully embark on it is too fantastic?
At this cross-road, perhaps our accustomed belief in the evilness of human nature is what stands
in the way most? Maybe our conviction that distrust is obligatory and trust impossible is our
main problem? And, as a result, we prefer business-as-usual because it is familiar, even if it were
suicidal? We simply fear leaving behind the familiar? And we allow the few who profit from
business-as-usual to increase and exploit this fear?
Many may get angry at this point and call out: You are dangerously misled if you deny human
evilness and believe in human goodness! We are in dire need of the military, because lust to dominate
drives humans and any weakness will be exploited! War, violence, killing, terror, torture, all this will
always be with us and we’d better be prepared! The race for global resources follows the same logic
and cannot be regarded as a charity enterprise, because others will get to the world’s resources if not
we get to them first! Ours is a world where the motto If you want peace, prepare for war is the only
choice we have! This motto rightfully also defines the love of Solveig as evil!
I readily admit, if this were true, I would be foolish. In a situation, where real peace, even if only
short-lived, is only possible through military strength, it would be dangerously naïve to promote peace
through military weakness. Indeed, followers of this position can point at much evidence. I am writing
this paragraph in Norway, at the mouth of the Oslo fjord, where Adolf Hitler’s battle ship Blücher
steamed up during the night of April 8, 1940, completely unexpectedly. The King of Norway had only
a few hours to flee, and Norway was occupied from then on for the rest of the duration of World War
II. Norwegian novelist Sigrid Undset wrote, “When Norway was ripped apart by the Nazis in 1940,
peace-loving Norwegian citizens were mentally and militarily unprepared for the relentless assault
which devastated their country and their souls.”13 Likewise, at present, the global scramble for
resources ranges “from the Arctic to war zones to deep ocean floors, from a Russian submarine
planting the country’s flag under the North Pole to the large-scale buying up of African farmland by
Saudi Arabia and other food-scarce nations.”14
My view is that the correspondence bias hinders us to see what many peace organizations around the
world see, namely, that humans can do better than only deter war and out-dominate each other. We can
follow Mahatma Gandhi’s words of There is no path to peace. Peace is the path. I stand for peacethrough-peace advocacy rather than peace-through-arms advocacy. Peace-through-peace advocates
claim that we can do more than achieving the absence of war or negative peace, that we can attain
positive peace. Pioneer educator Betty Reardon introduced comprehensive peace education in 1988,15
and the culture of peace program was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on October 6,
1999.16 This is the context in which Solveig’s love is not evil.
For peace-through-peace promoters, peace-through-arms defenders are guilty of instigating war
where peace would be possible. Nobel Peace Laureate Mairead Maguire said in a keynote address at the
Sarajevo Peace Event on June 6, 2014, “We must not be satisfied with improvements and reforms, but
rather offer an alternative to militarism, which is an aberration and a system of dysfunction, going
completely against the true spirit of men and women, which is to love and be loved and solve our
problems through co-operation, dialogue, nonviolence, and conflict resolution.”17
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Social scientist and social activist Riane Eisler has developed a cultural transformation theory in
which she describes how otherwise widely divergent societies all around the globe applied what she
calls the dominator model of society rather than the partnership model.18 I call the first model also
Homo dominator scenario, and the second the Homo amans scenario. Homo amans is the loving human
being, the one who manifests human nature’s essence as love, ens amans.19
If we call the peace-through-war side the dominator camp, then its members accuse the peacethrough-partnership camp of a naïve lack of preparedness, while the partnership camp fears that
too enthusiastic preparedness for domination will create what it wants to deter.
Who is right? The dominator camp or the partnership camp? Both sides are exasperated with
the other. True to its spirit, the dominator side adds ridicule and humiliates the other side, thus
alienating those they want to convert, yet, also defenders of the goodness of human nature often
undermine their own message by disseminating it in combative and humiliating ways. Both sides
feel that the other is complicit in increasing the odds of horrid things to happen — violence,
torture, terrorism, genocide, and war.
Human nature — or, more precisely, its conceptualization — is at the core of this confrontation.
The dominator camp would have a point if the hypothesis were correct that human nature drives
domination intrinsically no matter what, no matter which external circumstances and pressures
it is exposed to. The partnership camp has a point if the extrinsic hypothesis is valid and humans
are capable of refraining from domination if circumstances allow for it.
The question remains: If circumstances were open for a world free of systemic pressure toward
violence and war, would we humans be capable of cooperating with each other? Or would we always,
under all circumstances, compete for domination? Would we always reserve cooperation only to ingroups in the service of competition with out-groups? Can we allow ourselves to be optimistic about
human future? Or do we have to settle for pessimism? Do we have to call it optimism when we make
the best of a bad situation?
These are the single most important questions to ask, in my view, and the answers to these questions
should guide our quest for how we define optimism or pessimism.
These questions are more important than whether statistics of violence have increased or decreased
(as is the topic of Steven Pinker’s book mentioned above), even though such statistics undoubtedly are
important. Statistics of violence fail to differentiate between these hypotheses, as violence can be seen
to occur because of human nature or in spite of it, and the same statistics can be interpreted in ways that
underpin all hypotheses.
Imagine a world without borders, a world of rule-of-law institutions that keep individual dominators
from undermining the global commons, a world where dignity reigns systemically.20 Never before did
the human species have present-day’s opportunities to intentionally create such circumstances. Would
that work? Or not? Perhaps only an Orwellian world is possible, a world where dominators compete
until one of them has gained world domination and is free to loot the resources of this planet, its social
and ecological resources?
When we look at the past five percent of human history, then the Orwellian outcome appears to be
most probable. Yet, what if the first 95 percent of human history, by far the longest period in which our
souls and minds were formed, support the Gandhian path? As mentioned before, perhaps the past five
percent of our history unfolded as they did in spite of human nature and not because of it?
Do we dare to test this question? Perhaps the risk is too high and we want to give up halfway rather
than aim to do our best? Perhaps we want to stop at negative peace and are even proud of it, denying
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that we lack the courage to try positive peace? Perhaps we grew so proud of domination that we accept
structural violence and even praise ourselves for it as it looks so much more peaceful than open
violence at first glance? Indeed, we can safely concede together with Steven Pinker that “expansion of
interaction — through means of communication and transportation — with rights and obligations, has
created vast zones with less direct violence.”21 Yet, as peace researcher Johan Galtung warns, without
equity, inequality and structural violence are “killing even more,” only more silently.22
What should we do?
As mentioned above, in my work, I apply the medical approach of diagnosis, prognosis and
therapy.23 In search of a diagnosis, let us listen to Stephen Emmott, professor of computational science
at the University of Oxford. “The problem is us … We urgently need to do — and I mean actually do
— something radical to avert a global catastrophe. But I don’t think we will. I think we’re fucked.”24
Are we fucked? What if only our view of human nature stands in the way? Perhaps, as our beliefs
about human nature have a self-fulfilling effect, we create what we believe?
Present-day politics in the United States of America represent a laboratory for such reflections. Gun
rights activists fear oppression and emasculation and associate the Gun Control Act of 1968 with the
Nazi gun control law.25 Conservative Bill O’Reilly explains, “No matter what society does, there will
always be mass murder.”26 If he is right, then it is only consequent to deadlock any gun control debate
and assert, “There are no ‘good guns.’ There are no ‘bad guns.’ Any gun in the hands of a bad man is a
bad thing. Any gun in the hands of a decent person is no threat to anybody — except bad people.”27
Yet, maybe this view of human nature is a self-fulfilling prophecy? More even, perhaps some even
wish for this prophecy to fulfill itself? When the ethos of the lone hero has become a cherished ethos,
as it has in the United States of America, it would lose its anchorings if the threat lessened. Heroes
need fear to remain heroes, and self-fulfilling prophecies that maintain fear are welcome.
Is it true that society at large cannot influence gun-related mortality rates? Firearm-related mortality
rates for high-income World Health Organization Member States show that mortality rates in the
United States are double as high as in the next country on the list.28 Perhaps these statistics indicate that
it is indeed possible for society to influence the rate of mass killings? Bowling for Columbine is a 2002
American documentary film by Michael Moore where he explores this question.29
We can all agree that there will always be would-be dominators around who see commons as
assets waiting to be plundered. Researchers tell us that we can expect about half of the
population to be made up of “saints” and “loyalists,” and about a third by “ruthless
competitors.”30 Many of us will also agree that in a globally interconnected world, protecting the
planet as humankind’s commons is a question of dignified survival for humanity. All players
need to cooperate in a joint effort to protect planet Earth as a shared commons. Whoever
endangers the commons as a free-rider needs to be reined in by the majority.
The question is thus: Can would-be dominators be hindered by society at large to take power and
sacrifice human survival?
We know that indigenous societies have succeeded in reining in dominators in the past.31 Economist
Elinor Ostrom proved through her research that this is possible even for larger groups — she received
the Nobel Prize for Economics 2009 for this work.32 If early foragers knew how to rein in greedy freeriders without resorting to violence, then, indeed, such knowledge can be restored.33 Research also
shows that different framings can change the ratio, while a “Wall Street” framing increases the share of
dominators, a communal framing encourages the loyalists.34
Does the field of psychology have relevant answers? Unfortunately, psychology as a discipline has a
problem. Since its inception, it attempted to appear as a quantitative endeavor, modelled on physics,
while qualitative psychologists were marginalized,35 even though the qualitative methods in
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psychology “meet the demands of the methodology of the natural sciences more truly than do the
methods of mainstream quantitative methodology.”36 Early empiricists such as John Locke (1632–
1704) and David Hume (1711–1776) responded to Isaac Newton’s mechanical physics for the “outer”
extended world, with what Hume thought of as a corresponding physics of the mind. Hume wrote a
Treatise of Human Nature.37 Locke differentiated primary and secondary qualities, whereby primary
qualities comprised everything that is independent of observers (such as extension, number, and
solidity), or the “objective reality” that natural scientists such as Galileo and Newton demonstrated to
be nothing but matter in motion. Locke’s secondary qualities pointed at the subjective mind, they were
subjective effects in observers in the form of experienced colors, tastes, and smells.
With psychologists such as Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow, humanistic psychology emerged in
the middle of the twentieth century, in dialogue with philosophies of existentialism and
phenomenology.38 Humanistic psychology responded with optimism to Sigmund Freud’s more
pessimistic psychoanalytic theory and B. F. Skinner’s behaviorism, it responded with emphasizing an
inherent human yearning for self-actualization and creativity.
When we want to understand this humanistic view on human nature, we can look back to Francesco
Petrarca (1304–1374), an Italian scholar and poet whose rediscovery of Cicero’s letters is often
credited with initiating the fourteenth-century Italian Renaissance and the founding of Renaissance
humanism. Historian Jacob Burckhardt (1818–1897) shaped the view of the Renaissance as the period
in Italy between the fourteenth to mid-sixteenth centuries when the modern spirit of individuality
emerged after having been stifled in the Middle Ages, while present-day historians have a more
nuanced view and do not see it as a single, time-bound culture.39 The intellectual basis of the
Renaissance in Europe was a version of humanism that derived from classical Greek philosophers such
as Protagoras and his view that “man” is the measure of all things.
After forty-five years of global experience, I can attest to the “inherent human yearning for selfactualization and creativity” with its bright sides and its dark sides. My personal definition of
humanism is the yearning for self-actualization and creativity in dignified humility rather than as
expression of arrogant hubris. Many of my religious friends reject the notion of humanism as arrogant
atheism, as they see it as human hubris of wanting to be godlike. Indeed, some designs of modernity
hold on to the term humanism as self-denomination while they include rather hubristic assessments of
humanity’s ability to critique existing conditions and to find better forms of existence. Self-described
anti-humanists Jean-François Lyotard and Michel Foucault saw in humanism the dark side of the
Enlightenment, namely, concepts of human nature that serve as pretext to humiliate those considered as
less than human.40
Allow me to end this section with sketching three scenarios. The first two scenarios illustrate
assumptions about human nature that discourage people to work toward a more just and sustainable
global order. The first scenario comes from medieval Christianity, where the misery and worthlessness
of Homo viator, the “wayfarer,” was stressed, whose duty it was to accept with obedient humility that
life on Earth is per definition nothing but suffering. “Ruling elites found it convenient for their
underlings to believe in such a worldview because it made it easier to bond them into ranked
collectives. At best, rewards could be expected in the afterlife.”41 A German saying goes as follows,
“Sagt der König zum Bischof: Halt Du sie dumm, ich halte sie arm”, translated, “Says the king to the
bishop: You keep them dumb, I keep them poor.” Discourse analyst Michael Karlberg confirms, “If
humans are presumed to be living out transitory lives en route to a destination of eternal salvation or
damnation, and if this earthly existence is nothing more than a way of separating the saved from the
damned, and if the entire process is about to reach an apocalyptic conclusion — then how does the
construction of a more just and sustainable global civilization become imaginable or desirable?”42 In
other words, by promising happiness after death as a reward for obedience here and now, power elites
can keep people from working for change before death.
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The second scenario uses a very similar strategy when it promises triumphant rescue at the hands of
a few elites in some distant future. If our survival as a species “is little more than a set of social and
ecological engineering problems that will be solved by an elite scientific class,” Karlberg warns, then
“what would motivate the struggle and sacrifice required to bring it about?”43
The first two scenarios represent what international relations specialist Stephen Purdey calls “a deep
hole” — “our profligate behavior as a species is deplorable and will be justly rebuked.”44 We live in
times of emergency, Purdey observes, but “Politicians don’t get it. Captains of industry don’t get it.
Civil society is restive but so far hasn’t caused the transformative change we know is necessary”. 45
Purdey is unconvinced of the promises of optimists who “point to myriad ‘green shoots’ of change that
may one day reach a critical mass, propelling us onto the path of planetary sustainability.” 46 Purdey
warns, “The business-as-usual trajectory is inexorable, quickly leading to multiple converging socioecological crises.”47 Also religion cannot prevent the disintegration of modern industrial society,
Purdey fears “violence and ugliness (as happened on Easter Island) that often accompanies societal
collapse”.48 Purdey sees the only role of religion in helping us “find a way to understand, to make sense
of, what we have done and are doing so we can face a turbulent future with courage and grace”.49
Here is the third scenario, the scenario into which my life work is embedded. In a situation where
“the quest for meaning is an underdeveloped aspect of the modern human experience,” Purdey
suggests, “a new effort to ‘make sense’ of a bad situation may very well hold useful surprises for us,
revelations or even an epiphany, a shared awakening to the meaning of the life-and-death struggle in
which we are now engaged.”50
I follow Purdey’s call for an epiphany, and I see that humanism may make a useful comeback.
Historian Jörn Rüsen recommends humanism in the sense of Kant’s categorical imperative, according
to which humans are not means for the purposes of others but endowed for their own purposes and
dignity.51 He considers it possible to envision a kind of humanism that is able to inform a sustainable
future for humanity, one that would incorporate cultural differences in the process of globalization
bound by certain conditions. It would supplement the image of humanity with the potential for
inhumanity that has come to the fore in the twentieth century; it would be open-minded about the
assertion that human and civil rights are universally valid and rather take into account their historicity
and their nature as a developmental process; it would overcome the ethnocentric elements in
humanistic anthropology by critically recognizing the diversity of traditions and cultural diversity; it
would humanize reason in intercultural discourse; and, last, it would reintegrate nature into the selfconception of humans as cultural beings.52 It would also find ways to counter “derivations” such as
concepts of transhumanism and posthumanism that go too far when they see humans as an unfinished
product of biological evolution in need of optimization through genetic engineering or mind- and
intelligence-enhancing drugs and diets, or as obsolete and outdated altogether, to be superseded by
artificial intelligences and robots as new driving forces in evolutionary history. 53
I resonate with legal and political scientist Peter Cornelius Mayer-Tasch that there is a fundamental
difference between scientific developments and findings and human submission to them, I follow his
call for the preservation of humanistic self-determination and responsibility.54 The acceptance of the
unpredictability of human life, the mortality, frailty and fallibility of humans, is the precondition for a
self-determined development of human dignity in the humanistic sense. It is only through the interplay
of the experiences of the dark sides of life as well as its bright sides that moral affirmation and negation
as well as compassion and responsibility can emerge. According to Mayer-Tasch, the posthumanist
program is an aberration for humanists who are grounded in moderation, since the realization of
meaning is reserved for the human body, soul, and spirit, the one to design and program machines. For
Mayer-Tasch, we humans can walk upright in the face of an ever more uncertain future only if we build
on humanistic valuations and attitudes.55
Michael Karlberg calls for a great transition that “entails, in part, a semiotic transition in underlying
Evelin Lindner

Introduction

9

assumptions about human nature and the codes that inform them.”56 I have coined the term dignism
(dignity + ism) to dignify our concept of human nature and to show a meaningful vision for the future
that is worth working for — independent of whether humankind is still in hospital or already in
hospice.57 This is how I describe dignism:
Dignism describes a world, where every newborn finds space and is nurtured to unfold their
highest and best, embedded in a social context of loving appreciation and connection. It is a
world, where the carrying capacity of the planet guides the ways in which everybody’s basic
needs are met. It is a world, where we unite in respecting human dignity and celebrating
diversity, where we prevent unity from devolving into oppressive uniformity and keep
diversity from sliding into hostile division.
The Author’s Biography and Methodology58
Peace: It does not mean to be in a place where there is no noise, trouble or hard work. It means to be
in the midst of those things and still be calm in your heart.
— Unknown source
For the past decades, I have dedicated my life to learning about human nature. To that end, I have
made the world my university and my life my method. My global life is an experiment in the service of
testing human nature. My aim is to acquire a deep gut feeling for what we humans are capable of in
war and love, what our outer limits are when we engage in con- and de-struction, how far we can go in
evil and good, in malign and benign. Why do we do what we do? Because we want it, or because we
are forced to? If we are forced, what forces us? For the past forty-five years, all around the world, I
have explored whether mutual trust is possible, and, if yes, under which circumstances.
The symbolic dimension of power, as Pierre Bourdieu called it, is the capacity of meaning-creating
systems to make domination seem normal, and this is done by way of distortion, misrepresentation, and
totalizing narratives.59 “The hidden order of such politics lies not just in its absences, but its appeal to
common sense and its claim to being objective and apolitical. Culture in this sense becomes the site of
the most powerful and persuasive forms of pedagogy precisely because it often denies its pedagogical
function,” affirms also scholar and cultural critic Henry Giroux. 60
My life-long aim has been to see through this denial and understand its dynamics, not just in one or
two or three world regions, but worldwide. I was born in 1954, into a family that is deeply scarred by
the two World Wars, particularly World War II. The trauma that engulfs my family is a never-ending
“normality” for them. In hindsight, I believe that this suffering gave my life its direction. “Never again”
became central to my life, and “how can we build a sustainable bio- and sociosphere for global human
family in the future.” Already as a schoolgirl, I was interested in all of the world’s cultural expressions
and languages, and I eventually learned to familiarize myself (to various degrees) with many
languages, among them key languages of the world. My aim was to become part of as many and as
diverse cultural contexts as possible, not just “visit” or “study” “them.” I wanted to develop a gut
feeling for how people in different cultural realms define life and death, conflict and peace, love and
hate, and how they look at “others.”
When I finished school, I studied psychology first and then medicine, but mainly used both studies
for my own anthropological explorations. It took me ten years and during those years, I studied and
worked in New Zealand, China, Thailand, Malaysia, Israel, West Africa, USA, Germany, and Norway,
as a student of psychology and medicine. I graduated in psychology in 1978, and in medicine in 1984,
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both from Hamburg University in Germany. In 1994, I gained my doctorate in medicine from Hamburg
University, and my doctorate in psychology from Oslo University, Norway, in 2001.61
From 1984–1987, I worked as a clinical psychologist and psychological counselor at the American
University in Cairo, and from 1987–1991 I had my own private practice in Cairo. I offered clinical
psychology and counseling in English, French, German, Norwegian, and, after some years, also in
Egyptian-Arabic. My clients came from the most diverse cultural backgrounds, many from the
expatriate community in Cairo, such as Americans, Europeans, Scandinavians, Palestinians, and
citizens of other African countries, as well as those from the local community, both Western-oriented
and traditionally-oriented Egyptians. Part of my work was “culture-counseling,” meaning that
foreigners working in Egypt asked me for support in understanding Egyptian and Arab culture and
Islam. My doctoral thesis in psychological medicine in 1994 systematized this quest and addressed the
topic of quality of life in a comparative manner by examining how the notion of a “good life” is being
defined in Egypt and in Germany.
In 1991, I found myself again in Europe. Perplexed by what I felt was a lacking sense of what I
called “global responsibility,” I founded the NGO Better Global Understanding in Hamburg, Germany,
in 1993, and organized a festival with about 20,000 participants under the motto of global
responsibility.62 In 1994, I stood as candidate for the European Parliament, again motivated by the wish
to promote global understanding.
My present work on dignity and humiliation grew directly out of my global quest. By now, I look
back on forty-five years of learning how to be a global citizen — starting when I was twenty — and
these were no easy years. Particularly hurtful were my vain attempts to integrate having a family into
my global life mission, they got ever more exhausting as I approached the age of forty. 63 Altogether,
renouncing old yearnings and beliefs, building a global identity, making the planet my home, not just
theoretically but in practice, was hard work.64 It was (and still is) like building a ship while at sea —
philosopher Otto Neurath used the ship metaphor aptly in his work.65
In 1994, I met Betty Reardon, the “mother of peace education,” and in 2001, I also met Morton
Deutsch, the “father” of the field of conflict resolution. I was deeply touched by the encouragement that
they extended to me, together with Andrea Bartoli and Peter Coleman, also based at Columbia
University in New York City. They encouraged me to found an institute (or center or global network)
for humiliation studies and affiliate it, among others, with Columbia University’s Conflict Resolution
Network.66
In this way, I became the founding president of a worldwide dignity movement, a global
transdisciplinary fellowship of concerned academics, practitioners, activists, artists, and others, who
collaborate in a spirit of mutual support to understand the complex dynamics of dignity and
humiliation.67 Initially, we developed a long list of tentative names for our initiative (from institute to
center or global network to fellowship or movement), among our suggestions was “Global Network of
Humiliation Studies,” “International Humiliation Studies,” or “Humiliation Watch.” We finally homed
in on Human Dignity and Humiliation Studies (HumanDHS).68
We are currently around 1,000 personally invited members from all continents, and our website is
being accessed by between 20,000 and 40,000 people from more than 180 countries each year since its
inception in 2003. In 2011, we launched our World Dignity University initiative69 and our publishing
house Dignity Press that has published many books since 2012.70 We wish to stimulate systemic
change — globally and locally — to open space for mutual respect and esteem to take root and grow,
thus ending humiliating practices and breaking cycles of humiliation throughout the world. Our aim is
to invite all academics and practitioners to contribute to our HumanDHS fellowship who are interested
in furthering dignity in the world, to bring academia and practice together in innovative ways, helping
to nurture a world of equal dignity by preventing and avoiding cycles of humiliation.
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We organize two conferences per year, we gather for one conference at a different global location
each year, which has led us to Europe (Paris, Berlin, Oslo, Dubrovnik), Costa Rica, China, Hawai’i,
Turkey, Egypt, New Zealand, South Africa, Rwanda, Chiang Mai in Northern Thailand, Indore in
Central India, and the Amazon in Brasil. Then we come together a second time each December for our
Workshop on Transforming Humiliation and Violent Conflict at Columbia University in New York
City, with Morton Deutsch as our honorary convener. We have held more than 30 conferences all
around the world since 2003.71
Since we wish our Human Dignity and Humiliation Studies fellowship to be multi-local and global,
we have expanded our affiliations globally to many universities and institutions. We have no
“headquarters” in the classical sense, rather, the local affiliations of our network members all around
the world represent our global headquarters. We have a Global Advisory Board, Global Core Team,
Global Education Team, and Global Research Team.
In a sense, my laptop represents our globally mobile headquarters, as I am working day and night on
building our fellowship and our activities, while writing books and articles, teaching, and giving
lectures. We invite our HumanDHS network members to declare their homes to be Dialogue Homes for
Dignity, and these homes are also my homes.72 The planet is thus my home, not only in theory but in
practice, and the human family is my family. Wherever I go, I search for three gifts: (1) a loving
context in a family home (I avoid hotels), (2) a mattress, since I work with my laptop on my knees, (3)
if possible, a reliable online access, since I am the web master of our HumanDHS website and the
nurturing of our work is done via digital means.
I feel that I have learned extremely valuable lessons on my path, lessons that are relevant not least
for scientific inquiry. I have learned that human beings all over the globe share deep commonalities and
that we are much less divided than is often assumed by those who are residents in the usual ghettos —
be they the local suburb or the international frequent traveler expatriate ghetto. As long as one “visits”
“others” as a tourist, for business, diplomacy, or for fieldwork, as long as one defines others with labels
such as “exotic,” one remains “outside.”
Over the years, my intuition grew that, basically, all human beings yearn for connection,
recognition, and respect, and that its withdrawal or denial, experienced as humiliation, may be the
strongest force that creates rifts between people and breaks down relationships. I concluded that the
desire for connection, recognition, and respect unites us human beings, that it is universal and can serve
as a platform for contact and cooperation. I began to see that many of the rifts that we observe around
the world stem from the humiliation that is felt when recognition and respect are lacking. Ethnic,
religious, or cultural differences do not create rifts by themselves, on the contrary, diversity can provide
the source of mutual enrichment — under the condition, however, that diversity is embedded within
relationships that are characterized by mutual respect. It is when this respect and this recognition are
failing, that those who feel humiliated are prone to highlight differences in order to “justify” rifts that
were caused not by these differences — but by humiliation.
I began developing this intuition already when I began working as a clinical psychologist with
individuals and families in Germany from 1980 to 1984. My experience indicated that humiliation is of
foundational importance in human relations — both as an act and an experience — and that cycles of
humiliation may permeate people’s lives with all-consuming intensity. Psychiatrist Aaron Lazare
illustrated this in his article “The Unforgivable Humiliation — a Dilemma in Couples’ Treatment.”73
New research in neuroscience confirms humiliation as the most intense of human emotions.74 Later,
particularly during my time in Egypt, I understood how relevant these dynamics are also at group
levels, even at macro levels, between nations and whole world regions. The example of the Treaties of
Versailles and their humiliating effect on Germany after World War I is but one example.
Over the years, I increasingly felt that the severity of rifts caused by humiliation calls for research. I
started designing a research project on humiliation in 1995/6 and conducted it at the University of Oslo.
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I began in 1997 and concluded in 2001 with a doctoral dissertation that was anchored in social
psychology while reaching into anthropological psychology, philosophy, sociology, and political
science. The initial working title was The Feeling of Being Humiliated: A Central Theme in Armed
Conflicts. A Study of the Role of Humiliation in Somalia, and Rwanda/Burundi, Between the Warring
Parties, and in Relation to Third Intervening Parties.75 Throughout the main phase of the four years of
research, I carried out 216 qualitative interviews, addressing the history of genocidal killings in
Somalia, Rwanda, and Burundi. From 1998 to 1999, I conducted these interviews in Africa (in
Hargeisa, the capital of Somaliland, in Kigali and other places in Rwanda, as well as in Bujumbura, the
capital of Burundi, in Nairobi, Kenya, and in Cairo, Egypt). From 1997 to 2001, I conducted interviews
also in Europe (in Norway, Germany, Switzerland, France, and in Belgium). Since 2001, I am adding
other parts of the world, such as Southeast Asia and South America, as well as the United States of
America.
The initial research questions were: What is experienced as humiliation? What happens when people
feel humiliated? When is humiliation established as a feeling? What does humiliation lead to? Which
experiences of justice, honor, dignity, respect and self-respect are connected with the feeling of being
humiliated? How is humiliation perceived and responded to in different cultures? What role does
humiliation play in aggression? What can be done to overcome the violent effects of humiliation?
Where can I observe cases of humiliation? If humiliation played a role after World War I for Germany,
is humiliation as relevant in more recent cases of war and genocide, such as Rwanda, Somalia,
Cambodia, and so on? Is humiliation also relevant for relationships at higher macro-levels, for example
between “civilizations” or cultural regions such as described by political scientist Samuel Huntington
in 1996?
In my research, I am radical with respect to guiding ideals and values. In my opinion, research
should be conducted to gain insights for the benefit of all of humankind in a context of academic
freedom, rather than academic freedom being sold out for the benefit of a few particular interests, be
they national or corporate. I walk by the bronze head of philosopher John Dewey at Teachers College
at Columbia University every November and December when we organize our annual “Workshop on
Transforming Humiliation and Violent Conflict,”76 and I thank him for saying that “the dogma of the
immaculate conception of philosophical systems” is ridiculous.77 Also molecular biologist Robert
Pollack is based at Columbia University, where I had the privilege of meeting him for the first time in
2004. Present-day brain research shows that “the direction of scientific research is driven by private
demons, not public needs,” Pollack warns, and he advises “scientists and others to abandon the notion
that there is any such thing as the disinterested pursuit of truth. Instead, they must strive for a
therapeutic self-awareness of their unconscious agendas and work for larger goals than personal
immortality.” 78
I am a radical follower of Pollack’s advice. I am investing all my energy and time to reach a degree
of selfless humility that enables me to walk my talk by experimenting with my own life design to the
very limit of what is practically and psychologically attainable, while maintaining the most far-reaching
self-criticism possible.
I am indebted to peace philosopher Howard Richards for his advocacy of critical realism. Critical
realism is a philosophical approach to understanding science that connects Enlightenment with postmodernism insofar as it concurs with Enlightenment that not everything is self-referencing text, while
at the same time appreciating post-modernism for exposing that the Enlightenment was not a discovery
of eternal truth but a moment in the history of culture. 79 This is Richards’ advice, “Acknowledging the
existence of physical realities is a step toward acknowledging the need to change social realities so that
they in turn will change physical realities, which will then in turn change social realities again —
hopefully, if all goes well, favoring non-authoritarian authority by making a society’s norms more
respectable and more respected because the norms are working better at a physical level.” 80
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Since forty-five years I follow Richards’s advice with my global life. Finally, after having acquired
a gut feeling for our entire human family, I feel I can leave behind “apprenticeship” and enter
“adulthood.” I will work until my last moment, I will never “retire” from my mission, never retire from
“being me.”81 Since 1997, I work on modeling the experiences of dignity and humiliation by building
what could be called a theory of humiliation.82 Through this work I have in many ways contributed to
creating a new multidisciplinary field in the academic landscape, precisely dignity and humiliation
studies. This field is an entry point into broader transdisciplinary analysis rather than “single interest
scholarship.”
Humiliation, this is the insight, permeates everything, from micro to macro level, from global and
local political realms to the inner workings of organizations and corporations, to our private lives, even
reaching into every person’s inner dialogue and how we frame our selves. Dignity is the antidote,
dignity as courage to nurture mutuality and partnership in loving care and solidarity.
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PART I — THE FIRST 95 PERCENT OF MODERN HUMAN HISTORY: HOW HUMAN
NATURE WAS “GOOD”
In 2011, Harvard University’s Steven Pinker proclaimed that “we may be living in the most peaceful
era in our species’ existence.”1 In 2012, Martin Dempsey, Chairman of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff,
made the stark opposite claim, namely, that today’s world has become “more dangerous than it has ever
been.”2
Who is right? One of them, or all, or none? What are the facts? Steven Pinker argues that we have
overlooked a long-term worldwide reduction in all forms of violence during the past 12 millennia —
including war, genocide, slavery, torture, cruel and inhumane punishments, as well as the physical
abuse of children and the mentally ill. The enduring forces for peace that he identifies are the monopoly
of violence, commerce, feminization, cosmopolitanism, and and an increased reliance on reason. These
forces have worked to counteract the “inner demons” of human nature — predation, dominance,
revenge, sadism, and ideology.
Political theorist Michael Walzer reminds us that knowledge construction is a moral and ethically
reflective, transformative, and formative process. 3 Let me paraphrase and summarize the predominant
narrative I encounter whereever I go on my global path. The narrative often starts with pride over
Homo sapiens being a great inventor and having learned to take control over nature, including our own:
We gave ourselves the name Homo sapiens, with sapiens meaning “intelligent, rational, judicious,
and sensible.” We invented tools and, most importantly, agriculture, which enabled us to feed a
surplus of mouths and build great cities and civilizations. Already early civilizations saw foragers as
primitive people, similar to wild animals. Indeed, in the book Early Civilizations, we read “if
egalitarianism was known, it was as a feature of some of the despised, barbarian societies that
existed beyond the borders of the ‘civilized’ world.”4 Great civilizations survived when they were
able to develop superior weapons to defend themselves against attacks from barbarians or rival
civilizations. Men, in particular, acquired significance and excelled as warriors. In recent history, it
was particularly white colonizers who identified with the right to dominate and civilize primitive
savages. Also today, being a real man means priding himself of being able to recognize and contain
the primitive barbarian instincts that linger in all of us and that can break through the veneer of
civilization at any time. True men have the strength to stand up, rather than meekly duck, to
whatever outer and inner demons might raise their ugly head. We, as humans, can be proud that we
have learned to keep peace through firm control, be it through superior military deterrence (Army
general Martin Dempsey’s position) and through social and societal containment (Steven Pinker’s
position). If the view is correct that violence has decreased, this shows that we are on the right track
and simply have to continue, both with military deterrence and all other forms of containment. Also
if violence were to rise, this would likewise underpin that we are on the right track, only that in that
case we would have to increase and improve our efforts. From the perspective of military
deterrence, sinking or rising statistics for violence are not that relevant. The greatest danger comes
from people who naïvely wish away demons and believe that fewer weapons can bring peaceful
global partnership. If such feel-good slogans were to win out, this would be reason for genuine
pessimism, not just for arms lovers and arms producers, but for any government/corporate effort
engaged in maintaining control for the best of everybody. Pessimism would also be warranted if
human nature were so evil that all of humankind deserves to die out no matter what we do. Yet, if
only the weak die out and the strongest survive, this would bring us back to optimism, at least for
the strongest, as it could work as an incentive to become strong and stay strong.
This is a position I often encounter in the Anglo-American world, and it ends with: Every man has
to stand up against the threat that a world dictatorship will emerge that suppresses freedom and
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forces the world’s population into the uniformity of slavery. It is an illusionary dream to believe that
all of humankind can ever become unified enough to protect freedom and diversity for all and build
institutions of true global partnership. The very best we can hope for is a world where every man
stays strong and fights for his and his family’s freedom. American exceptionalism means to protect
American freedom and, preferably, give the rest the freedom of choice between Coca-Cola and
Pepsi-Cola.
This narrative is repeated in other parts of the world, only with different chosen peoples as agents,
who, like, for instance, the Islamic Ummah, so far build more on aspirations motivated by a grand
past than on a presently existing empire.

Like for Steven Pinker, also for economist, educator, and peace activist Kenneth Boulding the main
hope for humanity lies in knowledge. What is it that determines our subjective knowledge of what we
believe to be true and what we will act on? The Image is a book by Boulding that provides an
integrative and holistic theory of the creation and transformation of knowledge.5 Boulding teaches that
knowledge is organic, that it grows and accumulates, that it is a series of images built up as a result of
past experiences. “Images are revised as new information is received. In fact, the meaning of new
information is the change it produces in the image.”6 “The growth of knowledge is anti-entropic; it
brings order out of what was previously chaos. And, unlike other resources, knowledge is not used up.”
How ideas, images, and concepts are nurtured, sustained, and transformed is at the core of inquiry in
transformative peace education pedagogy.
Both sides — the dominator camp, and the partnership camp — create knowledge. They engage in
image creation, image protection, and image repair. As may be expected, both fall for circular
reasoning and confirmation biases when they select proof that supports existing views and relegate
what does not fit to the category of “untypical exception.” Both sides have an interest to justify their
existence and may be tempted to read statistics very selecticvely. Peace organizations, as they often
suffer from underfunding, may want to hype statistics of violence to make a case for their raison-d’être.
Also the arms industry, in fear of obsolescence, may do the same to justify the production of more
arms. Yet, even the inverse skewing of statistics can be useful for both camps. If war and violence have
decreased, the dominator camp may want to attribute this to successful deterrence through arms and
societal containment and control strategies, while the partnership camp may argue that the efforts of
peace organizations are to be thanked for the success. Both camps will ask for support to continue on
the same path.
Again, it is somewhat unimportant whether the statistics of war and violence show an increase or a
decrease, all sides can argue that they need continued support for their strategies, either to make the
numbers small or to keep them small.
The difference lies in how to respond or prevent violence and war. It can be done either by
employing the paradigm of domination, namely, negative peace through counter-domination, or by
creating a different reality informed by a different paradigm, namely, positive peace through peace
partnership. The dominator camp has a valid raison-d’être if the problem is caused by an intrinsic
human urge for domination no matter what, if war is ancient and innate, if war and violence will reign
as long as there are human beings and the only hope is to contain them. The partnership camp, on the
other side, has validity, if the problem is extrinsic, and malign circumstances can elicit violence and
benign circumstances can elicit kindness, because then it would make sense to try to create a world
with constitutive rules that make benign behavior more likely.
Again, if the situation is analyzed in this way, pessimism and optimism, rather than linked to
increasing or declining numbers of war and violence, can be attached to the potential for a new
paradigm to work or not to work. The Human Potential for Peace is Douglas Fry’s title of a book I
resonate with.7 The only optimism that deserves its label from this vantage point is the optimism that
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the human family potentially has the strength to embark on a historically unparalleled experiment of
building global institutions that secure the dignity of unity in diversity among its members, and protect
and replenish the limited resources of our planet.
What if this experiment has a chance to work? What if it has a chance to work, but only if we put all
our energy into it? Should we not try and give it all we have? Perhaps human nature can manifest peace
without deterrence? If yes, this would provide grounds for the highest level of optimism. If human
nature is evil under certain circumstances and good if circumstances are different, we could embark on
creating circumstances that enable positive peace and require fewer containment and control deterrents.
Then, anthropologist Margaret Mead would be right that war is a recent cultural innovation, an “invention” that could also be “un-vented.”
In contrast, if human nature is evil in essence, set on destruction no matter what, another, more
modest kind of optimism would be warranted, if we could show that we are able to produce enough
arms, strong enough military deterrence systems, and strong enough state monopolies of violence to
secure the absence of war and violence. If war is an ancient and innate “biological necessity,” as the
deep roots theory of war indicates, named thus by science writer John Horgan, then the invention
hypothesis would be dangerously foolish.8
What if our views of human nature stand in the way of the first scenario? What if dichotomies such
as “man the killer ape versus man the noble savage” stand in the way? If noble savage, is it civilization
that made people savage? If savage savage, does civilization need to become noble? Or are these
dichotomies misleading? Perhaps certain conditions can make some noble and others savage and
certain kinds of civilization can increase moral nobility and others undermine it? To try our best
chances, perhaps we could begin to leave behind dichotomies such as “noble savage versus killer ape”?
What about dichotomies such as “war versus peace”? Or “violence versus pacifism” or “violence
versus nonviolence”? Again there would be two scenarios, one the Homo dominator scenario, and the
other the Homo amans scenario. If the Homo dominator scenario were the only game in town, then talk
of pacifism and nonviolence would reflect the dreams of blue-eyed people who lack the guts to face
reality, a reality that indicates that peace is only attainable through the threat of war. Pacifism and
nonviolence would represent foolish appeasement.
If the Homo amans scenario is feasible, then the very belief that it is impossible would work as a
self-fulfilling prophecy that would indeed make it impossible. In that case, overcoming this disbelief
would be crucial and manifesting a truly unified human family would be a feasible goal. The design of
therapeutic institutions and police would be required to contain individuals who might be led to
violence, perhaps not so much by nature but by physical or mental trauma. Marshall Rosenberg worked
as a peace leader in the most volatile areas of the world and was the creator of nonviolent
communication, a conflict resolution approach centred on compassion. His words were, “Sometimes
we need to use force to restraining others using violence, to prevent violence, but not in the form of
punishment to make them suffer”.9
A suitable dichotomy would perhaps rather follow the familiar lines of just war versus injust war
thinking,10 and, analoguously, envision “just force” versus “injust violence,” and “just nonforce” versus
“injust nonforce.” “Just force” points at the monopoly of violence embedded in the rule of law, and
Gandhi’s path would mean “just nonviolence.” On the other side, there is “unjust” criminal violence
and then the “unjust” version of nonviolence, namely, that of standing by where standing up would be
needed.11 Example for the latter would be when police fails to protect its citizens or the world
community fails to prevent genocide and ecocide.
Which future for humankind is feasible? Is human nature capable of manifesting the Homo amans
scenario and the partnership model of mutuality, or are we stuck with the dominator model of Homo
Evelin Lindner

18

Human Nature

dominans and an eternal culture of war and exploitation? Can we embark on building a future of
dignity, or is there no point in even trying? Perhaps we should simply push as many people as possible
out of the lifeboat, as the planet punishes us for overusing its resources? Or can we survive all
together? What are the facts we know about human nature?
This question will be the theme of the first chapter in the first part of this book.
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