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FOREWORD BY MORTON DEUTSCH

I first met Dr. Evelin Lindner in December 2001 when she was the speaker at a
Colloquium of the Peace Education Program at Teachers College, Columbia University. |
was attracted to the Colloquium by the title of her talk, “Humiliation and the Roots of
Violence.” When she spoke, I was impressed by the importance and originality of her
ideas. She showed how humiliation — a profound emotion which, unfortunately, has been
little studied by psychologists — often plays a critical role in leading to destructive
international and interpersonal conflicts. Her talk was illustrated by fascinating examples
drawn from her rich and varied international experiences in such countries as Rwanda,
Somalia, Egypt, Germany, and the United States.

As a result of her talk, she was invited to teach a Workshop course on the psychology
of humiliation in the Program on Conflict Resolution at Teachers College during the
summer sessions of 2002 and 2003. Her course was extremely well-received by the
students and faculty. During the summer of 2002, I read many of Dr. Lindner’s papers
and had an opportunity to talk with her about her work. I urged her to write a book which
would present her ideas to a wider social science audience as well as to policy makers
and the lay public. Despite a very painful illness, she began work on this book in the Fall
0f2002.

I consider this book to be a very valuable and original contribution to understanding
how the experience of humiliation can lead to destructive interaction at the interpersonal
and international levels. She aptly describes humiliation as the “nuclear bomb of
emotions.” It has profound and devastating effects. It shakes the foundation of one’s
identity by devaluing one’s worth and by undermining one’s inherent human right to care
and justice.

Dr. Lindner develops with great insight the important idea that humiliation has
emerged only recently as a powerful and pervasive experience in human affairs. She
attributes this emergence to two phenomena: egalization and globalization. Egalization
refers to the development of the political ideal of equal dignity during the 18t century, as
reflected in the American and French revolutions. Globalization refers to the increasing
interdependence and interconnectedness of peoples throughout the world. A woman in
Afghanistan who has always accepted her husband’s right to beat her if she disobeys feels
humiliated when she learns (through her exposure to television) that, in other parts of the
global village, women are viewed as equal to men and husbands are imprisoned for
beating their wives.

Dr. Lindner is a very thoughtful woman who has read widely and deeply in the social
sciences. She has also had a rich, varied experience in many countries as a researcher, as
a psychotherapist and counselor and as a global citizen, immersing herself in and
embracing diverse local cultures.

The book should interest a wide audience. Psychologists and other social scientists
will find new ideas to enrich their understanding of how humiliation contributes to
destructive conflict and violence at the international as well as interpersonal levels. Policy
makers will not only be exposed to these new ideas but also to their policy implications.
And, beyond the foregoing, all readers — whether they have a professional interest or not
— will find much of value to their personal lives.
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PROLOGUE

This book explains how a profound but little studied emotion — humiliation — often sparks
or plays an explosive role in conflicts internationally.

When the statue of Saddam Hussein fell and Iraqis danced on that “body” hitting it
with their shoes, there was joy. Moments later, an American soldier climbed the statue to
place an American flag on the face, and that brought a national gasp, a moment of
national Iraqi humiliation. The Americans had claimed to be “liberating” the Iraqis, but
the placing of the U.S. flag was a sign of conquest. The Iraqi’s own symbolic humiliation
of ex-leader Hussein had been acceptable; this American action was not. The flag was
quickly removed and replaced with an Iraq flag. But those tense moments were a brief
example of the far-reaching and potentially volatile effect that humiliating acts, even
unintended, can have. Along with more predictable effects of humiliations like those at
Abu Ghraib, this book examines and explains, across history and nations, how this little-
understood emotion sparks outrage, uprisings and war.

This book addresses how words and actions can humiliate, how the “victim” perceives
those words and actions, what the consequences may be, and how individuals and
organizations can work to avoid such instances in the future. From acts of humiliation in
Nazi Germany to bloodbaths in Rwanda and Somalia, and attacks on the Twin Towers in
New York, this book gives vivid examples and unravels events to explain humiliation at
the core and shows what we can do to avoid unwittingly making enemies this way.

The horrific events that took place in the United States on September 11, 2001 shook
the world. By taking down the World Trade Center’s Twin Towers, symbols of Western
power, Osama bin Laden sent a cruel message of humiliation to the entire Western world.
911 was terrible, but for years, [ had feared much worse. I had seen the simmering
resentment experienced by the disenfranchised worldwide and dreaded an explosion in
which hundreds of thousands — or even millions — would die. [ wrote in numerous
publications that the world was lucky that no Hitler-like leader had yet seized on the rage
boiling around the world and devised grander strategies of destruction. Indeed, the
audacious attack on the Twin Towers spread shock and awe' with the same
overwhelming effect as if millions had died.

It is common wisdom that World War II was triggered, at least partly, by the
humiliation the Versailles Treaties inflicted on Germany after the First World War. The
urge to redress and avert humiliation was the “fuel” that powered Hitler and provided him
with followers. Hitler unleashed war on his neighbors to remedy past humiliation
inflicted on Germany. He perpetrated the Holocaust to avert future humiliation that he
feared from “World Jewry.” The Aryan race, he hallucinated, was to do “good” and
“save” the world from humiliation. This, he believed, was the noble task that
“providence” had put on his shoulders. Sadly, the German population harbored enough
feelings of frustration and humiliation to feed into Hitler’s nightmarish vision. Hitler on
his own would have been a lone player — he became dangerous through the resonance his
narratives of humiliation found in the larger population.

Mussolini was quietly deposed in 1943 by his own people. Hitler’s response to
humiliation resonated with a large number of German people until as late as 1945, even
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Prologue 8

as it became increasingly obvious that the price of loyalty to this deluded leader was self-
destruction — in effect, suicide.’

Early in his career, during World War I, Hitler was an isolated human being, scorned
for his strange pathetic ramblings. He resembled those disturbed creatures who babble
wretched gobbledygook at street corners, believing they are god-chosen. Without the
simmering rage that humiliation induces, Hitler may have remained a marginal figure,
unable to gather the following that made World War II and the Holocaust possible.

This hypothesis has been taken seriously by politicians and historians at the highest
international level. After the Second World War, the Marshall Plan was devised —
whatever ulterior motives it may have had — with the result that Germany did not
experience another round of soul-wounding humiliation. Germany became a respected
member of the European family. What this teaches us is that humiliation may lead to war,
while avoiding humiliation may be the road to peace.?

Humiliation: A new basis for understanding conflict and violence

Recently, Hitler’s Germany has been invoked to explain Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, with
many insisting that the Iraq war was necessary, just as the allied intervention in World
War II was necessary, to “take out” evil. I suggest that the similarities between Germany
and Iraq are not about evil, but rather about humiliation. The lesson of the Marshall Plan
teaches us that long-term prevention through the peaceful “weapons” of respect and
dignity may be more effective in handling human affairs than emergency policing of the
backlash that always looms after humiliation. The lesson of 20" century history is that
humiliation has to be avoided if we are to drain the murky waters in which tyrants and
instigators of terror swim. Hitler’s regime could possibly have been prevented if there
had been a Marshall Plan after World War 1. Then there would have been no tyrant and
no need to disarm him.

Humiliated hearts and minds may represent the only “real” weapons of mass
destruction. Europe was a hotbed of war and death. The Marshall Plan introduced respect
and dignity. Implementing it — against strong political forces that wanted to humiliate
Germany again — required courage and vision. Who would have predicted the emergence
of a European Union, “a union of arch enemies”? The Marshall Plan teaches us important
lessons about courage, serenity and resolve, about what these terms really mean for the
safety of our loved ones and where the will to act and stand firm has to focus.

Current analyses of terror and violence, both local and global, usually ignore the
element of humiliation. If not pure unfathomable evil, then poverty, deprivation, or
marginalization are cited as driving people into terrorist activities or other forms of
violence. Why then do we frequently see well-to-do and highly educated terrorists
organizing and perpetrating atrocities? Why do poverty, deprivation, marginalization,
ethnic incompatibilities, or even conflict of interest and struggles over scarce resources
sometimes lead to cooperation and innovation, instead of to violence?

Humiliation is presented in this book as the “missing link,” explaining this
discrepancy. In a globalized and interdependent world, humiliation may work as a
nuclear bomb of emotions that instigates extremism and hampers moderate reactions and
solutions. In 1996, I wondered whether the link between humiliation and different forms
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of war and violence has ever been explored by social psychologists. I had many
questions. Does humiliation always lead to war, Holocaust, genocide, terror and
violence? Was the humiliation dynamic more important in previous generations than it is
today? Is humiliation only important in politics — or does it also play a role in
organizations, corporations, and private lives, perhaps even determining how we think
about ourselves? Is it possible that the planet’s chances for survival may depend on how
we manage humiliation?

A literature search showed that the term humiliation appeared seldom, not even in
social psychology. An implicit awareness of the phenomenon, however, permeates
virtually all research on trauma, violence, or aggression. Despite this awareness,
humiliation has hardly ever been researched as a separately definable dynamic, except by
a handful of particularly insightful researchers some of whom include humiliation in the
category of shame. I, on my part, do not regard humiliation merely as a variant of shame,
but as a highly toxic and powerful human experience to be studied on its own.

In 1996, I designed a doctoral research project to focus on the concept of humiliation,
differentiating it from similar emotions and exploring its role, not only in history, but also
in more recent events of violence, genocide and war. In implementing this design, I
interviewed more than 200 people who were either implicated in or knowledgeable about
the genocides in Rwanda and Somalia. This fieldwork was supplemented by my
interviews with people involved in German history (Lindner, 20011). The project was
generously financed by the Norwegian Research Council (on behalf of the Norwegian
Ministry of Foreign Affairs within the Research Programme on Multilateral Development
Assistance). In 2001, I defended my doctoral dissertation on humiliation at the
Department of Psychology at the University of Oslo, earning my second Ph.D., in social
psychology (subsequent to my first doctorate, in social medicine, in 1994, that addressed
the concept of quality of life in Egypt and Germany).

Since 1997, I have concentrated on building a theory of humiliation, helping to create
a new multidisciplinary subfield in the academic landscape.* This emerging field
incorporates ideas from social psychology, anthropology, history, sociology, political
science, and philosophy. The theory, still in its infancy, needs a great deal of future
research to reach maturity. I am currently working with other scholars to develop a
research agenda and an international network of individuals and organizations interested
in humiliation studies. I invite all readers to contribute to the building of a rich and
multilayered theory of humiliation with their own reflections and research (see
http://www.humiliationstudies.org). The theory of humiliation addresses humiliation
primarily as it occurs in the political realm, but is also useful in understanding and
improving the inner workings of organizations and corporations, as well as our private
lives and internal dialogues. The dynamics of humiliation, in other words, affect all
levels, from the macro to the micro level.

I see the theory of humiliation as a beginning for our search for ways to prevent
violence, war, Holocaust, and terror, believing with David Hamburg, that “An ounce of
prevention is worth many pounds of cure” (Hamburg, 2002). In this book, I am an
educator, advocate and social scientist. In the chapter about the United States, I try to
send a therapeutic message to Americans, a message designed to counteract the message
of “we hate you” that Americans received on September 11, 2001. The therapeutic aim is
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not to make everybody love everybody else, but to begin to move us all toward “a
minimum standard for human relations” as formulated by the Coexistence Initiative.’

This book does not ask who is right or wrong. Such narrow questions can’t help build
an inclusive and lasting peace for the global village.® My questions are broader, less
personal, more focused on finding solutions than on placing blame. Included among the
questions are: “What are the tendencies we can observe in many human organizations?”
and “Which tendencies should we strengthen to achieve a lasting peace?” or, “Which
strategies work best in today’s unprecedented set of circumstances?”

This last question is based on the conviction that strategies can be “right” in some
contexts and “wrong” in others. This book invites adherents of “old” contexts and “old”
solutions to enter the “new” context of the emerging global village and the novel
solutions that are “right” in this new situation. This book’s framing of the human
condition is very hopeful. It stipulates that there may be a benign future for the global
village in store, if we steer clear of the mine fields that loom in the short term. I conclude
the book with a call for a Moratorium on Humiliation.
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INTRODUCTION

The Olympic Committee promotes the following Ideals of Olympism’ in the message it
sends to all participants:

You are my adversary, but you are not my enemy.

For your resistance gives me strength.

Your will gives me courage.

Your spirit ennobles me.

And though I aim to defeat you, should I succeed, I will not ~umiliate you.
Instead, I will honor you.

For without you, [ am a lesser man.

Olympic ideals are a fitting starting point for this book because they link defeat,
humiliation and honor in a very distinct way and make clear two of the book’s aims.
First, the message — like this book — was written for people who are highly focused and
motivated. Both the Olympic message and this book were written for those who wish to
show leadership and make a difference in the world, not for those who are content to
wallow in finger-pointing, hand-wringing and depression. Similarly, the people I am
writing for want to win metaphorical medals not only for themselves but for all
humankind. This book aims at helping all of us to win the Nobel Peace Prize for our
world.

The second point highlighted by the Ideals of Olympism is the significance of
humiliation in human striving. Reflecting on the phenomenon of humiliation and
attempting to avoid humiliating people, is not a pastime for whining losers, but a noble
task for courageous winners, a task worthy of our greatest leaders, those empowered to
make big changes. I feel compelled to stress this because psychology is often demeaned
(particularly by men in power) as a “soft factor,” secondary to “hard facts” and “hard
thinking.” The Ideals of Olympism suggest that psychology may be at the heart of
success, the hardest fact of all. It is with good reason that top sports-men and -women are
invited as coaches by leaders in the corporate and political sector. Gold medal winners
often know a lot about the psychology of success and failure. Knowing about the
psychology of humiliation is crucial for success, not only for successful leadership, but
for humankind’s survival.

The book covers the role played by humiliation in the modern context — the emerging
world of globalization with its conflicting interests with regard to human rights, culture
differences, inter-group conflict, cooperation and violence, competition and negotiation,
and power and trust. It is a world in which the global threat of terrorism and the
frequency of violence in our countries, cities, schools, and families combine to make it
imperative that we find an answer to the age-old question “why can’t we live in peace?”

One of my premises is that feelings of humiliation may be the biggest obstacle to our
search for a workable peace. The humiliation dynamic creates a vicious cycle —
humiliating acts can cause the victims to feel justified in returning the insult. Once cycles
of humiliation are in motion, they are extremely difficult to interrupt — nobody wants to
be the first to “back down” after he or her country has suffered humiliation. It is,
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therefore, extremely important to prevent such cycles from occurring. The insights and
skills required to effect such prevention are laid out in this book.

One important point is that humiliation does not have to be intentional. Even help can
humiliate without the helper being aware of it. Resentment and violent backlashes often
shock those who thought they were doing good. In such cases, close analysis often
reveals that violence is based on feelings of humiliation, elicited by actions that were not
meant to humiliate.

There is an important distinction between humbling and humiliating. Humbling may
be a necessary experience that liberates human beings from the kind of baseless pride that
keeps them from connecting fully with others. Humbling may be painful — who likes to
recognize that their pride has no basis — but it is not soul-scorching, as humiliation
usually is. It is not unusual, however, for a person to perceive humbling as humiliation
and react with the rage that humiliation often entails, a rage that can look like
“unfathomable evil” to those who lack insight.

Yet another essential point in this book is that globalization is contributing to
emerging feelings of humiliation. When people move closer to each other, expectations
rise. If expectations are defined by human rights ideals, this is an explosive mixture
because human rights ideals — with their notion of equal dignity and respect — are
interwoven with the concept of humiliation. The first sentence in Article 1 of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights reads, “All human beings are born free and equal
in dignity and rights.” When people accept the human rights message, they will feel that
their humanity is being humiliated when their dignity is violated. Human rights ideals
oppose hierarchical rankings of human worthiness that were once regarded as “normal” —
and are still “normal” in many parts of the world. In the cross-fire between the old
paradigm and the new, particularly hot feelings of humiliation emerge.

Organization of this book

This book is organized in three sections. Each section has four chapters. The first section
is entitled “What is humiliation?” It starts by unfolding the Mental Landscape that forms
the background for any dynamic of humiliation. It describes how humiliation is regarded
as highly legitimate tool in traditional honor societies, but becomes a profoundly illicit
violation of dignity when the concept of human rights permeates the moral and ethical
framework. Globalization and humiliation, the last chapter of Section I, describes how
globalization has the potential to elicit humility and transforms domination into a painful
violation.

Section II addresses how humiliation operates in the world and in our lives. Its first
chapter suggests that humiliation is at the core of Egalization. The following chapter
discusses how Misunderstandings can elicit feelings of humiliation. The ensuing chapter,
Addiction to Humiliation, addresses how victims of humiliation may become addicted to
the experience and pull their neighbors into malign cycles of humiliation. Section II ends
with a chapter on Love and Help and how both activities may evoke feelings of
humiliation.
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Section III discusses what we can do about humiliation and proposes ways out of the
humiliation cycle. It makes suggestions to all players, victims, perpetrators and third
parties — all those who want to prevent humiliation from playing a toxic role in our future.

A few preliminary comments

In writing this book, I tried to avoid jargon to make the work accessible to as many
people as possible. Kenneth Gergen (1997) complains:

Professional writings in social psychology inherit stale traditions of rhetoric; they are
intelligible to but a minute community of scholars, and even within this community
they are overly formal, monologic, defensive, and dry. The nature of the social world
scarcely demands such an archaic form of expression. Constructionism invites the
scholar to expand the repertoire of expression, to explore ways of speaking and writing
to a broader audience, perhaps with multiple voices, and a richer range of rhetoric
(Gergen, 1997, p. 17).

To make the writing more immediate and vivid, vignettes and examples from
psychotherapy and research are used throughout the book. The names are not real and the
identities of the people are obscured to protect their privacy except where I obtained their
consent. | have translated many of the examples into English and usually do not indicate
what the original language was. I often paraphrase and summarize.

Several important themes could not be expanded because of space limitation. Among
these are: how social and cultural change unfold; how the individual interacts with the
group and vice versa; and the nature of the group self. In the following paragraphs, I will
provide just the briefest abstract of the many pages that would be necessary to do these
subjects full justice.

The French philosopher Paul Ricoeur writes, “What would we know of love and hate,
of moral feelings and, in general, of all that we call the self, if these had not been brought
to language and articulated by literature?”” (Ricoeur, 1981, p.143). This reflects the stance
taken in this book — that group, individual, and historical cultural and social change are
intricately interwoven. You will encounter sentences such as “humankind understood...”
This does not mean that humankind collectively and consciously reflected on a problem
and “understood” it. Social and cultural change occurs in more complex ways and with
considerable inertia. Sometimes it is slow, occasionally sudden transformations occur.
Hunting and gathering hominids refined their lifestyle over millions of years, then
suddenly almost everybody on Earth became a farmer. Farming was invented in several
places independently — first, about 10,000 years ago in what is known today as Turkey.
From there it spread over the whole of Europe. In another turn, today, at least in Western
countries, almost nobody farms anymore. Again, this movement from an agrarian to an
urban lifestyle was a comparably “sudden” transformation.

The relationship between the individual and the group is equally complex. It took the
Church more than 300 years to accept Copernicus’s theory that the Earth revolves around
the sun. Sometimes situations are ripe for ideas, sometimes not and individuals are
embedded in this ripening process. Individuals may resonate with the feelings of the
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masses — or they may not. Hitler was a nobody during World War I, an isolated “strange”
guy, then, suddenly, the time was ripe for him.

Worldviews, cultural mindsets, scripts, paradigms or Zeitgeists are often defended for
long time stretches, only to crumble in a moment. Thomas S. Kuhn (1962) describes how
paradigms shift (Kuhn, 1962). First they rigidify, people identify with them and stand up
for them, only to be toppled by a new generation who asks new questions that undermine
the edifice. Anderson (1991) explains how communities can be ideated and imagined,
however, how such imaginations can also suddenly change (Anderson, 1991). The
question of social and cultural change has been addressed by many, not the least by
evolutionary psychology and its view on the generation of culture (Barkow, Cosmides,
and Tooby (Eds.), 1992) is a related field.

Any discussion of these theories must question how much these approaches turn
humans into passive objects of impersonal forces outside of their control and of how and
to what extent impersonal forces impinge on individuals and societies. Whether social
change is a constructive group “adaptation” or a destructive one, is often decided only in
hindsight. Most of us agree that the church did well in accepting Copernicus’s
heliocentric worldview. Consenting to Hitler’s ideas, however, was suicidal. Over longer
stretches of time, some group “adaptations” may filter out as more “useful” than others
and form long-term cultural traits. It is possible, for example, that there once existed
communities who sent their daughters — not their sons — to die in war. Such communities
would probably have died out simply because men are more “expendable.” Even in the
short lives warriors often have, they can beget more children than women would.
Throughout history and across the globe, sons — and not daughters — were usually trained
as defenders of security, prepared for early death in war (Goldstein, 2001). The
relationship between limitations given by “reality” on one side (in this case male-female
procreative differences), the cultural mindsets that prescribe ways of handling this reality
on the other side (male warrior culture), and the individual on the third side (the men and
women born into this environment) may be adaptive or maladaptive, but it is always
mutually interwoven.

The individual is both actor and acted upon, the shaper of the world and shaped by the
world. Individual decisions and feelings may not resonate with anybody else and remain
singular. Or, they may resonate with many others, causing whole communities to move in
one direction. It is when this happens on a large scale that “humankind” makes a move.

In this book the term master will frequently be used for the powerful, and underling or
even slave for the less powerful (see Hegel’s theme of Lord and Bondsman). Persons or
groups can be masters and underlings at the same time since most underlings are also
masters who rule over even lower underlings; only a few top-masters have nobody above
them. The category of underlings employed here contains such categories as the
colonized, people of color, women, advocates on behalf of nature, feelings, creativity, or
individual freedom as opposed to the master category entailing the colonizers, the white
man, men, humankind’s control over nature, ratio, intellect, and normative control.

The epistemological spirit — the philosophical underpinning — of this book is best
described as reflective equilibrium. Dagfinn Follesdal,® explains that reflective
equilibrium, or circular thinking, ° has been “en vogue” since the 1950s. Prior to that
time, thinkers preferred to build their arguments from the ground up, placing each layer
of logic firmly upon the previous foundation. They were committed, in other words, to
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building their ships on secure ground. They could not conceive of “building their ships at
sea” as do the modern practitioners of reflective equilibrium. The kind of certainty for
which our classical thinkers strove was admirable. But, I’'m not the least bit sure that it is
attainable. Reflective equilibrium, therefore, can be described as a “humble” method of
reasoning that does not try to do the impossible or call for the impossible to be possible.

As a system of thought, reflective equilibrium has six features: it is 1) a method of
justification,'® 2) it emphasizes coherence, 3) it entails total corrigibility (it can, in other
words, be easily revised or corrected), 4) it includes different fields of academia, 5) it
does not exclude pre-reflective intuitive acceptance, and 6) it draws on different sources
of evidence. Related to reflective equilibrium is the hermeneutic circle. This book
repeatedly “travels around” the hermeneutic circle whereby the analyst journeys back and
forward between the particular and the general, producing generalizations in which the
subtleties of particular cases are embodied. It is the essence of this approach that some
landmarks are passed more than once and on each subsequent occasion the reader
understands them better and in a more complex manner.

Jan Smedslund is another thinker who influenced the creation of this book. Smedslund
argues that human beings create meta-myths that are explicable in terms of common-
sense psychology or Psycho-Logic (Smedslund, 1988).!" Smedslund is interested in the
stable core meanings, rules and elements entailed in ordinary words'? and cautions
psychological research not to overlook them. He warns social scientists against trying to
appear “‘scientific” by mistaking “scientifically looking” methods for sound science in
places where core rules are blatantly apparent and studying “infinite objects” would be
silly. “The finding that all bachelors are in fact unmarried males cannot be said to be
empirical,” he said (Smedslund, 1988, p. 4). “This would be an inexcusable waste of time
and resources, and a basic confusion of ‘the ontological status’ (p. 4, italics in original) of
psychology’s research object.”

In the spirit of Psycho-Logic this book reflects on the human condition in social
philosophical ways. It asks what options human beings have under certain circumstances,
and how humankind, intentionally or not, with conscious awareness or not, brought these
options to the fore in the course of human history. Without their tool-making talent, for
example, humans may never have adopted the practice of humiliating fellow human
beings into slavery. In early civilizations, humiliation was merely a way of turning human
beings into tools; the practice of humiliation was embedded in a mindset of tool-making
and did not carry the connotation of violation. However, this book is not based on
reflection only. Thirty years of international medical, psychological and cross-cultural
experience flow into it, along with many years of qualitative research on humiliation
(since 1996), including hundreds of interviews (Lindner, 20011).

The criticism that this book is not based on a large body of established empirical
research is valid. However, novel worldviews would not be novel if they were based on a
large body of established empirical research. Novelty by definition entails the problem
that it is more a proposal and an invitation to the reader than a final conclusion. To make
this invitation as compelling as possible, I sometimes make stark, even provocative
statements. The concept of humiliation may often seem to be overused, due to the fact
that the core element of humiliation, a downward movement, is taken as an entry to
analysis. This book does not deal with feelings of humiliation alone or acts of humiliation
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alone. It includes the wide spectrum of downward movements that has been experienced
throughout human history.

The reader is invited to reflect upon and draw up research on the questions that form
the core of author’s research on humiliation. These questions include: What is
experienced as humiliation? What happens when people feel humiliated? When does
humiliation become a feeling? What does humiliation lead to? What 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? Is humiliation relevant for relationships
between “civilizations” or cultural regions such as was described by Samuel P.
Huntington, 1996? What can be done to overcome the violent effects of humiliation?'?

I conclude this introduction with a thought from history. In 1905, Norway and Sweden
stood at the brink of war. Norway wished to liberate itself from the “union” with Sweden
(for Norway “union” was a euphemism for “Swedish occupation”). The great Norwegian
researcher, explorer, diplomat, and Nobel Peace Prize winner Fridtjof Nansen (1861-
1930), a crucial player in the peaceful dissolution of this “union,” said:

We are just as little desirous of inflicting humiliation as we are of suffering it. Such
desires, aside from being bad politics, are the mark of inferior breeding. It is,
therefore, reasonable and politic for us — to try to help Sweden by concessions and
liberality, so that the dissolution of the Union may be carried through without the
Swedish people’s feeling humiliated.'

Related reading

The terms humiliation and shame are often used interchangeably. Among those who do
so are Silvan S. Tomkins (1962-1992), whose work is carried further by Donald L.
Nathanson. Nathanson describes humiliation as a combination of three innate affects (out
of altogether nine affects), namely as a combination of shame, disgust and dissmell
(Nathanson in a personal conversation, October 1, 1999).1°

Read about on Hegel’s theme of Lord and Bondsman,' and note that Hegel’s
discussion of the struggle for recognition is the subject of an extensive literature in
contemporary political theory (see, among many others, Honneth, 1995, or Bauman,
2001), this being a broader concept than the North American individualistic “need for
positive self-regard” (see Heine et al., 1999). Max Scheler set out these issues in his
classic book Ressentiment (1912/1961).'7 In his first period of work, for example in his
The Nature of Sympathy (1913/1954),'® Scheler focuses on human feelings, love, and the
nature of the person. He states that the human person is a loving being, ens amans, who
may feel ressentiment."® There is a significant literature in philosophy on the politics of
recognition, claiming that people who are not recognized suffer humiliation and that this
leads to violence (see Honneth, 1997, on related themes). Wendt, 2003, observes “an
intriguing possibility that the struggle for recognition may actually explain much of the
realpolitik behavior, including war, which Neorealists have attributed to the struggle for
security” (Wendt, 2003, pp. 510-511, see also Ringmar, 2002).
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Read furthermore on the origins of the Second World War,* social psychology,*' on
scripts,?? on social representation and constructionism,>> on complexity theory,** on
cultural change,” on how the individual interacts with the group and vice versa,?® on
group dynamics,”’ on cognition as an interpersonal process,? on “group self,”* theories
of social order,*® on tipping points,’! on imagined communities,>* on evolutionary
psychology and memetics,*® and on the hermeneutic circle.>*

PART I: THE ELEMENTS OF HUMILIATION

Chapter 1: Its Mental Landscape of Humiliation
(Debbie: The Psychological Elements of Humiliating and Being Humiliated)

Humiliation is about putting down and holding down. The word humiliation comes from
humus, which means earth in Latin. On September 11, 2001, the Twin Towers were
taken down to the ground, to the dust of the earth. What the towers stood for was debased
and denigrated. On April 9, 2003, another set of dynamics of humiliation unfolded before
of the eyes of the world. The statue of Saddam Hussein in Paradise Square in Baghdad
was brought down to the ground. This statue, which depicted Saddam Hussein with his
arm pointing to Jerusalem, had been erected only a year earlier.

The images broadcast around the world began with some young Iraqis trying to tear
the statue down and enlisting American help. An American armored vehicle arrived on
the scene and pulled the statue down to the cheers of the people. The statue fell only
halfway at first, leaving the statue with Saddam Hussein’s head hanging down. This was
the beginning of a strong symbolic marking of the ultimate humiliation of Saddam
Hussein and his regime. Disgusted, the Iraqis threw whatever they could gather at the
statue. When the core of the statue fell to the ground, the Iraqis chanted and jubilated,
jumped up and down and danced on the statue’s body. They smacked this image of their
former dictator with their shoes, a highly offensive gesture of humiliation in Iraq
(meaning something like “I throw the dust under my feet into your face!”). Half an hour
later, they dragged his head down. A tyrant was being debased and denigrated, the first
dynamic of humiliation to unfold in this scene. An Iraqi guest in the BBCWorld studio
expressed his delight in the symbolic debasement of Saddam Hussein.

However, a second dynamic of humiliation had occurred moments earlier when an
American soldier climbed to the neck of the statue of Saddam and put an American flag
on Saddam Hussein’s face. The Iraqi, in the BBCWorld studio, shrieked “Oh, NO!” The
planting of the American flag, a symbol of conquest rather than liberation, was, as a BBC
reporter said, “a moment of thoughtless triumphalism.” A minute later, the American flag
was replaced by an old Iraqi flag, remedying this sour moment of national Iraqi
humiliation.

The world community witnessed the power of humiliation as it unfolded, with two
perspectives intertwined in the same event. Debasement, denigration, degradation are
words that contain the prefix de- which signifies down from in Latin, from great heights
down to the ground. In the case of the Twin Towers, thousands of innocent victims paid
with their lives for a powerful “message of humiliation” sent to the mighty masters of
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today’s world in the act of “taking down” a symbol of the rich West. Taking down and
humiliating Saddam Hussein’s statue sent a powerful message to him and his followers
that his supremacy was broken.

The first case, the Twin Tower tragedy, we consider a disaster, the second, the
deposing of a tyrant, a victory. It seems that humiliation can work for both “good” and
“evil.” Yet, this is not the case. We will understand this better in the further course of this
book. What is lacking so far in this description is a differentiation of humiliation and
humility. Humiliation is not the only word with roots in Latin “humus,” earth. There is
also humility and humbleness. Both can be wonderful assets. Not humiliation is the
opposite of arrogance, but humility. Humility and humbleness stand for the humble
acknowledgement of limits and the absence of arrogated superiority and hubris.

The following story may help make the distinction between humility and humiliation
clearer:

Julius Paltiel, a Norwegian Jew I met in October, 2002, was imprisoned in the “SS
Strafgefangenenlager Falstad” during World War II. Falstad is situated in breathtakingly
beautiful country in the middle of Norway, not far away from Trondheim. Falstad, a
large, forlorn building constructed around a rectangular courtyard, was once a special
school for handicapped boys. However, in 1941, it was taken over by the German
occupiers and turned into a detention camp for political prisoners.

Paltiel told me about an incident that occurred at Falstad when one of the prisoners — a
cultivated German Jew with a beautiful voice — was asked to sing.**> SS officers and
prisoners, including Julius Paltiel himself, stood in the courtyard, listening. The prisoner
sang several traditional German songs so touchingly that the German SS officers — who
usually shouted orders and insults — listened in complete silence.

After a quarter of an hour of this beautiful sound, there was a pause. Complete silence
which ended when a dog began to howl. This “woke up” the SS officers who
immediately set out to cover up for their vulnerability by inflicting humiliation on the
prisoners. They began by announcing that no Jew was capable of singing so beautifully —
the proof was supposedly provided by the dog’s howling: even an animal could recognize
how bad the Jewish singing was.

The officers ordered the Jewish prisoners to go to a tree in the middle of the courtyard,
shake off its remaining autumn leaves and lying on their bellies, take the leaves one-by-
one into their mouths and crawl to the corners of the courtyard. The non-Jewish prisoners
were ordered to watch and shout. However, many turned their backs.

The beautiful, touching songs seemed to have undermined the hierarchy of
Ubermensch and Untermensch the SS officers worked so hard to maintain. The songs
humbled the SS officers and, for a moment, introduced humility. However, they could not
accept the truth that they were mere humans among other humans, capable of being
touched by the singing of another mere mortal. When the singing stopped, they
remembered the ideological frame they subscribed to, one that made them the masters,
allegedly ordained by nature to rule over these lesser beings. Interestingly, they did not
beat the prisoners “mindlessly” or treat them with mere physical brutality. Instead they
chose to transmit a highly symbolic and intelligent “message” to both prisoners and
themselves, one that reinstated physically, mentally and emotionally the hierarchy of
Ubermensch/Untermensch, sending the prisoners literally down, down to the dust of the
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ground to carry out “services” that were so low that there could be no doubt of who was
the master.

Top and bottom: How the vertical dimension can be used

The word humiliation paints a vivid, three dimensional picture. The prisoners of Falstad
and the employees in the Twin Towers tragically met perpetrators who perceived them to
be arrogating superiority and were cruelly and devastatingly brought down. To avoid
such atrocities in the future, we must understand the inner workings of the phenomenon
of humiliation, even if it is painful and difficult to step into the perpetrators’ shoes.

Whatever language, we always find a downward spatial orientation connected with
words that signify humiliation. Consider the words de-gradation, ned-verdigelse in
Norwegian, Er-niedrig-ung in German, or a-baisse-ment in French. The syllables de, ned,
niedrig, and bas all mean down from, low, or below. To put down, degrade, denigrate,
debase, demean, derogate, lower, lessen, or belittle, all these words are built on the same
spatial, orientational metaphor, namely that something or somebody is pushed down and
forcefully there. These spatial metaphors are found in all languages; they are global. This
suggests that the mental landscape that entails the vertical scale is global, too.

Figure 1 (as initially developed in Lindner, 2001c) depicts the mental landscape of
arrogation, humiliation, and humility. The Aryan Ubermensch arrogates superiority,
defining himself as positioned far above lesser beings called Untermenschen or sub-
humans. (Uber means above in German, unter means below, and Mensch means human
being.) The Ubermensch is a higher human being and the Untermensch a lesser human
being. In the middle of this mental landscape we can imagine a line of equality, humility,
and humbleness — the shared humanity so despised by the Ubermensch. The Ubermensch
lives in a world where human beings differ in value and worth, some are of higher value,
others of lesser. The Ubermensch puts in place a vertical scale of human worth ranging
from above to below. I call this the hierarchy of human worthiness, or the vertical scale
of human worth and value, or the vertical scale of human worth.
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The Vertical Scale of Human Worthiness
Master Top of
Ubermensch the
Arrogation r'Y scale
Humility Line of

equal dignity

Underling v Bottom of
Untermensch the
Humiliation scale

Figure 1: The vertical scale of human worthiness

Our physical environment includes heaven and the blue skies above, with the floor of our
home down at our feet and the basement even /ower. Below even that is the darkness
down inside the earth. Why do we organize the world thus in our minds? Perhaps it’s the
force of gravity that keeps our feet on the ground and suggests a vertical ordering of the
physical world. If we were designed to hover about irregularly without gravity keeping us
put, we would probably not emphasize the concepts of up and down.

Objective observers from other parts of the universe may find our preoccupation with
up and down a bit silly, asking (quite logically) why we insist that the surface of planet
Earth is down and the Sun up. Yet, earth-dwellers all share the experience of gravity, so
the vertical scale provides a useful common reference frame. It is so much a part of our
consciousness that we use it for an unconscious metaphor for good and bad and high and
low and apply this scale to the value and worth of things and beings. Lakoff and Johnson
(1999) address this activity when they speak about moral ranking (Lakoff and Johnson,
1999).

We apply such rankings to our evaluations of both the abiotic and the biotic worlds.
Gold, worth much, is high up on the scale of worth and value, silver a little less, dirt is
worth little and is somewhere far down. When we turn to the biotic world, we see divine
powers usually being placed at the absolute top, somewhere in heaven, far above humans.
The human scale begins just below gods and angels. At its “pinnacle” the human scale
champions divinely ordained masters and continues downward until it reaches the lowest
underlings, who are often seen as of little more value than animals.

Even animals are ranked — many put the lion (the “king of animals”) at the top, with
“vermin” at the bottom of the scale.

I have not encountered any culture or language on this planet that does not use such
rankings. History is full of examples in which the scale of human value was applied
literally. Having one’s head higher than the emperor’s was forbidden in the former
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Chinese empire and many others. Even today, we encounter the vertical scale in our lives,
minds and hearts. Recently, a business man told me about his visit to Africa. He was
trying to hire employees and was annoyed by the way some of the applicants sat during
his interviews. One very tall young African man almost slipped out of his chair,
exhibiting a bodily sloppiness that seemed to make him unfit for any serious job. It
wasn’t until the businessman learned that in this African culture it is regarded as unfitting
to have one’s head higher than a person of older age and rank that he was able to properly
interpret the so-called “sloppiness” of his prospective employees as an attempt to show
respect, to avoid humiliating their future boss.

We humans use the vertical scale — like we use other tools — without reflecting on it or
even being aware of it. This section began a process of heightening awareness of the
vertical scale and its often literal expression in our lives. The next section will continue
this endeavor.

Lesser and higher beings: the vertical scale as applied to human worth

We all, through the language we learn as children, apply the vertical dimension to our
thinking about the relative value of things and beings. This might seem harmless enough,
yet it can bring immense suffering and pain. Slavery and Apartheid, for example,
stringently institutionalized this vertical ranking. Human rights advocates, on the other
hand, aim to dismantle such practices, to collapse the gradient between top and bottom
into One single line of equal dignity.

There is nothing automatic about how the vertical scale operates to rank human
beings. It is not a natural law, like gravity. The vertical scale’s use on human worthiness
is purely ideological, dependent upon the worldview or philosophy that individuals and
cultures construct for its expression. Some such philosophies accept the scale’s use to
justify a hierarchical ordering of society. Other such philosophies encourage society’s
members to meet at a middle line of equal dignity. In the course of human history,
innumerable variations on such philosophies have been tried out and disagreements about
how the vertical scale should be applied have often been disruptive and harmful.

For many centuries Jews, to give one of many possible examples, had to deal with the
accusation that they “arrogate superiority” and needed to be “taught a lesson” about
“where they belong.” Eastern Europe’s pogroms and the Holocaust were fueled by the
desire of some extremists to teach the Jews to “come down” and think of themselves as
inferior beings. The truth was that these Jews, far from “arrogating superiority,” were
merely trying to survive. Any impartial observer would see that the accusations against
them were wrong, cruel, evil scapegoating.’® Whatever privileges Jews had acquired were
hard-earned or brought about by their exclusion from other ways of living (denial of the
right to own land, for example).

We can, therefore, see two opposing applications of the vertical scale. From the Jewish
point-of-view there was no arrogation of undue superiority, rather a hard and uphill
struggle for life under harsh circumstances. Their persecutors saw a totally different
landscape, one that justified atrocities throughout Western history. The interesting point
is that the Jews, their tormenters, and uninvolved by-standers all used the same vertical
scale, though differently.
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Genocide is perhaps the cruelest example of the application of the vertical scale to
human beings. Genocide is about killing. However, ugly as that definition is, it is
inaccurate. If genocide were merely about killing, bringing victims to death would be
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“sufficient.” (Dutton, Boyanowsky, and Bond, 2005). Yet, killing is only the last act and

there are victims who almost yearn for it. The perpetrators of genocide care much more
about humiliating their victims than they do about killing them. In the genocide in

Rwanda, grandmothers were forced to parade naked in the streets before being killed and

daughters were raped in front of their families. As the following quotations illustrate,

victims were willing to pay for bullets and begged to be shot rather than slowly
humiliated to death.

There had not been enough guns to go around, and in any case bullets were
deemed too expensive for the likes of Tutsis: the ubiquitous flat-bladed
machetes (pangas), or any farm or kitchen implement, would do the job just as
well. Thus the Rwandan tragedy became one of the few genocides in our
century to be accomplished almost entirely without firearms. Indeed, it took
many strong and eager arms to carry out the strenuous work of raping, burning,
and hacking to death a half-million people (and mutilating many thousands
more by slicing off their hands, their breasts, their genitals, or their ears) with
pangas, kitchen knives, farm hoes, pitchforks, and hastily improvised spiked
clubs (Elliott Leyton (2000) in his report on Médecins sans Frontieres, Leyton,
2000, p. 3).

Some killers tortured victims, both male and female, physically or
psychologically, before finally killing them or leaving them to die. An elderly
Tutsi woman in Kibirira commune had her legs cut off and was left to bleed to
death. A Hutu man in Cyangugu, known to oppose the MRND-CDR, was
killed by having parts of his body cut off, beginning with his extremities. A
Tutsi baby was thrown alive into a latrine in Nyamirambo, Kigali, to die of
suffocation or hunger. Survivors bear scars of wounds that testify better than
words to the brutality with which they were attacked. Assailants tortured Tutsi
by demanding that they kill their own children and tormented Hutu married to
Tutsi partners by insisting that they kill their spouses. Victims generally
regarded being shot as the least painful way to die and, if given the choice and
possessing the means, they willingly paid to die that way.

Assailants often stripped victims naked before killing them, both to acquire
their clothes without stains or tears and to humiliate them. In many places,
killers refused to permit the burial of victims and insisted that their bodies be
left to rot where they had fallen. Persons who attempted to give a decent burial
to Tutsi were sometimes accused by others of being “accomplices” of the
enemy.®’ The Hutu widow of a Tutsi man killed at Mugonero in Kibuye
expressed her distress at the violation of Rwandan custom, which is to treat the
dead with dignity. Speaking of Pastor Elizaphan Ntakirutimana of the
Adventist church, she stated: What gives me grief is that after the pastor had all
these people killed, he didn’t even see to burying them, including his fellow
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pastors. They lay outside for two weeks, eaten by dogs and crows**” (Des
Forges and Human Rights Watch, 1999, p.119).

Genocide is about humiliating the personal dignity of the victims, denigrating their group
to a sub-human level. The Rwandan genocide of 1994 provides a gruesome catalogue of
intricate practices designed to bring down the victims’ dignity. The most literal way of
achieving this debasement was, as Human Rights Watch reports, and as I heard described
many times, cutting off the legs of tall Tutsi to shorten not only their bodies, but “bring
down” their alleged arrogance,

The verb to arrogate, the opposite of the verb derogate, is part of the linguistic web of
humiliation. Both verbs are built on the Latin verb rogare, which means fo ask. Rogare
can be combined with the prefix de, which means down from, or the prefix ad, which
means toward. To arrogate superiority means to appropriate superiority (Latin to ask
toward), and to derogate means to belittle, denigrate, and minimize a person (Latin to ask
down from). Tutsi were perceived to have arrogated superiority, and by cutting their legs
short they were derogated, cruelly forced to come down.

It is extremely important to understand the arbitrariness, the ideological bases, of the
application of the vertical scale on human worthiness. There is no “fixed” or “natural”
connection between human worthiness and /esser and higher categorizations. Even
though everybody has this scale mentally available, it is a principle, or a tool, that can be
used in different ways. One can choose to use this tool to extend a gradient between
lesser and higher beings or one can reject this use, choosing to collect all humankind at
One middle line of equal dignity. This tool is like a hammer that can be used to hit nails
into the wall, or to pry them out. It is a tool that is always there even when some of its
potential uses are outlawed. Those who consider the vertical ranking of human worth
legitimate regard humiliation as morally justified humbling. Their thinking is: “I degrade
you, I push you down the scale of human worth and value, and you deserve it and better
accept it.” Those who regard such ranking as illegitimate, say, “You are being degraded,
pushed down the scale of human worth and value, however, you do not deserve it and
must not accept it.”

A note of hope at the end of this section: The vertical scale is much more than a source
of suffering. It can also generate wonderful wisdom, based on humility. To use the
hammer metaphor, humiliation equates with hitting nails into the wall, and humility with
prying them out again. Adolf Hitler stands for cruel humiliation and Nelson Mandela for
wise humility. In the following chapters, we will delve a little deeper into the workings of
the vertical scale and the extent to which it permeates and determines our lives.

Summary

This section highlighted the fact that the vertical scale is a tool that has been used to rank
human worth and value throughout human history, sometimes in horrific ways. We also
made the point that this use is not compulsory. It can be rejected.

The entire chapter was designed to sharpen the reader’s comprehension of the fact that
a vertical scale may be applied to human worth and value in many ways — it can generate
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rigid caste systems or it can generate a sense of the equal dignity and brotherhood of all
humans.

The following three chapters will spell out how the vertical scale has been applied
throughout human history. Later, we’ll talk about what this means for our contemporary
lives.

Related reading

Lakoff and Johnson (1980) describe orientational metaphors as up-down, in-out, front-
back, on-off, deep-shallow, central-peripheral. Humiliation clearly is down. “These
spatial orientations arise from the fact that we have bodies of the sort we have and that
they function as they do in our physical environment. Orientational metaphors give a
concept a spatial environment: for example, HAPPY IS UP” (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980,
p. 14, capitalization in original). If up is happy, then down must be unhappy: being put
down thus makes unhappy. No empirical research should be necessary to find this —
Smedslund’s argument seems perfectly correct — the analysis of the utilized metaphors
suffices. And since the same metaphors are used in many languages, perhaps in all
languages, no research except linguistics is necessary to claim that “being put down” has
the potential to cause unhappiness in all cultures.
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Chapter 2: Humiliation as “Honorable Medicine”: The Old Order

(Debbie: Looks at the ‘normalcy’ with which the scaling of human worth has been
regarded as legitimate across history; the humiliation/violence that results.)

Nazi Germany is not the only society that operated on the assumption that it is legitimate
to rank humans as beings of more or less worth and value, although Nazi culture
exhibited unusual cruelty in the way it implemented its belief in the variable worth of its
members. The Holocaust was of unspeakable horror. The vertical scale was applied so as
to push certain categories of people out of humanity entirely, into the abyss of “sub-
human vermin.” Other genocidal killers, as well, have dehumanized their victims,
labeling them as vermin and pests. In Rwanda, in 1994, the Tutsi were humiliated as
“cockroaches,” or “inyenzi.”

However, I do not want to discuss the unspeakable cruelty of ranking people as sub-
human at this point. I would like to shed light on something perhaps even more difficult
to accept, namely the normalcy with which the vertical scaling of human worth was
regarded as legitimate throughout human history. For thousands of years, humanity
believed in hierarchically ordering human value, calling it the order of nature or divine
order. The cradle of democracy, the Greek city state of about 2,000 years ago, was
adamant that women and slaves could not have a voice. Closer to our own time, the
American Declaration of Independence, which stipulated that “all men [sic] are created
equal and have “unalienable rights” to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness,” was
signed by people who owned slaves.

Know your place! How humiliation can lack the connotation of violation

Human history may be interpreted as a discourse circling around questions concerning
the vertical scale: whether and how the vertical scale is known to people, whether they
are aware they have a choice in applying it, and to what extent they believe it is
legitimate to apply it.

For millions of years, hominids evolving towards Homo sapiens roamed the globe as
hunters and gatherers. They lived in small bands of approximately 200 individuals who
enjoyed rather egalitarian societal institutions and remarkably high qualities of life. There
is no proof of organized fighting among hunters and gatherers (Ury, 1999). “The
Hobbesian view of humans in a constant state of ‘Warre’ is simply not supported by the
archaeological record” (Haas, 1998, p. 8).The absence of evidence for homicide does not
mean that it did not occur, but it would be safe to posit that organized killing did not
occur until much later (suggesting that “man” is perhaps not aggressive by nature, but
rather by circumstance).

It is certainly wrong-headed to idealize hunters and gatherers or to romanticize them
as harmonious golden age dwellers. Yet, in the face of dissonance, conflict, disharmony,
disease, or danger, their core ethos, their core moral sentiment seems to have been
egalitarian. In other words, human worth and value was not ranked hierarchically in any
deep institutionalized form. Every individual faced the world more or less from a stance
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of pristine pride. Throughout approximately ninety percent of human history, hunters and
gatherers populated the planet at their leisure.

However, there came a time when they were confronted with the fact that the globe
has a limited surface and that abundance was not guaranteed. In some ways we could call
this “hitting of the wall” humankind’s first round of globalization — the species had
managed to populate the entire globe, or at least the known and easily habitable parts of
it. Anthropologists call this set of circumstances circumscription.*

Circumscription meant that there was no longer enough — not enough space and not
enough resources. Our planet is small and gives the illusion of being unlimited only as
long as one has not yet reached its limits. Though the problem had been building up
slowly over many prehistoric eons, it reached a critical moment at one very “brief”
historic moment, namely when the global climate changed dramatically 11,600 years ago.
The Pleistocene’s last ice age ended and the Holocene*” period of relatively warm, wet,
stable, CO2 rich environment began.

However, Homo sapiens had developed specific toolkits over a long time and were
pre-adapted, thus “prepared.” When sudden climatic change transformed the planet, many
scholars agree, the practice agriculture over a large fraction of its surface began. “The
spread of agriculture throughout the world resulted from a single, strong, manipulation”
(Richerson, Boyd, and Bettinger, 1999, p. 2).

The emergence of a supportive environment enabled the experiment of intensification,
the domestication of plants and animal. Through intensification, human populations were
able to increase their resources when the old method of simply wandering off into
untouched abundance was no longer feasible. (Some populations chose a second
alternative — that of raiding their neighbors. This alternative will be discussed further
down.) Through the environmentally stimulated adaptation of agriculture and
intensifications, humans began to subdue the Earth. We read in the Bible, Genesis 1:28
(New International Version of the Bible): “God blessed them and said to them, ‘Be
fruitful and increase in number; fill the Earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea
and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground.”” In
other words, for 10,000 years (until very recently) humankind was profoundly satisfied
with its agrarian survival strategy, convinced that it was following divine order.

Zygmunt Bauman (1992) writes that from the time humans began to practice
agriculture, nature — the entire unprocessed, pristine world — became our enemy. “...the
world of nature...had to be beheaded and deprived of autonomous will and power of
resistance...The world was an object of willed action: a raw material in the work guided
and given form by human designs...Left to itself, the world had no meaning. It was solely
the human design that injected it with a sense of purpose. So the earth became a
repository of ores and other ‘natural resources,” wood turned into timber and water —
depending on circumstances — into an energy source, waterway or the solvent of waste”
(Bauman, 1992, x-xi).*!
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Humiliation as “Honorable Medicine”

Following Baumann’s logic, we can see that humans began to turn other humans into
underlings and slaves in the same way they turned wood into timber. Intensification set
off a chain of events that slowly evolved into an increasingly stark vertical scale of
human value, or power distance, with higher beings, the masters, at the top and lesser
beings, the slaves and underlings, at the bottom. For the period of the last 10,000 years
this order defined most communities and societies.

This hierarchical order was regarded as profoundly legitimate, either divinely ordained
or prescribed by nature. It was held dear as the backbone of civilization and its
maintenance was deemed to be indispensable for human life. Within an hierarchical
order, “holding down” underlings is deemed a necessary injury inflicted on lower beings,
lest they forget their position and disturb the holy order. Surgery hurts but must be
endured because it is “good for you,” so oppression “had” to be perpetrated and the
accompanying pain accepted.

Maintaining the hierarchical gradient was hard work, but those involved were
convinced that the efforts were well invested. If you did not hold your subordinates in
their sub position, you risked being called lazy. The “lazy kings” (les rois fainéants) of
the sixth and seventh centuries in France, for example, were ridiculed because they
allowed their immediate subordinates, the “maires du palais,” the managers of the palace,
to usurp power. One of these “maires du palais” indeed eventually took over the throne in
the year 751.

Marvin Harris (1997) provides a description of the laborious task of keeping a vertical
ranking of human worthiness in place. He writes about the necessity of having
“specialists” who perform ideological services in support of the status quo:

The elaborate religions of the Inca, Aztecs, ancient Egyptians, and other nonindustrial
civilizations sanctified the privileges and powers of the ruling elite. They upheld the
doctrine of the divine descent of the Inca and the pharaoh and taught that the balance
and continuity of the universe required the subordination of commoners to persons of
noble and divine birth. Among the Aztecs, the priests were convinced and sought to
convince others that the gods must be nourished with human blood. They personally
pulled out the beating hearts of the state’s prisoners of war on top of Tenochtitlan’s
pyramids. In many states, religion has been used to condition masses of people to
accept deprivation, to look forward to material rewards in the afterlife, and to be
grateful for small favors from superiors lest ingratitude call down a fiery retribution in
this life or in a hell to come (Harris, 1997, p. 299).

Seduction, as well as coercion, was used, according to Harris. “A considerable amount of
conformity can be achieved by inviting the ruled to identify with the governing elite and
to enjoy vicariously the pomp of state occasions. Public spectacles such as religious
processions, coronations, and victory parades work against the alienating effects of
poverty and exploitation. In Rome, the masses were controlled by encouraging them to
watch gladiators, chariot races, circuses, and other mass spectator events.” (Harris, 1997,
p. 299-300).%
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Thus the normalcy of the vertical scale’s application as legitimate social classification
system of human worthiness began roughly ten thousand years ago with the invention of
agriculture (Ury, 1999) and in subsequent civilizations as they emerged in Mesopotamia,
along the Nile and many other places. In his book Early Civilizations, Bruce Trigger
(1993) reminds us that “because of the pervasiveness of inequality, no one who lived in
the early civilizations questioned the normalcy of this condition. 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” (Trigger, 1993, p. 52). During long stretches
of human history that inequality — the vertical ranking of human worth — was much more
than a reluctantly tolerated evil; it was hailed as the very core of civilization. Equality
was “barbaric.”

Once low, always low! Peripheral characteristics can be ranked and essentialized

I prefer to use the term vertical ranking of human worth and value, rather than inequality,
hierarchy, or stratification. The significant point for my discussion is not the absence or
presence of hierarchy, inequality or stratification, but the ranking of human worth.
Hierarchy, inequality and stratification can very well coexist with the absence of ranking.
Robert W. Fuller (2003) describes this in his book Somebodies and Nobodies (Fuller,
2003) According to Fuller, humiliation is not the use of rank, but the abuse of rank. The
pilot in a plane or the captain of a ship are masters over their passengers when in the sky
or at high sea. Clear hierarchy and stark inequality characterize these situations. The pilot
and the captain, however, need not look down on their passengers as /esser beings.

In other words, using concepts such as hierarchy, inequality or stratification, could be
somewhat misleading, inviting objections such as, “There have always been differences
between people! Human beings have never been the same and never will be! Are you a
dreamer who believes that we could or should all to be the same? This is not only
impossible, but boring!” Such objections are irrelevant to the discussion of this book and
represent a grave miscomprehension of its focus, which is the way how human worth and
value can be ranked or not. Diversity and difference can, without a problem, go with
sameness of value and worth; there is no automatic mechanism that necessarily links
diversity and difference to rankings. The vertical scale of human worth is conceptually
independent of hierarchy, inequality or stratification.

A system that condones the vertical scale of human value essentializes hierarchy,
inequality, and stratification. In such a social framework, a street sweeper not only does a
lowly job, the lowliness of the task is essentialized as inner core of his entire being: He or
she is a lowly person. Something that could very well be peripheral to this person’s
essence, namely the task of sweeping the street, is turned into her core definition: this
person is deemed to be of lower human value and worth. This essentialization is what we
find in many, if not most, traditional societies. A street sweeper and a bank director could
very well be seen as fellow human beings of equal dignity, differentiated only by their
occupations. However, in traditional societies, this basically neutral difference is ranked
as lesser and higher. My Fair Lady, the musical, illustrates beautifully how Professor
Higgins regards the poor flower girl Elisa as a lower human being, even after she has
learned higher manners. Her essence, in his view, is fixed in lowliness through her initial
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poor status in society. For Professor Higgins nothing can turn Elisa into a human being of
worthiness equal to him and his class.

Affaire d’honneur! Honor is nothing but ranked pride and dignity

The concept of honor was, and still is, linked to the vertical scale. The German SS
officers under Hitler learned that humiliating “Untermenschen,” holding them to the
ground, sometimes literally, was an honorable and noble duty. “Meine Ehre heif3t Treue”
or “my honor is loyalty,” was the German motto, loyalty to the “Fiihrer’s” vision of a
world of Aryan Ubermenschen. Young German soldiers in Falstad, together with millions
of Germans, were imbued with the ideology that pushing and holding down those who
“belonged” below was their honorable obligation. An officer who disobeyed this mandate
would not only risk losing his life, he would be risking the loss of his honor. Obedience
to the “Fiihrer’s” will was his supreme honorable duty, not merely for the sake of his
immediate superordinates or political leaders, but for the sake of the entire German
people, even (in his mind) of the global order as a whole. The Aryan race was the savior
of the world and young German soldiers learned that it was their highest duty to
safeguard Aryan superiority and secure a bright future for the entire globe.

During long stretches of history, humiliation was reason enough for honorable
gentlemen to risk their lives in duels or duel-like wars. In America, around 1800, Thomas
Jefferson, Alexander Hamilton, and Aaron Burr entertained virulent animosities against
each other. At some point Burr demanded satisfaction for insults he felt he had endured
from Hamilton. Hamilton hesitated, but finally acquiesced to Burr’s desire, writing to his
wife Elisabeth that he would have liked to avoid this duel, but he could not because to do
so would make him unworthy of her esteem. On July 11, 1804, the duel took place.
Hamilton intentionally missed his shot, refusing to kill Burr, possibly expecting the same
gentleman’s decency from his adversary. Burr, however, shot Hamilton in the stomach
and Hamilton died painfully next day (Fleming, 1999). Hamilton’s experience illustrates
that a man who wanted to remain in public esteem had to conform to the code of honor,
regardless of what his personal feelings for his adversary might be. Burr was passionate
in his hatred, Hamilton was not. But, under the code of honor, Hamilton had no choice
and he paid with his life.

Honor was not only inescapable, but also ranked. Aristocrats had more honor than
other people, but everybody cared for the honor allotted to him in the appropriate way.
Thomas Scheff, researcher on the sociology of emotions, tells a story in Yiddish and
English that illustrates how the honor of masters was not the same as the honor of
underlings (2002 in Oslo). “Two Jews get into a fight,” Tom recounts. “Neither manages
to win the quarrel. Finally, they agree to have a duel.” This, explains Tom, is the first
joke, because duels were something for aristocrats, not for such insignificant underlings
as Jews. “Next morning, before dawn, one of the opponents arrives at the little clearing in
the forest where the duel was to take place. There he waits. He waits. And he waits. His
opponent does not come. He simply does not show up! Finally, a messenger arrives with
a note from the opponent saying he is late and that the other should start without him!”

In traditional honor-based societies, each social stratum, be it called caste, class,
group, or sub-group, cultivates indigenous idiosyncratic sets of honor definitions related
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to the vertical scale. The honor of a slave is different from the honor of a master, but both
defend their honor against attempts to humiliate them, to bring them lower. The servant
or slave who works in the emperor’s private suite attaches his honor to this important
rank and resists being degraded to the quarries (note the words servant and to serve stem
from the Latin word servus, meaning s/lave). The master, equally, resists being debased
into the second rank; he only succumbs if otherwise he would be debased even further.

Honor is a more collective feeling and institution than pristine pride or dignity. It is a
learned response to institutionalized pressures. Honor is worn like armor and people may
defend their group’s honor against humiliators (for example in duels) merely as a duty (as
Hamilton did), without feeling much personal emotion. I once counseled an Egyptian
lawyer who had studied in Europe and almost forgotten his roots in the Egyptian
countryside where blood feuds were common. One day, to his great surprise and shock,
he was visited by villagers who told him that he was next in line to be killed. He neither
knew why nor by whom. He had not done anything to elicit other people’s hatred. His
place in the genealogy of his village was sufficient to give him a place in the honor game.

Honor, furthermore, is linked to gender. In an honor society,** men are defined as the
principal actors, no matter how functionally important female activities might be. He is
the actor, she is his object. He is the defender of honor. He is defined as responsible, self-
reflexive, and rational. He is expected to protect Ais women, at least as long as he values
them as a resource, as prizes and symbols of 4is honor, or as mothers of 4is children. A
woman who lives in an honor society learns that she either is not ahuman being at all or a
lowly human being. In the first case, she is perceived as a passive recipient of male
actions, as “material” to be used or thrown away by him; she is on the same level as
household items or domesticated animals. Also inthe second case she is seen as a passive
recipient, this time on a level with children or slaves. It is therefore, in blood feud
societies, that she can move freely around, only men are “worthy” of being killed
“honorably,” not women.

Some honor cultures in the Arab world and Africa regard the woman’s hymen as a
symbol of the family’s honor. This is one justification for the practice of female genital
mutilation — through this practice, the family’s honor (in which she shares) is “protected.”
In many traditional honor societies, a female is a token, or representative, of the family or
group to which she belongs. Daughters or sisters are valued as “gifts” for marriage into
other families Zer males want as allies. Only “undamaged,” “honorable” girls make
honorable gifts.

In conclusion, honor is a form of ranked pride or dignity, with every stratum in a
hierarchical society having its own honor code. Honor, unlike pride and dignity, is often
played out as a group phenomenon — usually heavily gendered — more than an individual
feeling. People may even find themselves caught in games of honor beyond their control
— affaires d’honneur important to their group without themselves identifying much with
these affaires as individuals.

Don’t complain! Pain of humiliation can be accepted as “prosocial suffering”

In social and societal structures of honor, any pain or suffering endured by those near or
at the bottom of the pyramid of power is deemed to be necessary pain or even prosocial
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suffering. For thousands of years, the suffering of underlings was regarded as “good” for
them and for the health of society as a whole. Vaccinations or surgical operations, albeit
painful, are accepted as “good” for patients. Similarly, underlings’ pain was seen as
“good” for society by those subscribing to the vertical scale of human value, including
many of the underlings themselves.

Jeanne D’Haem (1997) wrote a very sensitive book, The Last Camel. True Stories of
Somalia (D'Haem, 1997), in which she describes what I also found during my fieldwork
in Somalia. As a Peace Corps volunteer in a small Somalian village in 1968, D’Haem had
a neighbor who was forced to support herself and her child through prostitution. At the
age of 40, she met a man who fell in love with her and was willing to marry her as his
second wife. She was very fond of this man and thrilled by the prospect of marriage. To
mark this new step toward a better future, she committed a highly symbolic act. She had
herself “closed up” (the vagina sewed up so only urine could pass through) as if she was a
virgin. Her husband had to open her up in the wedding night with the force of his
member. The pain of all the procedures and the agonizing reopening did not deter her
since she was convinced that short-term pain would safeguard a happy future. And since
she sincerely believed in the worldview of her social environment, namely that female
genital mutilation is not a mutilation but a symbol of honor, the procedure did, indeed,
make her proud and confident.

However, during my research, I met a woman from the Somali Diaspora who had
developed a deeply contrasting worldview. At a conference in Finland in 1998 she said:

I feel that female circumcision is a humiliation carried out and justified by my culture.
Please do not accept that part of my culture — on the contrary, help me change this! Do
not cover up for the wrongdoings of my culture just for the sake of wanting to
recognize and respect Somali culture!*

Not many months later in Somalia, I met two young women who had recently returned to
Somalia from England with their parents who despised the practice of genital mutilation
and had refused to have their girls “closed.” Yet, instead of bringing liberation, their
condition was a source of great social pain to the girls. They told me that they were
treated as if they had leprosy and made to feel as if they were prostitutes. Merely going
out and buying bread was agony. Desperate, they decided to pay for an operation against
the will of their parents. The argument that this operation represented a painful
humiliation had no effect on them. So, these two girls sided with the conceptualization of
female genital mutilation of Jeanne D’Haem’s neighbor.

The concept of a just war is another example of the idea that short-term pain can bring
long-term benefits. All the pain elicited in the 2003 war in Iraq was deemed by many as
regrettable but prosocial, a necessary prelude to a better future.

More so, there have been situations throughout history in which pain was valued on its
own account, not just as regrettable yet necessary side effect. Medieval flagellants were
happy to whip themselves, to lower their bodies to the ground and crawl on their knees
for miles. They inflicted these, and worse, humiliations on themselves as acts of penance,
to advance themselves morally and to honor God, demonstrating the sincerity of their
reverence. Through such self-lowering they reckoned they climbed up on the human
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ranking scale, up, nearer divinity. They wished to gain worth and value through closeness
to God. Their self-inflicted humiliation elevated them on the vertical scale.

Such practices can still be found today, as, for example, in current Shia celebrations.
Bowing to divinity enhances one’s moral standing and reputation as long as the object of
worship is a widely-accepted divinity and not some obscure sectarian guru (bowing to a
kitchen knife, or other trivial objects, would be ridiculous and bring the practitioners to a
madhouse rather than boost their reputation). The Christian God is believed to have
reached out to humans by giving his son through the most humiliating death available at
the time, namely crucifixion. God lowered himself so as to connect to humanity.

Stockholm syndrome! Lowliness can be widely accepted

Throughout history, underlings accepted their lowly lot, often even defending it. Women,
for example, kept their heads down for large parts of human history. In Europe, women
risked being branded, punished, and even burnt as witches if they dared to arrogate more
importance than was “due” them. A woman had to “know her place.” She was not
supposed to define her lowly condition as humiliation in the sense of violation. On the
contrary, she was expected to accept it with “due humbleness,” and “female modesty.” It
was her “honor” to be of service. Her duty, she taught her daughters, was to “respect” this
order, not humiliate it by disobedience. Rebellion against female lowliness was regarded
as disrespectful to the overall order.

Many women internalized these rules, believing that they represented the right order
of the universe. It would be a mistake to believe that only men accused women of failing
in modesty, women kept each other down as well. In the last years of Queen Elizabeth I,
up to 53 per cent of all charges against witches were made by other women. (Jones, 2000,
p- 206). In large parts of the world, women still today believe that they are born inferior.

The history of former slaves or colonized or minority peoples is full of examples of
acceptance of inferiority. A member of a low caste in India might see her fate as God’s
will that should not be opposed. Many colonized subjects (jacere is Latin for to throw,
and the prefix, sub means under) deemed their colonizers to be more “civilized.” Many
yearned to become “more French than the French,” or “more British than the British.”
Frantz Fanon (1986) wrote a book entitled Black Skin, White Masks, where he describes
how he was once very proud of being almost “French,” of climbing up the vertical scale
of human value (Fanon, 1986). What he initially overlooked was that his pride validated
his former lowliness. You cannot be proud of being up without judging your former
status as down.

There are many terms describing this identification with the oppressor. Learned
helplessness is “a term coined by Martin Seligman to define that helplessness that is a
learned state produced by exposure to noxious, unpleasant situations in which there is no
possibility of escape or avoidance” (The Penguin Dictionary of Psychology, Reber,
1995). Likewise, the Stockholm syndrome is “an emotional bond between hostages and
their captors, frequently observed when the hostages are held for long periods of time
under emotionally straining circumstances. The name derives from the instance when it
was first publicly noted, when a group of hostages was held by robbers in a Stockholm
bank for five days” (Reber, 1995). Identification with the oppressor is not always an
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individual process; it can also be a societal process. As discussed before, many underlings
turned their lowliness into a “culture.” Johan Galtung’s notion of penetration, or
“implanting the top dog inside the underdog” (Galtung, 1996, p. 199), illustrates the fact
that acceptance of subjugation may become a culture of its own. Ranajit Guha’s
understanding of the term subaltern also points at this process (Guha and Spivak (Eds.),
1988).

However, it would be arrogant to frame underlings as passive victims. Lowliness and
helplessness can also be displayed out of conviction. As discussed before, many
underlings accepted their lot as God’s will or nature’s order. They were not coerced or
seduced into believing in their own lowliness; they shared their superiors’ views on the
legitimacy of ranking human essence in a way that turned them into lesser beings.

Break the will of the child! Parents can reproduce underlings

Parents were central to the reproduction of obedient underlings. Alice Miller (1983)
spelled out how, in the period that lead up to the two World Wars, leading pedagogues
regarded breaking the will of the child as an essential part of responsible childrearing.*
Lakoff and Johnson (1999) describe this philosophy as the Strict Father model (as
opposed to the Nurturant Parent model.)

The father has authority to determine the policy that governs the family. He has moral
authority and his commands are to be obeyed. He teaches his children right from
wrong by setting strict rules for their behavior and by setting a moral example in his
own life. He enforces these moral rules by reward and punishment. The father also
gains his children’s cooperation by showing love and by appreciating them when they
obey the rules. But children must not be coddled, lest they become spoiled. A spoiled
child lacks the appropriate moral values and the moral strength and discipline to live
independently and meet life’s challenges. The mother has day-to-day responsibility for
the care of the household, raising the children; and upholding the father’s authority.
Love and nurturance are a vital part of family life, but they should never outweigh
parental authority, which is an expression of love and nurturance — tough love. As
children mature, the virtues of respect for moral authority, self reliance, and self-
discipline allow them to incorporate their father’s moral values, empowering them to
be self-governing and self-legislating (Lakoff and Johnson, 1999, pp. 313-314).

The result is described as follows:

Evidence from three areas of psychological research — attachment theory, socialization
theory, and family violence studies — shows that the Strict Father model ...”tends to
produce children who are dependent on the authority of others, cannot chart their own
moral course very well, have less of a conscience, are less respectful of others, and
have no greater ability to resist temptations” (Lakoff and Johnson, 1999, p. 327).
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Thus, the Strict Father model seems to produce what Theodor Adorno called the
authoritarian personality whose principal characteristic is obedience and a willingness to
blindly following orders, irrespective of their moral contents (Adorno et al., 1950).

John came to my clinic because he was desperately lonely. He had recently retired and
felt that life had been in vain. He told me:

My father always repressed me. I was never good enough for him. He put me down
wherever he could. He thought parental love means “making the boy tough.” He used
to say, “What will not kill him, will make him strong.” I am surprised that he even fed
me. In hindsight, I would have preferred he had starved me to death. I learned from
him to either look up or down on people and I developed a taste for the latter. My
main concern was to push down people who were better than I. I studied them until I
could subjugate them. In the course of about twenty years, I became the president of a
large international corporation. I was ruthless. I spotted my “enemies’” weaknesses — |
mean of course my colleagues’ weaknesses — almost immediately. When a colleague
was better than me, I was consumed by the need to “kill him.” I had to be the only one.

My wife left me and my children do not even send me birthday cards. When I was
working, I did not mind. Since I retired, I have realized that I never learned to enjoy
being equal with another person. I never learned to create friendship or love. I love
my car, my dog, and my luxurious house. But have I ever loved another human being,
apart from idolizing Superman symbols? There is this automatic reflex in me to
measure my opponents — you see, for me there are never interlocutors — for their
strengths and weaknesses. My aim is not to enjoy their company but to get on top of
them. I am the ultimate humiliator. I am obsessed with dominance. I cannot relax until
I am the master.

All that brought me loneliness and utter emptiness. I succeeded, I was the boss, but for
what? Is this the meaning of life? Shall I write on my grave stone “Here rests the man
who could bite like a dog?”” Although I was the boss, I was a slave. I blindly obeyed
some cold law of supremacy. I am no longer proud of my life.
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Be “civilized”! How humiliation may elicit shame and humility

Earlier I mentioned humility and humbleness and their place vis-a-vis humiliation in the
mental landscape of the vertical scale of human worth. Norbert Elias (1994) describes
this in his seminal book The Civilizing Process (Elias, 1994). Durkheim, Marx, Weber
and historians such as Marc Bloch developed similar lines of reasoning. Elias explains
that the process of subjugation may have had a civilizing effect on rough and haughty
knights, lords, and commoners. He studied the French court and how feudal lords were
seduced into bowing to the absolute ruler. Unruly, proud local warlords were “civilized”
by being taught the lessons of shame. According to Elias, pacified and civilized people
learn to feel embarrassed; they learn “social anxiety.” The civilized habitus that Elias
describes could also be called the “successfully humiliated habitus”( Smith, 2001). The
French court, the Indian caste system, the Chinese system of kowtowing and the Japanese
bow all express and reinforce strong hierarchies, all constructed around practices of ritual
humiliation.

Habitus is a Latin word meaning character or appearance. The civilized habitus is a
habitus of self-control and detachment that emerges, as Smith (2001) writes, “as a
consequence of humiliation mechanisms — ranging from massacres to verbal insults —
employed to create and maintain social hierarchies. The humiliated habitus is consistent
with intense self-discipline. For example, slaves try to avoid visible behaviour that would
prompt masters to punish them” (Smith, 2001, p. 2).

Does this mean that humiliating people is a good thing? That it promotes peace? What
is the relationship between shame, humiliation and humbling here?

Shame can be defined as a humbling experience a person agrees to; humiliation are
those experiences a person does not agree to. Shame seems to be lowering accepted by
the receiver and interpreted as due humbling. A “civilized” person might blush when he
breaks wind inadvertently. He might feel ashamed even if nobody notices because he has
learned to subscribe to the notion that farting is a transgression of decent civilized
behavior.

Human beings are intersubjective beings, we see ourselves as others see us, and we
can either feel pride or shame when we look at ourselves with others’ eyes. Many people
have nightmares of strangers standing above them, laughing and ridiculing them, while
they lie naked on the floor in their excrements (not surprisingly, this horror dream is a
script for torture). Torture uses feelings of shame to humiliate its victims and it uses
humiliation to create shame. Torturers can shame victims to attain their goals precisely
because shame is widely regarded as an asset. A human being incapable of shame is seen
as a monster. Shame is what keeps us within the limits of the social contract. We all hope
that shame will deter our neighbors from lying to us and stealing from us. We trust that
our neighbor will feel guilty, feel moral shame, and not have an affair with our spouse.
We all hope that our neighbors will bow in humility to the rules that make it possible for
us to live in community with one another. We hope that shame and guilt will limit social
disruption.

Thus, shame, guilt and humility all have prosocial aspects. Humility has been
enshrined in most religions as a necessary virtue to spiritual development. All three are
associated with the action of bowing. Arrogant people believe they can reach the sky and
do what is not possible to normal mortals. Humble people, on the other hand, recognize
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that there are limits. Shaming may thus work for the good of the larger society.
Corporations and governments are often “shamed” into abiding by the promises of
humility they made. They are asked if they are not ashamed of cutting down the trees that
are the backbone of a healthy global climate, of destroying bio-diversity, the very gene
pool that may one day provide humankind with all the medicine it will ever need. In other
words, one person may feel ashamed and humbled without feeling humiliated; another
person may feel humiliated but not ashamed. Shame can take either of two pathways —
the path of self-humiliation and self-destructive depression or the prosocial path of self-
humbling and allowing oneself to grow into a more mature human being.

Summary

¢ During long stretches of history it was almost universally accepted as the normal
order of things that human beings were ranked along a vertical scale, with those of
more worth at the top and those of less value at the bottom.

¢ In an honor society, each level has its own honor. To humiliate means maintaining this
hierarchical order by “reminding” those further down of their “due” place.

e Humiliation was a universally accepted and honorable tool — and still is in many
places — to keep stability, law and order, which was the order of vertically ranking
human value and essence.

e Many an underling assisted by voluntary self- humiliation, wrapped in various
definitions of honor.

Related reading

Nisbett and Cohen (1996) examine an honor-based notion of humiliation.*® The honor to
which Cohen and Nisbett refer is the kind that operates in the more traditional branches
of the Mafia or, more generally, in blood feuds.*’

William Ian Miller (1993) wrote a book entitled Humiliation and Other Essays on
Honor, Social Discomfort, and Violence, where he links humiliation to honor as
understood in The Iliad or Icelandic sagas, namely humiliation as violation of honor.
Miller explains that these concepts are still very much alive today, despite a common
assumption that they are no longer relevant. Miller suggests, “that we are more familiar
with the culture of honor than we may like to admit. This familiarity partially explains
why stories of revenge play so well, whether read as The Iliad, an Icelandic saga, Hamlet,
many novels, or seen as so many gangland, intergalactic, horror, or Clint Eastwood
movies. Honor is not our official ideology, but its ethic survives in pockets of most all
our lives. In some ethnic (sub)cultures it still is the official ideology, or at least so we are
told about the cultures of some urban black males, Mafiosi, Chicano barrios, and so on.
And even among the suburban middle class the honor ethic is lived in high school or in
the competitive rat race of certain professional cultures” (Miller, 1993, p. 9).

Read in Dennis Smith, 1999, on Bauman’s analysis and how it overlaps with the
approaches of critical theory (e.g. Adorno and Habermas) and post-structuralism (e.g.
Foucault and Lyotard) but cannot be fully aligned with either.
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Read furthermore on hunters and gatherers and their rather harmonious societal
structures,*® circumscription,* on women as objects,*® on the practice of exchanging
women between groups,’! on just war,>* on oppression and the psychology of
oppression,> “civilized oppression,”>* on learned helplessness,” on subaltern studies,®
on the authoritarian personality,’” on crimes of obedience,’® on Elias and civilized people
who learn to feel embarrassed®® and acquire social anxiety,*®® and read more on shame.!

© Evelin Gerda Lindner, 2005



Humiliation as Painful Violation of Dignity: The New Order of Dignity

A slave who lives in a world where beating slaves is seen as part of the divine order does
not suffer the same emotional pain as an individual who lives in a more liberal culture
might suffer after incurring a beating. Likewise, a woman who lives in a culture where it
is codified by law that husbands ought to beat disobedient wives does not endure the
same painful emotions a battered wife in a culture that values female autonomy might
endures.

Norway ranks Number One on the Gender-related Development Index, GD
Nevertheless, as recently as the end of the 19" century, Norwegian law gave husbands the
right to beat insubordinate wives. Which effect do such legitimizing myths (Sidanius and
Pratto, 1999) have? Cognitive appraisal theory of emotions addresses this question.

In a culture that legitimizes wife-beating, a disobedient wife is regarded as sinning
against her husband and against the whole social order. It is thus possible that such a wife
accepts the pain of the beating because she regards it as justified and prosocial pain. It is
likely, in fact, that a huge amount of humiliation has been endured quietly by human
beings throughout history for precisely this reason.

In long-standing hierarchical societies, the underling and master relationship is static —
both believe their relationship to be the natural order of things. Underlings may be happy
or unhappy, but they do not view their inferior status as a significant variable in their
happiness equation. They accept their position in the same way they accept that some
people are taller than others, that time passes, or that we grow old and die. People may
not be happy about these facts of life, but there is little any of us can do about them.

In conclusion, a person cannot be humiliated in the sense of hurtful violation as long
as she agrees to be lowered or lowers herself, even if this degradation is extremely
painful. This is particularly true when the degradation occurs within a wider social
context that acknowledges the validity of ranking human beings on a vertical scale.

The discussion in this book highlights the different ways in which suffering can be
processed — as unavoidable pain similar to natural disaster, as necessary pain similar to
medical treatment, or as torment that is unduly inflicted and should stop.

Many of my female clients (and some male ones, as well) are caught in a struggle
against “prescribed lowliness.” Eighteen-year-old Nadia was regularly beaten by her
mother, who shouted: “Why did we send you to school to give you haughty ideas. So you
could forget the rightful place of a woman. We should never have sent you to school! A
woman bears her husband’s children and obeys him! That is her role! Stop whining!”

1.62

Stop! How humiliation means violation

William Ian Miller (1996)%* informs us that “the earliest recorded use of to humiliate
meaning to mortify or to lower or to depress the dignity or self-respect of someone does
not occur until 1757.” In other words, in the English-speaking world, humiliation was not
seen as hurtful until about 250 years ago. English-speaking people were not isolated in
their attitudes. For millennia, people around the world believed that it was normal and
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morally correct to have masters and underlings, and that masters were entitled to be
treated as higher beings and underlings deserved to be shown “where they belonged.”
Even when underlings rebelled, it was to replace the master rather than to dismantle the
hierarchy.

The emergence of the modern meaning of the word humiliation (1757) co-occurs
roughly with the invention of the self. The author of The Invention of the Self, John O.
Lyons (1978) analyzed travelers’ descriptions of their experiences and found that around
1750 the authors began to insert themselves as subjects with a personal perspective on
what they observed.® This change closely preceded the American Declaration of
Independence (July 4, 1776) and the French Revolution (August 4, 1789), rallying points
for the development of the human rights movement. Undoubtedly, the ideas that
culminated in today’s concepts of human rights predate 1757. Religions such as
Christianity and Islam teach ideals of equality. However, these ideals did not move to
forefront of Western consciousness until about 250 years ago.

Human rights ideals are not the sole property of the West, but, I propose, the West was
the first region to be impacted by what I call the second round of globalization, which
brought about a new set of global realities. Those realities eroded the old age of honor
and fear and gave way to the new age of dignity and humiliation. The new moral
sentiment condemns handling fellow human beings in ways that degrade their innate
value. Self-empowered, dignified individuals are the ideal of the new human rights
paradigm. Individuals operating within this paradigm are encouraged to stand up in civil
disobedience if blackmailed and extorted by fear. This new dignified individual easily
feels humiliated if equal dignity is violated, producing a new kind of defiance.

After 10,000 years of hierarchical domination, a very sudden and very major transition
occurred, marked by the 1757 change of the meaning of the word Aumiliation. The new
Zeitgeist urges the dismantling of the vertical scale on human worth. What masters and
underlings once colluded in calling benevolent patronage is now criticized as brutal
domination. Virtually nowhere in the modern world is subjugating people,
putting/pushing/holding down people, even if done, regarded as reason for pride and
satisfaction anymore today.

William Ury, an anthropologist and director of the Harvard University Project on
Preventing War, drew up a simplified depiction of history, see Table 1. In this effort, he
pulls together elements from anthropology, game theory and conflict studies to describe
three major types of society: simple hunter-gatherers, complex agriculturists, and the
current knowledge society. In Ury’s system, simple hunter-gatherers live in a world of
coexistence and open networks, within which conflicts are negotiated, rather than
addressed by coercion. The abundance of wild food represents an expandable pie of
resources that does not force opponents into win-lose paradigms. Complex
agriculturalists, on the other hand, live in a world of coercion. They lead their lives within
closed hierarchical pyramids of power on land that represents a fixed pie and pushes
antagonists into win-lose situations governed by strict rules.

Knowledge society resembles the hunter-gather model because the pie of resources —
knowledge — appears to be infinitely expandable, lending itself to win-win conflict
solutions. This type of society rejects the tightly-knit hierarchical structure in favor of the
open network espoused by our earliest ancestors. Negotiation and contract replace
command-lines and coexistence is the primary strategy.
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A Simplified Depiction of History

of Society: Simple hunter- Complex Knowledge Society
Conditions: gatherers agriculturists
Basic resource Expandable pie Fixed pie (land & Expandable pie
(wild foods) power) (knowledge)
Basic logic of Both-gain or both- | Win-lose Both-gain or both-
conflict lose lose
Basic form of Open network Closed pyramid Open network
organization
Basic form of Negotiation Orders Negotiation
decision making
N2 N2 v
Coexistence Coercion Coexistence

Table 1: A simplified depiction of history (Ury, 1999, p. 108)

“Subjugating human beings is illegitimate!” How the sentence of humiliation
g g
evolved

We can integrate Ury’s chart and the practice of humiliation, starting by reflecting on the
sentence, “Subjugating people is illegitimate” or, in an expanded version, “Subjugating,
abasing, instrumentalizing, or putting down human beings is illegitimate and labeled
humiliation, whereby humiliation means the illicit violation of equal dignity.” This
sentence feels morally “right” for human rights advocates in the twenty-first century.

This sentence contains three parts, (a) “subjugation,” (b) “human beings,” and (c)
“illegitimacy.” What we see here is a fascinating core discourse, one that underpins many
debates, not only the one carried out here, on historical development, but also on such
topics as communism, democracy, and capitalism. The three elements of this sentence
express common sense categories as discussed in Smedslund’s earlier mentioned work on
Psycho-Logic.

By varying the last element (c), we can build another sentence, namely “subjugating
people is legitimate.” What we have unearthed, like archaeologists, is a sentence that was
accepted as morally “right” throughout the past 10,000 years in most societies. Where
this sentence is accepted, the use of the word humiliation does not entail any connotation
of violation. This sentence is still widely spoken and heard, but it is rapidly losing
legitimacy today.

We can also manipulate the second element (b) of the sentence, “human beings,”
replacing it, for example, with the word “nature,” producing two sentences: (1)
“subjugating nature is legitimate” and (2) “subjugating nature is illegitimate.” The first
sentence, “Subjugating nature is legitimate” dictated eons of human thought and action.
The newer version of this sentence, “subjugating nature is illegitimate,” lies at the core of
modern talk about sustainability. “Subjugating nature is illegitimate” is the human rights
ideal applied to the biosphere. One may call it the biosphere rights ideal.

Finally, we can manipulate the first element of the sentence and ask whether the
practice of “putting down” and “subjugating” has always been known to humankind.

© Evelin Gerda Lindner, 2005



Humiliation as Painful Violation of Dignity: The New Order of Dignity 41

Perhaps it was, albeit at varying degrees of proficiency. Language was, perhaps, the first
application of the idea that something can be put down; after all, we subject nature to our
linguistic labels. The Latin root of the word sub-ject reveals it: ject stems from jacere, to
throw, and sub means under. Chimpanzees know how to use tools, fashioning twigs to
gather larvae out of tree holes. They can, in other words, instrumentalize nature for their
own advantage, albeit in an extremely restricted manner. Admittedly, early Homo sapiens
were not very proficient tool-users either, compared to modern humans. Early attempts to
subjugate nature were, therefore, remarkably modest. With time, however, humankind
excelled at the “trade” of subjugation.

We can conclude that at the core of the notion of humiliation we find the theoretical
possibility that something can be put, pushed, or held down. Once human beings
conceived of this theoretical possibility, they transformed it into manifold practices.
Initially, only abiotic nature was put and held down. Later the idea was expanded to
include the domestication of animals. Lastly, human beings were held down.

Using traffic as a metaphor to illustrate the historic evolution of the concept and
practice of humiliation and human rights, we see that as long as there is ample space,
everybody moves along without taking much notice of the other drivers. Under
conditions of abundance, hunters and gatherers enjoy pristine pride. In early agricultural
empires with denser populations, however, the powerful usurped the right to pass first.
Honor dictates that big vehicles drive through first at a crossroad, while the smaller ones
wait in due reverence. A master regards it as legitimate to push out the smaller ones, who
accept this treatment as divinely ordained order. Occasionally somebody attempts to
acquire a larger vehicle. If he succeeds, he is the new master with all the rights of a
master, since revolutions topple the masters, but not the system. However, apart from the
threat of revolution, a threat that requires constant attention from the masters, this system
renders a certain extent of public stability, calm and order.

At some point, around the time the word humiliation began to connote violation, a
discussion arose about (to stay with the metaphor) managing traffic more effectively by
using traffic lights. Dignity means that every driver, irrespective of the size of the vehicle,
has the same rights before the new traffic lights. The size of the vehicle, its color and
price, do not affect the driver’s status or rights.

Table 2 integrates my analysis of humiliation into Ury’s simplified depiction of
history.
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“A Simplified Depiction of History” with Humiliation Added

Simple hunter- Complex Knowledge Society
gatherers agriculturists 11
| 11
Type of society Pride Honor Dignity
and period in
human history
The application of | Humankind Humankind Humankind turns

the idea that undertakes its first | expands the against the practice
something can be | tentative attempts | practice of of ranking human
put down, of applying the idea | subjugation on to beings into lesser
instrumentalized, | of subjugation and, | human beings; and higher beings,
or subjugated by making tools, some human and declares the
instrumentalizes beings, slaves and | practices of the past
nature. underlings, are ten thousand years
transformed into to be illegitimate.
“tools” at the hands
of others, the
masters.
The evolution of The subjugation (of and of human is defined as
the sentence of nature) > beings (no longer illegitimate (no
humiliation only nature) > longer as
legitimate).

Table 2: “A simplified depiction of history” with humiliation added

Let me transpose this analysis of human history onto the graphics presented in Figure 1.
The horizontal line in the center represents pristine pride. This line is not meant to convey
that all human beings are equal, if by equal we mean identical. It does, however, convey a
worldview that condemns the hierarchical ranking of the differences among human
beings in terms of worth and value. This horizontal line depicts the core principle of the
egalitarian hu