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INTRODUCTION

WHAT IS RANKISM?

why do you smile? change but the name, and 

it is of yourself that the tale is told.
— horace, roman poet and satirist 

A Once and Future Nobody

None of us likes to be taken for a nobody. In order to protect our dig-

nity, we cultivate the skill of presenting ourselves as a somebody. But

despite our best efforts, it may come to pass that we wake up one morn-

ing and find ourselves in Nobodyland.

At midlife that happened to me, and for quite some time I couldn’t

seem to get out. Then one morning I heard new words to an old slogan

buzzing in my head: “Nobodies of the world, unite! We have nothing to

lose but our shame.”

A slogan like that calls for a manifesto. In a few frenzied months I

wrote a first draft, which I called The Nobody Book. It argued that

nobodies are not defenseless against the put-downs of somebodies and

showed what they can do in response to such attacks.

I made a half-dozen copies and foisted them on my friends. The first

thing I heard from them was, “Change the title! No one would want to

read something called The Fat Book and no one will want to read The

Nobody Book either.” But everyone insisted on telling me about the



times they’d been “nobodied.” I started collecting their stories and

recalled a few of my own.

I remembered Arlene in second grade, exiled to the hall as punish-

ment for having dirty fingernails. I winced at the memory of Burt, who

had bullied me and my friends at summer camp. I recalled with chagrin

how my playmates and I had tormented a kid with Down syndrome,

and how Professor Mordeau had made fun of my faulty French accent.

Memories of the Sunday school teacher who threatened us with eternal

damnation returned.

I began to see stories of humiliation and indignity in the news as

well as close at hand: abuse scandals in churches and prisons, corpora-

tions defaulting on employee pensions, hypercompetitive parents

berating child athletes, the staff at my parents’ retirement home patron-

izing residents.

The Abuse of Rank

One day all these behaviors came into a single focus: they could all be

seen as abuses of rank—more precisely, the power attached to rank. I

recognized myself as a once and future nobody, and wondered if that

wasn’t everyone’s fate. As the anecdotes multiplied, I incorporated them

into the manuscript. After numerous reorganizations of the material, I

printed a dozen copies, passed them around and awaited the verdict.

People still hedged their bets, but they all wanted me to hear about their

own attempts to get out of Nobodyland.

The reframing and rewriting continued. A third draft. The analysis

was extended and gained in clarity. A fourth. After a few years, I submit-

ted a version to several publishers. They responded with boilerplate

rejections. One editor opined that the material was compelling and

might even have broad appeal, but saw an insurmountable problem:

“Nobodies don’t buy books!”

A friend suggested creating a Web site where I could at least give the

book away. So I hired a college math major to design one. Her creation

gave oxygen to the project. We dubbed the site breakingranks.net, and

it’s still going strong on the Web.
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Overnight, it got thousands of hits. On an online forum, strangers

shared their stories of abuse and discrimination. Two thousand visi-

tors to the site downloaded the free manuscript. One of them put a

copy into the hands of a small publisher, and just when I’d about given

up hope of ever seeing it appear between two covers I received an e-mail

inquiring about rights to it. A meeting was arranged, a contract signed,

and in the spring of 2003 New Society Publishers in British Columbia

brought out a hardcover edition of Somebodies and Nobodies: Overcom-

ing the Abuse of Rank.1

Getting the word out that spring was made more difficult by the Iraq

war, the start of which coincided to the day with the book’s publication.

Round-the-clock coverage of the conflict lasted about a month, but

during the blackout I got a break: Oprah’s magazine featured the book

in an article titled “R-E-S-P-E-C-T,” and suddenly my phone started

ringing.2 Twelve cities and a hundred interviews later, the book had

found its audience. For a few heady days, it even managed to edge out

the latest Harry Potter book at Amazon.com. It seems that nobodies

do buy books after all!

Recognizing Rankism

Nobodyland isn’t really such a bad place, so long as you aren’t trying to

get out. You can do a lot of good work there, and since you’re out of

sight, you are free to make mistakes, explore new ideas, and develop

them until you’re ready to try them in public. When, at long last, I did

get the chance to do so, I got an earful in response.

Some people scolded me for wasting their time: “Everything in your

book is in the Bible. It shouldn’t take 150 pages to get to the golden rule.”

A couple of wary souls feared this was another cult. And a handful

protested,“Not another ‘ism’!” and dismissed the idea of rankism as “just

more political correctness,” “radical egalitarianism,” or “Fabian drivel.”

But most respondents—even the self-confessed cynics—welcomed

the naming and spotlighting of rank-based abuse and expressed the

hope that by targeting rankism we could consolidate our gains over the

now-familiar isms—racism, sexism, ageism, ableism,3 and so on—and
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eventually extend the sway of democratic principles so as to secure dig-

nity for everybody. Here are a few remarks posted on the Web site or

sent as e-mail:

Rankism is the ism that, once eradicated, would pretty much elimi-

nate the rest of them.

Rankism is so ingrained, so common, that it’s hard to even notice it.

Rankism gives a name to something we’ve all experienced but prob-

ably not given much thought to. Once you have a name for it, you see

it everywhere.

It’s comforting to know that a lot of the insults I’ve put up with in my

life are being experienced by people everywhere. I for one am sick of

being nobodied.

Recognizing rankism makes you more conscious of your dignity.

I have begun using the term rankism, explained it to my friends, and

now they are using it, too.

In the three years following the publication of Somebodies and Nobod-

ies I learned that there is indeed an iceberg of indignation out there of

which we’re seeing only the tip. Below the waterline lies the bottled-up

resentments of millions who are nobodied every day. I heard from kids,

parents, teachers, nurses, physicians, managers, professionals, and work-

ers of every stripe. The impotent rage they must contain—whether at

home, in school, or on the job—exacts a toll on their health and happi-

ness and hence on their creativity and productivity. Occasionally their

repressed indignation erupts in what others see as a senseless act of vio-

lence. But violence is rarely, if ever, senseless. If it seems so, we’ve sim-

ply failed to understand it. Like the original n-word, nobody is an epithet

that packs a powerful punch. That is why we’re so desperate to pass as

somebodies and shield ourselves from rankism’s punishing sting.
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Another thing I’ve learned is that once people have a diagnosis for

what ails them, they want a cure for it. Many asked me for more con-

crete strategies for fighting rankism. They also wanted a clearer picture

of what a dignitarian society—a society in which rank-holders are held

accountable, rankism is disallowed, and dignity is broadly protected—

would look like and tools that could be used for building one. The pur-

pose of this book is to address those requests.

For those of you who haven’t read Somebodies and Nobodies, here’s a

little background.

Power Matters

Like most people who experienced the social movements of the sixties,

my attention at the time was drawn to personal attributes such as color,

gender, disability, or age, each of which was associated with its own

form of prejudice. But as a college president in the early seventies, I

found myself dealing with the women’s, black, and student movements

all at once and from a position of authority at the vortex of the storms

they were generating on campus. This gave me a vantage point from

which I began to sense that something more than trait-sanctioned dis-

crimination was going on, something deeper and more encompassing.

What struck me was that, despite changes in the cast of characters and

differences in rhetoric, each of these movements could be seen as a

group of weaker and more vulnerable “nobodies” petitioning for an

end to oppression and indignity at the hands of entrenched, more pow-

erful “somebodies.”

From this point of view, it becomes obvious that characteristics such

as religion, color, gender, and age are merely excuses for discrimination,

never its cause. Indeed, such features signify weakness only when there is

a social consensus in place that handicaps those bearing them. Anti-Semi-

tism, Jim Crow segregation, patriarchy, and homophobia are all complex

social agreements that have functioned to disempower whole categories

of people and keep them susceptible to abuse and exploitation.

The personal traits that define the various identity groups are pre-

texts around which social stratifications are built and maintained. But
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at the deepest level, these arrangements foster and support injustice

based on something less conspicuous but no less profound in its con-

sequences: rank in the social hierarchy. All the various, seemingly dis-

parate forms of discrimination actually have one common root: the

presumption and assertion of rank to the detriment of others.

Providing further evidence for this shift in perspective was my real-

ization that just as some whites bully other whites, so also do some

blacks exploit other blacks and some women demean other women.

Clearly, such intraracial and intragender abuses can’t easily be

accounted for within the usual trait-centered analyses. One approach is

to account for black-on-black prejudice—sometimes called colorism—

in terms of the “internalization of white oppression.” But this explains

one malady (black racism) in terms of another (white racism) and

brings us no closer to a remedy for either. If the goal is to end racism of

all kinds, it’s more fruitful to see both inter- and intraracial discrimina-

tion as based on differences in power—that is, on who holds the higher

position in a particular setting and therefore commands an advantage

that forces victims to submit to their authority.

Viewing things in terms of power instead of color, gender, and so on

is not intended to divorce the dynamics of racial or other forms of prej-

udice from the specific justifications that particular groups of some-

bodies use to buttress their claims to supremacy. But it does direct our

attention to the real source of ongoing domination—a power advan-

tage—and suggests that we’ll end social subordination of every kind

only as we disallow abuse stemming from simply having high enough

rank to get away with it.

As the implications of all this sank in I realized that, as with the famil-

iar liberation causes, abuse of the power associated with rank could not

be effectively addressed so long as there was no name for it. Absent one,

nobodies were in a position similar to that of women before the term

sexism was coined. Writing in 1963, Betty Friedan characterized the

plight of women as “the problem that has no name.”4 By 1968, the prob-

lem had acquired one: sexism. That simple word intensified conscious-

ness-raising and debate and provided a rallying cry for a movement to

oppose power abuse linked to gender.
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A similar dynamic has played out with other identity groups seeking

redress of their grievances. Those discriminated against on the basis of their

race unified against racism. The elderly targeted ageism. By analogy, I

adopted the term rankism to describe abuses of power associated with rank.

The coinage rankism is related to the colloquialisms pulling rank and

ranking on someone, both of which bear witness to the signal impor-

tance of rank in human interactions. It is also worth noting that as an

adjective, rank means foul, fetid, or smelly, and the verb to rankle means

to cause resentment or bitterness. Although there is no etymological

relationship between these usages and the word rank in the sense of

position in a hierarchy, it’s fitting that the word rankism picks up by

association the malodor of its sound-alikes.

Rank can refer to either rank in society generally (social rank) or

rank in a more narrowly defined context (such as within an institution

or family). Thus, rankism occurs not just between and within social

identity groups but in schools, businesses, health care organizations,

religious institutions, the military, and government bureaucracies as

well. Indeed, since most organizations are hierarchical and hierarchies

are built around gradations of power, it comes as no surprise that they

are breeding grounds for rank-based abuse.

Examples from everyday life include a boss harassing an employee,

a doctor demeaning a nurse, a professor exploiting a graduate student,

and students bullying each other. On a societal scale are headline-mak-

ing stories of political and corporate corruption, sexual abuse by mem-

bers of the clergy, and the maltreatment of elders in nursing homes.

Photos of the humiliation of Iraqi prisoners by their guards gave the

entire world a look at rankism’s arrogant face. Hurricane Katrina made

visible its most common victims. The wealthy and connected, even those

of moderate means, got out of New Orleans ahead of time. The poor, the

sick, prisoners, the old, and those lacking transportation were trapped by

nature’s fury and then left to cope on their own during days of inaction

by government officials and agencies. The inadequacies of the initial

government response have since been compounded by another, deeply

ingrained form of rankism—the regionalism that, since the Civil War,

has manifested as the North holding itself superior to the South.
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In addition to its universality, rankism differs from the familiar trait-

based abuses because rank is not fixed the way race and gender gener-

ally are, but rather changes depending on the context. Someone can

hold high rank in one setting (for example, at home) and simultane-

ously be low on the totem pole in another (at work). Likewise, we can

feel powerful at one time and powerless at another, as when we move

from childhood to adulthood and then from our “prime” into old age,

or when we experience the loss of a job, a partner, or our health. As a

result, most of us have been both victims and perpetrators of discrim-

ination based on rank.

In summary, rankism occurs when those with authority use the

power of their position to secure unwarranted advantages or benefits

for themselves at the expense of others. It is the illegitimate use of rank,

and equally, the use of rank illegitimately acquired or held. The famil-

iar isms are all examples of the latter form. They are based on the con-

struction and maintenance of differences in social rank that violate

constitutional guarantees of equal protection under the law.

The relationship between rankism and the specific isms targeted by

identity politics can be compared to that between cancer and its sub-

species. For centuries the group of diseases that are now all seen as vari-

eties of cancer were regarded as distinct illnesses. No one realized that

lung, breast, and other organ-specific cancers all had their origins in a

similar kind of cellular malfunction. In this metaphor, racism, sexism,

homophobia, and other varieties of prejudice are analogous to organ-

specific cancers and rankism is the blanket malady analogous to cancer

itself. The familiar isms are subspecies of rankism. Just as medicine is

now exploring grand strategies that will be applicable to all kinds of

cancer, so too it may be more effective at this point to raise our sights

and attack rankism itself rather than focusing on its individual vari-

eties one by one.

Another analogy is to waves in water. You can look at racism, ageism,

classism, homophobia, and so on as waves, or you can focus on the water

of rankism. Neither perspective makes the other an optical illusion.5

Presently, backlash threatens the hard-won gains of the firmly estab-

lished civil rights and women’s movements as well as the more nascent
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ones such as the movement for people with disabilities or the GLBT

(gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender) movement. Moreover, identity

politics generally is running into diminishing returns. Could it be that

to complete the eradication of the familiar isms, we will have to include

everyone—somebodies and nobodies alike—and redirect our attack

onto the rankism that afflicts us all?

The Dignitarian Perspective

I almost never make it through an interview or a talk without being

asked, “Are you proposing that we do away with rank?” It is crucial to

understand that rank itself is not necessarily a problem. Unless rank is

inherently illegitimate—as are, for example, the social rankings that

have made second-class citizens of various identity groups—then the

problem is not with rank per se but rather with the abuse of rank. This

distinction goes to the heart of many of the most vexing issues that

arise in our personal lives, society, and national politics.

The confusion occurs because rank is so commonly misused that

many people mistakenly conclude that the only remedy is to abolish it.

This makes no more sense than attempting to solve racial problems by

doing away with all races but one, or addressing gender issues by elim-

inating one gender. Ignoring differences in aptitude, ability, and per-

formance and attempting to eradicate the differences of rank that reflect

them has repeatedly failed those who have tried it. The socialists of

nineteenth-century Europe and the communists of the twentieth cen-

tury disappointed their supporters. And when egalitarian ideologies

did prevail, those leaderships typically imposed even worse tyrannies

than the ones they replaced.

Abolishing distinctions of rank that facilitate cooperation can also

weaken a society to the point that it becomes vulnerable to existing enemies

or invites new ones. History suggests that political and social models that

try to do away with rank altogether are naïvely utopian and that societies

that adopt them court catastrophe. The nineteenth-century French histo-

rian Alexis de Tocqueville devoted a chapter of his classic Democracy in

America to the connections between equality and despotism.6
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When legitimately earned and properly used, rank is an important—

often indispensable—organizational tool for accomplishing group

goals. The more central rank is to achieving an organization’s mission—

for example, in the military—the more critical it is to distinguish it

from rankism and to honor the former while eliminating the latter. Not

every assertion of rank is rankist—only those that put the dignity of the

high-ranking above that of those they serve.

We rightfully admire and love authorities—parents, teachers, bosses,

political leaders—who hold their rank and use the power that comes

with it in an exemplary way. Accepting their leadership entails no loss

of self-respect or opportunity on the part of subordinates. It is when

people abuse their power to demean or disadvantage those they outrank

that seeds of indignity are sown. Over time, indignity turns to indigna-

tion, and smarting victims may be left thirsting for vengeance. The con-

sequences can range from relatively benign foot-dragging all the way to

genocide.

Organization of this Book

Somebodies and Nobodies concluded with a vision of a dignitarian soci-

ety. Such a society does not aim to abolish or equalize ranks, but rather

holds that regardless of our rank, we are all equal when it comes to dig-

nity. The word dignitarian is introduced to set this model apart from

utopian egalitarian ones. The dignitarian approach sees the establish-

ment of equal dignity as a stepping-stone to the more fair, just, and tol-

erant societies that political thinkers have long envisioned.7

This presents a chicken-and-egg problem: In building a dignity

movement to overcome rankism, what should be the first objective—

cultural or institutional change? In other words, should we focus on

eradicating the rankism within ourselves and our culture or target the

rankism “out there” in organizations and society? Some hold that we

can’t change our institutions until we change our personal attitudes;

others insist that the institutions must be changed first because only

then are the people affected by them at liberty to change.
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The argument is unproductive. Certain people are drawn to personal

psychology and cultural values, while others focus on reforming insti-

tutional policy or electoral politics. An advance on either flank makes

possible an advance on the other.

Although the dynamics of social transformation are nonlinear, expo-

sition is not. A writer has to choose an order in which to present ideas.

The first three chapters of this book lay the groundwork by sketching

the scope and impact of rankism, envisioning a dignity movement to

overcome it, and introducing a key tool we’ll use along the way: model

building. The notion of model building may at first sound technical,

perhaps even esoteric. But the use of this instrument is not limited to

scientists and philosophers; on the contrary, as we’ll see, it’s common-

place in social situations as well.

Once we have this tool in our repertoire, we’ll apply it first to explore

how we can reshape our primary social and civic institutions so they

become dignitarian. Chapters 4 through 8 examine what workplaces,

schools, health care organizations, the economy, and politics would

look like if they embodied dignitarian values.

Next, we’ll use modeling to better the odds of establishing ourselves

as dignitarians. The concluding chapters 9 through 12 develop a philo-

sophical perspective that supports a dignitarian world. The afterword

gives suggestions on how to get started.
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WHAT’S
AT STAKE 1

Rankism explains a lot of the bad behavior we see in both institu-

tions and cultures, as well as between individuals. . . . Giving it a

name empowers those on the receiving end to fight it, or at least

to resist the corrosive effect it may have on their own souls.
—Esther Dyson, editor, Release 1.0

Seeing Rankism Everywhere

A common response to the notion of rankism is the one I had myself

soon after I started using the word: I began seeing it everywhere. This

surprised me at first, but not long afterward I realized this was a con-

sequence of having defined rankism so broadly—as the abuse of the

power attached to rank. It stands to reason that something defined this

way would show up wherever power was in play—and that’s almost

everywhere. Once I accepted the ubiquity of rankism, another question

arose. Could a concept that lumped so many seemingly different phe-

nomena together really be useful? 

Despite such hesitations, I kept spotting new examples of rankism on

a daily basis. What’s more, I felt as though I were seeing them through

new eyes. Abuses I was resigned to, having long taken them for granted,

suddenly began to appear open to challenge. It seemed possible that if

we became more adept at identifying the common impulse from which

these transgressions derive, we could recondition ourselves to forgo

such behaviors.



Humans have managed to impose categorical illegitimacy on murder,

incest, cannibalism, racism, and sexism. Some dominating, predatory

behaviors that were the norm for centuries have diminished over time.

As the consensus shifts about what’s acceptable, even the impulse to

engage in certain behaviors dissipates. Why couldn’t this work with

those that cause indignity, I wondered. Our species is learning to forgo

racism. Couldn’t we broaden the prohibition to all the various forms of

rankism? I began to imagine a society in which targeting the dignity of

others is no longer condoned, a world in which it gradually disappears

in the same way that one can now begin to imagine racism becoming a

behavior that utterly lacks social support.

Recently I read in the New York Times about a schoolteacher in rural

China accused of serially raping the fourth- and fifth-grade girls in his

class. His pupils had dared not protest the absolute authority tradition-

ally held by teachers. The situation reminded me of the unquestioning

esteem in which, at least until the recent sex abuse scandals, priests in

the United States were typically held by their parishioners. As the arti-

cle put it, “Parents grant teachers carte blanche, even condoning beat-

ings, while students are trained to honor and obey teachers, never

challenge them. ‘The absolute authority of teachers in schools is one of

the reasons that teachers are so fearless in doing what they want,’ said

an expert on Chinese education.”1

Of course, rape is already a crime in almost all societies. The point is

not that seeing rape as a form of rankism reveals its criminality. Many

kinds of power abuse have acquired particular names of their own—for

example, cronyism, embezzlement, extortion, nepotism, blackmail,

McCarthyism, anti-Semitism, and sexual harassment. What identify-

ing them all as rankism does is put them in a new light and reveal their

commonality. Having the word rankism at one’s disposal is a bit like

putting on X-ray glasses that help you see through the many kinds of

power abuse to the wrongful assertions of rank that figure in them all.

Reframing the problem in this way also suggests a way out—namely,

by adopting a variant of the strategy that’s already working against race-

and gender-based abuses. To overcome racism and sexism, the targets
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had to organize and then collectively oppose their tormentors with a

commensurate, credible countervailing force.

There are obvious differences between a movement to overcome

rankism in general and the identity-based movements. When it comes

to the familiar varieties of discrimination, the victims and the victim-

izers are, for the most part, distinguishable and separate groups: black

and white, female and male, gay and straight, and so on. The same thing

that makes it easy to identify potential victims of these familiar isms—

discernible characteristics like color and gender—facilitates the forma-

tion of a solidarity group to confront the perpetrators.

In contrast, the perpetrators and targets of rankism—the somebod-

ies and the nobodies, respectively—do not fall neatly into distinct

groups. As we’ve seen, most of us have played both roles, depending on

time and place.

So the question is: Are we willing to forgo the potential advantages

of exploiting weaker people in return for credible assurances that our

own dignity will be secure should it ever come to pass that we find our-

selves in their nobody shoes? To paraphrase the epigraph that appears

at the beginning of this book, could we make dignity non-negotiable?

The following chapters aim to show that we can. Before getting on

with it, however, it’s important to get a clearer sense of just what’s at

stake in taking on rank-based abuse.

Lethal Consequences

That rankism underpins all the trait-based forms of discrimination

already makes it a far-reaching phenomenon, one that extends well

beyond the realm of hurt feelings and bruised egos to the more

destructive consequences of repression and oppression. But most peo-

ple will be surprised to learn that there are many other ways—some of

them quite sobering—in which rankism wreaks havoc in our lives.

Consider the following examples in which national pride was dam-

aged, lives lost, and billions of dollars wasted as a result of rankist mis-

management.
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In the fall of 2004 at a talk I gave in New Jersey, a distinguished-look-

ing gentleman, who everyone present knew had served as the director

of both NASA’s Goddard Space Flight Center and the Smithsonian

National Air and Space Museum, stood up and declared,“Rankism was

a major contributing cause of both shuttle disasters.” In April 2005, Dr.

Noel Hinners elaborated for my tape recorder:

The Mars Climate Orbiter mission failure in 1979 was due in part to

what might be called technological rankism. It starts with an unques-

tioning reverence for those who are anointed as experts or who assume

that mantle on their own. All too often, they stifle discussion and quash

dissension on technical issues—a form of technical intimidation.

During the flight to Mars there were early warning signs that

something was wrong in the trajectory analysis, but the navigation

team wouldn’t listen. When problems were pointed out they essen-

tially said, “Trust us. We’re the experts.” Due to a software error, the

spacecraft entered too low in the Martian atmosphere and conse-

quently burnt up. This was foreseeable during the flight and could

have been corrected, but we caved in to the insistence of the naviga-

tion team that everything would be all right. That’s technological

rankism.

A similar dynamic is well documented in the shuttle disasters. Prior

to the Challenger flight, . . . engineers had warned that the unusually

low temperature [in Florida the night before the launch] could be a

problem for the O-rings. In this case, pressure by management to

launch on time silenced engineering concerns. This wasn’t techno-

logical rankism; rather, it was garden-variety managerial rankism that

led to one of our most vivid national disasters.

The Columbia accident investigation report shows a similar phe-

nomenon: “As what the board calls an ‘informal chain of command’

began to shape [the flight’s] outcome, location in the structure

empowered some to speak and silenced others.”

These incidents, Dr. Hinners concluded, show that rankism can have

lethal consequences.
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Examples of rankism at the corporate level have been making head-

lines since the Enron collapse. Usually, they take the form of high-rank-

ing executives enriching themselves at the expense of employees,

shareholders, and lenders. But as the following instance makes clear,

corporate rankism can kill.

After Somebodies and Nobodies appeared in print, people in the

nuclear power business wrote to me about the rankist culture they saw

in their industry, worried that if it wasn’t changed, a disaster was

inevitable. In the fall of 2005 the New York Times ran a story that sup-

ported their fears.2 It reported that employees at the Salem nuclear

power station, near Salem, New Jersey, were reluctant to express con-

cerns about safety because they were afraid of retaliation from their

superiors.

Experts in the field warn that the rankist culture that pervades the

nuclear industry poses a far graver risk to public safety than do the

nuclear reactors themselves. Tish B. Morgan, with Booz Allen Hamilton,

is an expert on nuclear power who has more than thirty years of expe-

rience in nuclear licensing and regulatory issues, safety analysis, and

advanced reactor design. In a recent conversation, she stated categori-

cally that “rankism was the primary factor in what could have been

America’s worst nuclear disaster.” She began her account with the acci-

dent at Three Mile Island and then went on to describe an even more

serious near-meltdown at the Davis-Besse nuclear plant near Toledo,

Ohio, in 2002.

In 1979, just twelve days after the movie The China Syndrome came

out, an accident at Three Mile Island seemed to be an example of life

imitating art. During the several-day course of the crisis, rankism

revealed itself in several forms—corporate rankism (which gave pri-

ority to profits over safety procedures), technological rankism

(hands-on operators bowing to outside nuclear “experts” who, it was

later learned, were actually mistaken in their analysis), and regula-

tory rankism, wherein “desk-jockeys” from the all-powerful Nuclear

Regulatory Commission took control of the moment-to-moment

operation of the plant and proceeded to make a bad situation far
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worse. Catastrophe was averted in the nick of time. But without

rankism there would have been no incident and no stain on the rep-

utation of the nuclear industry.

For more than twelve years, the management at the Davis-Besse

plant dictated shortcuts and hurry-ups to keep it running (and thus

making money). The result, discovered by accident during an oft-

postponed inspection, was a rust hole caused by chronic leakage of

boric acid into the reactor vessel head. Because management allowed

only a preset number of hours for removing the acid, it had accumu-

lated over time. The Nuclear Regulatory Commission later estimated

that if the plant had continued to run without intervention, it would

have suffered a meltdown within two to thirteen months.

Why, at Davis-Besse, did employees who had reported problems

for years in the end just go along with what they believed to be unsafe

operations? The answer is rankism, pure and simple, as in, “You do

what I say, or else your replacement will.”

The company, whose rankist practices almost gave us another

Chernobyl, passed the costs of the near-meltdown—$800 million for

a new vessel head and replacement power for the two years the plant

was shut down for repairs—on to consumers. In addition, the parent

corporation—FirstEnergy Nuclear Operating Company—has been

identified as being primarily responsible for the wide-scale Mid-

west/Canadian blackout of August 14, 2003. Bowing to rankist orders,

instead of disconnecting from the grid and trying to stabilize their

own system, workers took other utility systems down with them. The

economic impact of the blackout reached into the billions.

This chapter concludes with the mention of two very different, but

no less deadly, forms of rankism: imperious fundamentalism and envi-

ronmental depredation.When fundamentalist proselytizers, convinced

that their doctrine bears the stamp of higher authority, adopt a supe-

rior stance toward nonbelievers, that’s rankism. Fundamentalism’s most

familiar face is that of “true believers” who claim to know what’s right

for everybody. An extreme form of this is the kind of crusade or

jihadism that those targeted call terrorism.
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But fundamentalism has many faces. Others include scientific funda-

mentalism and its bullying insistence on the preeminence of purely

technological considerations, and political fundamentalism, with its

paternalistic certainty that it knows the needs of others better than they

do. Other varieties of fundamentalism will be discussed in chapter 9.

Rankism’s reach also extends to the environment—an arena in which

rankist presumptions now threaten the very health of our planet. As

creatures who exercise “dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the

birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth,”3 will we con-

tinue to sanction environmental degradation, or will we assume the

role of responsible stewards? Will we exercise our “dominion” over ani-

mals in a manner that recognizes that they, too, are entitled to a meas-

ure of dignity, or will we tolerate their abuse and exploitation? Our

responses to these questions hinge on our attitude toward rankism.4

A Way Out?

The issue at hand is not the seriousness of the problems humanity now

faces—upon which most agree—but rather whether reframing them

in a dignitarian perspective can give us new leverage in resolving them.

The following chapters will show that building a dignitarian society by

targeting rankism can indeed be an effective way to deal with the chal-

lenges confronting us. But first we need to take a closer look at human

dignity and what form a movement to secure it might take.
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DIGNITY
AND RECOGNITION 2

All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.
—United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created

equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain

inalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the

pursuit of Happiness.
—The Declaration of Independence

Tucked into the opening lines of the U.S. Declaration of Indepen-

dence is a phrase that, despite its ambiguity, has inspired people the

world over for two centuries. Many have struggled with the meaning

and implications of “created equal.” Certainly, on the face of things,

people are more easily seen as unequal, even at birth. In health, wealth,

looks, talent, skill, and other qualities, it’s obvious that we exhibit a wide

range of differences. Moreover, as adults, our differences are often a

continual source of the delight we take in each other.

By asserting that “all men are created equal,” Thomas Jefferson, third

president of the United States and principal author of the document,

implicitly tasked the nation not only with protecting life and liberty

but also with embodying fairness and justice. As historian Garry Wills

argues in his book Lincoln at Gettysburg, when Lincoln invoked Jeffer-

son’s proposition in the first line of his famous Civil War address, he was

implying that not just different individuals but also different races must

be accorded equal rank.1



Jefferson, and Lincoln by quoting his words, were both asserting that

people are equal not in their endowments or attainments but rather in

their intrinsic value as human beings, in their dignity.2

Dignity: A Universal Human Right

Each of us has an innate sense that we have the same inherent worth as

anyone else, regardless of our particular characteristics or our status.

Every religion teaches us so. We experience this as a birthright, an

immutable cosmic fact that cannot be undone by any person, circum-

stance, institution, or government. That is why rankism provokes such

strong resentment—whether it occurs between individuals or groups,

it is experienced on the deepest level as an affront to dignity.

Like any animal vulnerable to being preyed upon, we’re supersensi-

tive to threats to our well-being. Picking on the weak is the strategy of

choice for all predators, and human beings have retained those instincts.

Among our ancestors, those who missed signs of predatory intent

became someone’s lunch.3

For this same reason, we’re alert to subtle attempts to determine our

relative strength, from “innocent” opening lines such as “And you are

. . . ?” or “Who are you with?” to more probing queries regarding our

ancestry or education. All it takes is a faint whiff of presumed superi-

ority or condescension and we’re on guard.

Indeed, our dignity is often most easily discerned in the breach. We

know at once when we’re treated with disregard, and for good reason.

An intimation or overt gesture of disrespect may be a feeler put out by

someone to gauge the degree of our resistance to subordination, or to

remind us of our place. For example, an insult is often a signal of intent

to exclude the targeted individual from the group, to make him or her

an outcast, a nobody. Likewise, an assertion of rank—even a subtle

one—can signal an intention to dominate.

To be “nobodied” carries the threat of being deprived of social and

material resources critical to our well-being. Such threats are tanta-

mount to blackmail or extortion, forcing people to subordinate them-

selves so as to avoid the fateful consequences of ostracism. The need
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for dignity is more than a desire for courtesy. Dignity grounds us, nur-

tures us, protects us. It’s the social counterpart of interpersonal love. To

be treated with dignity confirms our status as a valued member of a

group. Dignity and self-respect go hand in hand: dignity accorded us

nourishes our self-respect, and a manifest self-respect inclines others to

treat us with dignity.

In proclaiming a right to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,”

the Founders came tantalizingly close to making dignity a fundamen-

tal right. By liberty they meant freedom from arbitrary or despotic gov-

ernment or control. Therefore, the right to liberty, by militating against

rankism, affords a large measure of protection to our dignity. Likewise,

the right to pursue happiness is meaningless in the absence of the dig-

nity inherent in full and equal citizenship. Hence, it’s not that much of

a stretch to find in the Founders’ intentions an implicit, but as yet gen-

erally unacknowledged, right to dignity. The constitutions of Canada,

Germany, and South Africa explicitly grant this right to all citizens.4

Who cannot identify with Shylock’s rejoinder to affront in Shake-

speare’s The Merchant of Venice: “I am a Jew; hath not a Jew eyes? Hath

not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions?”5 Or

with the indignant protest of abolitionist Sojourner Truth: “Ain’t I a

woman?”6 Both these pleas are demands for dignity. In each, the

aggrieved speaker is laying claim to the status of full and equal mem-

bership in the human family.

Insults to dignity immediately shift our focus and divert our energy.

The costs, whether expressed or suppressed, are high in every realm—

the workplace, health care, education, and relations between individu-

als, groups, and nations. Most dangerously, chronic disrespect can set

in motion a psychological dynamic whose end point may be violence

and destruction. As Shylock continues, “If you prick us, do we not

bleed? If you tickle us, do we not laugh? If you poison us, do we not die?

And if you wrong us, shall we not revenge?” His warning concludes

with the threat of escalation: “The villainy you teach me I will execute;

and it shall go hard but I will better the instruction.”7

A sports cliché has it that the best defense is a good offense. In life,

an equally important component of a good defense is not giving offense
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in the first place. By protecting the dignity of others as if it were our

own, we not only give them their due but simultaneously protect our-

selves by preempting the desire for retaliation. Thomas Paine recog-

nized this dynamic when he wrote,“He that would make his own liberty

secure must guard even his enemy from oppression; for if he violates

this duty he establishes a precedent that will reach to himself.”8

Despite injunctions toward morality—like that implicit in Shake-

speare’s lines and Paine’s admonition—and lip service paid to ethical

behavior, history repeatedly demonstrates that morals are often ignored

in practice, by the secular and religious alike. Had everyone honored the

golden rule, segregation and other forms of racial discrimination would

have been unthinkable and there would have been no need for the civil

rights movement.

Though moral precepts may point the way, politics plays an indis-

pensable role in actually changing human behavior. Political principles,

as embodied in law, are essential if we want to close the gap that often

exists between ethical ideals and common practice. A dignitarian poli-

tics gives teeth to the golden rule by making explicit a standard of com-

pliance—equal dignity regardless of rank. It also calls to account those

charged with enforcing this principle.

Given the remarkable achievements of the identity-based liberation

movements, it’s not unrealistic to imagine a day when everyone’s equal

dignity will be as self-evident as everyone’s right to own property or to

vote. (The current exception to the right to vote—people below the age

of eighteen in most countries—will be addressed in chapter 5.) As oth-

ers’ right to dignity becomes axiomatic, our own responsibility not to

insult their dignity becomes a corollary.

Indignity and Malrecognition

Peter Gloystein, economy minister in the state of Bremen . . . , poured

wine over the head of homeless Udo Oelschlaeger during the launch

of German Wine Week. “Here’s something for you to drink,” he said

as he doused Mr. Oelschlaeger, who was standing next to the podium

at the public, open-air event.
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“Who are you? Why are you doing this?” a tearful Mr. Oelschlaeger

retorted.

Mr. Gloystein, who was subsequently forced to resign his ministe-

rial post, said he’d later met Mr. Oelschlaeger, who explained his dif-

ficult life. Mr. Gloystein apologized and they departed on friendly

terms.9

The preventive for indignity and its many far-ranging consequences

is recognition. What is required is an understanding and appreciation of

each person’s role and the contributions he or she makes to others and

the world. These can be anything into which time, effort, and care have

been put—a home, a scientific theory, a dance, a business plan, a garden,

a cake, an office, or vacuuming the floor of that office at midnight.

Ultimately, it is through contributing to others that individuals,

groups, and nations secure their dignity. For example, parental

acknowledgment for setting the family table affirms a child’s dignity. At

the group level, the influence that African-American blues had on

music is a source of black pride. The defeat of the German army on the

eastern front during World War II remains a source of national pride to

citizens of the former Soviet Union.

To be effective, recognition must be commensurate with contribution.

Genuine recognition must be differentiated from false or inflated praise,

which is experienced as condescension and can be worse than no recog-

nition at all. The self-esteem movement fell into disrepute because the

respect it offered was too often fake and exaggerated. Too much recogni-

tion for too little actually undermines dignity; we feel patronized. Like-

wise, disproportionately little recognition is experienced as disrespectful.

Perhaps worst of all is denying people even the opportunity to contribute.

That says to someone,“You are so obviously worthless that we’re not even

going to give you a chance to show us what you can do.You might as well

not exist. Here, let me pour some wine on your head.”

Recognition is to the identity what food is to the body—indispensa-

ble. By confirming our identity and affirming our dignity, recognition

provides assurance that our membership in the group is secure. Absent

this, our survival is at risk. Without recognition, individuals may sink
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into self-doubt and subgroups are marginalized and primed for

exploitation.

Dignity and recognition are inseparable. We can’t all be famous, but

fortunately, recognition is not limited to the red carpet. We can learn to

understand the effects on those who are either denied a chance to seek

it or from whom it is otherwise withheld, and take steps to prevent mal-

recognition—that is, too little or no recognition at all—as we now do to

prevent malnutrition.

Despite many attempts to eradicate the latter—and assurances from

experts that it is actually within our power to do so—hunger and mal-

nutrition persist.10 Eliminating invisibility and malrecognition is no less

daunting a challenge. But with respect to this task, we’ve only just

begun. The science of malrecognition is in its infancy.

In contrast to malnutrition, malrecognition afflicts both rich and

poor. Both maladies reduce the body’s resistance to disease and lower

life expectancy. For most people, just the opportunity to contribute

something of themselves to the world is enough to stifle the inclina-

tion to lash out. This means that malrecognition, like its physical coun-

terpart, is a preventable and treatable ailment.

One important place to treat malrecognition is in the criminal jus-

tice system. Work by Morgan Moss and Penny Patton, under the aus-

pices of the Center for Therapeutic Justice, strongly suggests that

treating prison inmates with dignity reduces the recidivism rate upon

their release.11

A strategy of recognizing dignity can nip an escalation to violence in

the bud. Below, a teacher describes an incident she witnessed in a post

office, noting that the humble response, under stress, of the young man

involved was indeed inspired:

I was waiting in line. A young guy about twenty was at the counter

buying stamps. Suddenly some ratty, crazed-looking man who was

ahead of me in line started screaming obscenities at the guy. Young

Guy turned around and said,“What? What did I do?” to the livid man,

who screamed back, “You KNOW what you’re doing!” like he was

sensing evil rays coming out of Young Guy’s forehead or something.
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Young Guy kept saying “What?” and then he just stood there. Every-

one in the room just froze up. It was extremely tense. Then Young Guy

said to the crazed man, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to disrespect you.”

That comment was like a pin deflating the man’s anger. He sud-

denly calmed down and backed off, because he felt he had his dignity

back. An incendiary situation had been defused.12

Similarly, art therapist Candace Blase tells of standing in a crowd

waiting for luggage at a carousel in the Sacramento airport. Nearby,

two women were unself-consciously and loudly voicing their prejudices

against lesbians. Candace turned to them and said,“I couldn’t help but

overhear your conversation. I’m a lesbian, and I don’t think I’m that

bad or dangerous.” By speaking evenly, without anger or accusation,

Candace made it possible for the women to take in and consider her

words instead of defensively lashing back.

The supreme importance we attach to dignity and respect is revealed

in, of all places, pirate life. Noah Brand, a writer who has studied the

culture of buccaneers, explains:

Given that the life of a pirate was very tough, frequently involved no

pay, and usually terminated at the end of a rope, why did so many

seamen turn their backs on the navy in favor of piracy? The

respectability and regular pay that came with a naval career was guar-

anteed, but these benefits came at the price of enduring chronic

rankism. In the navy, discipline was rigid and rank was everything.

You could get flogged for looking at the captain cross-eyed, and offi-

cers were often incompetent, sadistic, or both.

In contrast, on pirate vessels there were usually a few simple

rules—concerning behavior, division of plunder, and so on—that

everyone had to agree to in writing. From there on in, the majority

generally ruled. Captains tended to be men of enormous personal

charisma, because those who weren’t were quickly replaced by more

popular members of the crew.

That men would choose the short happy life of a pirate over a

career of servile misery in the navy shows just how objectionable the
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experience of rankism can be. The chance to live, however briefly, as

peers sharing an impossible dream trumps the security of living a

long life as menials without hope.13

The hoards of ill-prepared young people dropping out of our schools

today testify to the fact that we are still forcing many to choose between

the short-term gratification of flouting the system and the long-term

security that can be had by knuckling under to its routine humiliations.

As things stand now, when it comes to recognition, it’s either feast or

famine. A few individuals get the lion’s share while a great many others

must settle for crumbs. But unlike the supply of food, the supply of

recognition is unlimited. Neither are there limits on the dignity we can

accord to others. We needn’t disparage Peter in order to acknowledge

Paul. To increase the supply of recognition we need only discern peo-

ple’s contributions, acknowledge them appropriately, and compensate

them equitably. Recognition is something like love: when we give it to

others it comes back to us; when we withhold it from others, they

respond in kind. The hallmark of a dignitarian society will be interper-

sonal, cultural, and institutional relations that provide recognition and

dignity to all, regardless of circumstances or rank.

What Would a Dignity Movement Look Like?

In both business and government, many people act as if finding the

right leadership is an adequate solution to rankism. That is like hoping

the next king will be more benevolent than the last one. A more realis-

tic assessment recognizes the need for broad popular opposition to

rankism, just as the emergence of the civil rights and women’s move-

ments was required before substantive legislative inroads against racism

and sexism could be made.

While the goals of the emerging dignity movement support and rein-

force those of earlier social movements, the movement for dignity is

unlikely to resemble the iconic televised images of movements past.

That is because rank is defined within the various social and civic

organizations. Therefore, attempts to overcome rankism are apt to arise
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within these separate institutions rather than “in the streets” in the form

of an easily visible, unified social movement whose members share

some trait.

The subordinate social rank once officially enforced on people of

color in the United States is a prime example of rank illegitimately held.

Rankism of this kind usually acquires a name of its own—racism, in

this case—and is overcome by public demonstrations that defenders of

the status quo perceive as a threat to the social order.

In contrast, when the dignity movement targets illegitimate uses of

rank, it is likely to manifest not in million-man marches in the nation’s

capital, but rather in millions of schools, businesses, health care facili-

ties, churches, and families across the country—that is, within the rela-

tionships and organizations in which rank is being abused. The

specificity of rank—parent, coach, boss, teacher, doctor, rabbi, roshi,

imam, or priest—means that a dignitarian society will be built rela-

tionship by relationship, organization by organization. The focus on

rank—the locus of power—is exactly what gives this framework trans-

formative power. The Greek mathematician Archimedes said,“Give me

a lever long enough, and a fulcrum strong enough, and I will move the

world.”14 Our lever is the will to dignity. Our fulcrum is a stance against

rankism. Together, they can generate a force strong enough to change

the world.

Contributing to the success of the trait-based liberation movements

was support and leadership from individuals who were themselves not

among the afflicted but who understood that it was in their own inter-

est to help secure rights for those who were. Seminal roles in these

movements, especially in their early stages, were played by fair-minded

managers, unbigoted gentiles, white liberals, and nonchauvinist males,

motivated perhaps by memories of having been nobodied themselves

at some point in their lives. Regardless of their motivations, the dignity

movement is also likely to depend heavily on help from a few enlight-

ened leaders during its infancy. People of lower rank are reluctant to

speak up unless it has been made safe for them to do so by someone

with the authority to protect them if they take the risk.15

dignity and recognition    29



Stages of the Movement

The history of the women’s movement for enfranchisement and liber-

ation could well predict the stages of the dignitarian one. Movements

usually begin, as did the nineteenth-century and modern women’s

movements, with the formation of small groups of people who share a

sense of injustice. In the 1960s, these consciousness-raising sessions

occurred in homes, schools, offices, and churches, primarily among

women. Within a few years, large numbers of women, along with their

male supporters, joined together in protest and mounted demonstra-

tions on behalf of specific policy goals such as equal pay for equal work,

a woman’s right to choose, the Equal Rights Amendment, and Title IX

(of the Education Amendments of 1972), which established school ath-

letic programs for girls and women on a par with those for boys and

men.

Progress toward nonrankist, dignitarian values is likely to follow a

similar path. Much of the change will be set in motion in relatively pri-

vate interpersonal conversations among victims and between victims

and victimizers within specific organizations. Through such discus-

sions, those guilty of rankism will come to understand the impact of

their behavior on their targets, and some will be convinced to modify

it. Part of the incentive to change arises from empathy and an innate

sense of fairness, but by itself empathy is seldom enough. Also necessary

to produce real change is a vivid prospect of the negative consequences

of not doing so.

In the workplace, worker malcontent due to rankism inevitably

results in foot-dragging, which eventually shows up as reduced profits.

But the threat that the enterprise will lose out competitively is insuffi-

cient to change a culture of rankism if a leader is willing to sacrifice the

well-being of his organization to his privilege and stubborn pride. Peo-

ple of a certain age will remember Alabama’s Governor George Wal-

lace standing in the schoolhouse door defiantly shouting, “Segregation

yesterday; segregation today; segregation tomorrow!” to a national tel-

evision audience. Likewise, the heads of some companies have preferred

to ruin their firms’ reputations rather than give up the right to disre-
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spect or exploit their employees. What it takes to get many leaders to

alter their ways is the imminent prospect of forfeiting their jobs.

In another parallel with the identity-based liberation movements,

the dismantling of rankism will be furthered by each of us examining

our personal relationships with relatives, friends, co-workers, teachers,

physicians, and religious leaders. The larger transgressions we complain

about—corporate and governmental corruption; bullying in the work-

place, the marketplace, and among nations—differ in scale but not kind

from the “little” abuses of power most of us permit ourselves. As we

prune our individual relationships of rankism we create the under-

standing, will, and confidence to challenge the broader forms of it that

afflict society and the world at large.

As already noted, to create a movement you need to know both what

you’re for and what you’re against. That is why the concept of rankism

is essential. Without it a movement for dignity is toothless. Try to imag-

ine a civil rights movement absent the concept of racism, or a women’s

movement without the concept of sexism. Until the targets of injustice

have a name for what they’re suffering, it is difficult to organize a resist-

ance. In some situations, they may even blame their predicament on

themselves and each other, never achieving the solidarity necessary to

compel their tormentors to stop. Rankism begets rankism, so as surely

as somebodies visit it upon nobodies, so too do nobodies inflict it on

each other. A panhandler, spotting a copy of Somebodies and Nobodies

I was carrying, insisted on telling me, “I’m not a nobody; I’m a some-

body.” Then, pointing to another street person about fifty yards away,

she sneered, “See her? Now that’s a nobody.” Interpersonal rankism

among the rank and file undermines their willingness to cooperate and

unite against the more insidious forms of institutional rankism that

marginalize them all.

As making the distinction between rank and rankism becomes sec-

ond nature, and as rank is delineated and rankism disallowed, families

will become more harmonious, schools will improve, and businesses

will see greater productivity. When dignitarian institutions are the

norm, those that remain rankist will handicap themselves in the same

way that an avowedly racist institution disadvantages itself today.
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A Dignitarian Business Model

Here’s an example describing how a Seattle-area firm was transformed—

in this case, from the top down—into a dignitarian institution.

In the early 1970s, residential real estate sales could charitably be called

a predatory business. It was not quite as rapacious as in David

Mamet’s play Glengarry Glen Ross, but definitely not for the faint of

heart. The tone was set by the principle of caveat emptor, which

allowed sellers and their agents to misrepresent properties to buyers.

That license characterized the conduct of the entire industry: agents

abused not only buyers but sellers and each other as well; brokers in

turn abused their agents. It was rankism at its rankest.

In 1972 John Jacobi bought a small local office in Seattle called Win-

dermere Real Estate. A young man, he had resigned from a promis-

ing career in banking to escape the coils of bureaucracy. He had no

brokerage experience but he brought a model of cooperation, not

exploitation, and of dignity, not rankism.

Jacobi began dealing with his agents as equals and upgraded the

appearance of their work spaces. He insisted that they conduct them-

selves with honesty and respect for all parties. He increased the agents’

share of commissions and did nothing to encourage competition

among them or, as the company grew, between offices.

These anti-rankist policies worked. Growth continued even in the

grim years of the early 1980s, and today Windermere is a network of

over 250 offices and some 7,500 agents throughout the West.

Jacobi’s changes did not occur in a historical vacuum, however.

Beginning in the mid-1970s, consumerism caught up with the real

estate business and court decisions ended the practice of caveat emp-

tor. The Federal Trade Commission forced profound changes in the

industry, removing the stain of rankism from the relationship

between agents and buyers.16

Although the analysis of rankism may at first seem more complex

than that of the familiar isms, there is one way in which tackling it is
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actually easier: we all have known its sting. Not everyone has a personal

experience of racism or sexism or the other isms, but because at one

time or another each of us has been nobodied, there’s a sense in which

we’ve all set foot on the same boat.

But we are not yet all fully in that boat. Only as we opt to forgo the

short-run gains of abusing a power advantage in exchange for a guar-

antee that our own dignity will be secure when the tables are turned do

we align ourselves with others who’ve made this same choice. In time

that solidarity group will assume the proportions of a movement which,

as it swells, will force a renegotiation of the social contract predicated

on the rejection of rankism. The result will be the creation of a legal

framework for a dignitarian society analogous to that created by the

U.S. Congress with passage of the civil rights and voting rights acts of

1964 and 1965, which paved the way for a multicultural society.

A second way in which targeting rankism simplifies matters is in the

effect it has on the principle of political correctness. All of this doc-

trine’s various, specific (and too often tedious) preachings can be

replaced by one simple, comprehensive tenet: protect the dignity of oth-

ers as you do your own.

Does this maxim sound familiar? The golden rule has been around

for two millennia, but for the most part its observance has been

optional and haphazard. Giving rankism a name and building a digni-

tarian society holds the promise of making adherence to the golden

rule the norm rather than the exception. The reason this precept has

always sounded unrealistically utopian is that there has not been a

mechanism of accountability. Anyone could suspend it, at a moment’s

notice, to take advantage of a difference in power. This will be far more

difficult, and hence far more rare, in a dignitarian society that expressly

disallows rankism.

Even when people have the best of intentions, the feelings and inter-

ests of others are invariably hurt at times. We’re constantly overreach-

ing in our uses of power—stepping on others’ toes if not their

necks—and experiencing injury ourselves. But it’s one thing to do this

inadvertently and quite another to claim the prerogative to do it. Slav-

ery and its segregationist aftermath were not defended as unintended
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deviations from the norm; they were defended in principle by whites

who asserted their innate superiority and therefore their absolute right

to dominate and exploit people of color.

So, too, rankism is now supported by many in principle. There will

probably always be lapses, but once the burden of proof shifts from vic-

tims to perpetrators, we’ll know that rankism has lost its sanction and

a dignitarian consensus is in formation.

How can we hasten that day? First, by learning to anticipate which

uses of power will cause indignity. We can do this by building a model

of each proposed use of power in advance so as to predict its ripple

effects. By interviewing those likely to be affected, we can avoid what

would otherwise be attacks on their dignity. We keep revising the model

until we find one that does no harm, and only then do we green-light

the project. Today, environmental impact studies are routine. Why not

“dignity impact studies?”

Second, we can take steps to eliminate rankism from our existing

social and civic institutions. This means creating models of the organ-

izations in which we live, work, learn, heal, worship, and govern our-

selves, and then testing them in practice and adjusting them until they

succeed in safeguarding the dignity of both those who staff and those

who are served by them.

In building a dignitarian society, no tool will prove more valuable

than modeling. Modeling has enabled humans to harness power and it

can equally help us to limit its damages. The following chapter begins

a discussion of models and their transformational role in human affairs.
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MODELS
OF DIGNITY 3

When first we mean to build,

We first survey the plot, then draw the model.
—William Shakespeare, Henry IV

The sciences do not try to explain, they hardly even try to 

interpret, they mainly make models. By a model is meant a . . .

construct which, with the addition of certain verbal interpreta-

tions, describes observed phenomena. The justification of such a

construct is solely and precisely that it is expected to work.
—John von Neumann, digital computer logician 

and creator of game theory

We Are Model Builders

The title of Mark Twain’s What Is Man? poses a question that human-

kind has pondered for millennia. Over time, the species that scientists

call Homo sapiens (the wise) has also variously been referred to as

Homo faber (the builder, by Benjamin Franklin), Homo ludens (the

game player, by Johan Huizinga), Homo economicus (the rationalist, by

Adam Smith), and Homo babulus (the talker). Twain himself argued

that man is a machine (Homo machinus).

While all of the above describe us, none does so uniquely. In fact, it

seems that every time someone makes a case that a particular trait sets

humans apart, experts in animal life say, “No, animals do that too.”



Animals display intelligence, they build things (nests, dams) and use

tools, they play games, make war, communicate, and have emotions.

Nonetheless, there is one faculty that humans appear to have devel-

oped more than other animals. It is our talent for consciously building

models that represent nature, ourselves, and our institutions. Many of

our models, both historically and today, take the form of narratives.

Cooperating across the generations on the development of models and

passing on our stories have combined to give our species a dominant

role on this planet.

Model building, in combination with complex language, stands as

one of humankind’s epochal accomplishments. It’s the faculty that has

enabled us to harness nature’s force. The flip side of this is that we often

use these powers in ways that cause others indignity. But the modeling

skills that have put power in our hands can also help guide us toward

dignity-protecting applications of that power. The following paragraphs

illustrate some of the key features of model building that will be used

throughout this book.

Models Are Everywhere

People learn modeling early, starting with Play-Doh, Lego blocks, dolls,

and model trains. The stories we grow up with are replete with models

of human behavior. Teens today fancy themselves as video game char-

acters and get to try out different behaviors vicariously, without risking

their own lives or even punishment for “failure.”

Scientists Francis Crick and James Watson modeled the double-

stranded helical structure of the DNA molecule with Tinkertoys. There

is a model of the San Francisco Bay—complete with miniature piers

poking into the water, a scaled-down Golden Gate Bridge, and “tidal

currents” propelled by pumps—that fills a warehouse in Sausalito, Cal-

ifornia. By studying it, scientists can anticipate the effects of proposed

real-world alterations of the bay. Similarly, to protect Venice, Italy, from

the rising sea, engineers use a model of the adjoining lagoon and gulf.

Using computers and mathematical models, weather bureaus the

world over provide forecasts. As everyone knows, the predictions are
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not always right, but they’re getting more accurate as the models upon

which they are based improve.

Experimenting with model planes in wind tunnels enabled the

Wright brothers to build the aircraft they flew at Kitty Hawk a century

ago. Even more significant than the plane they built was their pioneer-

ing use of modeling in engineering. Models enabled them to anticipate

problems through trial and error without paying the price of crashing

a piloted plane. Today, flight can be simulated on computers by repre-

senting both the airplane and the atmosphere in a mathematical model.

Grand unifying models are the holy grail of every branch of science. In

biology, Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection is such a model.

In chemistry, it’s Mendeleyev’s periodic table of the elements. In geology,

plate tectonics accounts for all the earth’s principal geological features.

Present-day physicists are searching for a “theory of everything” that

would incorporate all known forces.“We hope to explain the entire uni-

verse in a single, simple formula that you can wear on your T-shirt,” says

Leon Lederman, a Nobel laureate in physics.1 One candidate model,

now under development, is string theory. Like all theories and models,

string theory will ultimately live or die “solely and precisely,” as stated

in the von Neumann quotation at the beginning of this chapter, on

whether its implications agree with observations.2

The use of models is not limited to science. Indeed, normative, pre-

scriptive social models predate by many centuries the descriptive and

predictive nature models just mentioned. Beginning in the distant past,

cultural codes of conduct—for example, the Code of Hammurabi and

the Ten Commandments—were used to govern family and tribal rela-

tionships. Other examples of social models include the charters, bylaws,

and organizational charts of corporations, universities, and religious

institutions.

Governance models of nation-states range from the divine right of

kings to fascism, communism, and constitutional democracies. Entre-

preneurs and the venture capitalists who invest in their companies are

guided by business models that, by examining a range of scenarios

based on various assumptions, forecast success or failure in the market-

place. Sometimes users of social models actually lose sight of the differ-
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ence between their models and reality. As Alan Greenspan, longtime

chairman of the Federal Reserve Board, warned: “A surprising problem

is that a number of economists are not able to distinguish between the

models we construct and the real world.”3

When we use parents, heroes, public figures, and fictional characters

as “role models,” we’re using models to shape our character. As will be

discussed in chapter 11, religion gains its special place in human affairs

by providing us with models of the self and its transformation.

In sum, models are descriptive or prescriptive representations of the

world and ourselves, and they serve a variety of functions. Among these

are to provide us a sense of identity, shape our behavior, maintain social

order, and guide our use of power. Model building has made us what we

are and holds the potential to guide us as we put our predatory history

behind us and move into a dignitarian era. To see how models can help

us make this transition, we need to familiarize ourselves with the broad

features of the model-building process.

Models Evolve 

Inherent in the notion of building models is that they change. That

models are perpetually works in progress is a key reason why they are

so useful. But it has been hard to accept the notion that models can and

should change, yielding to modified or radically new ones as we gain

more insight and information. Until relatively recently we have much

preferred to stick to what we know—or think we know—and defer to

existing authority and received wisdom. But ironically, our principal

heroes are precisely those people who have struggled and suffered to

overcome the notion that “the truth” is forever, usually by championing

a new truth that contradicts the prevailing social consensus.

A turning point in the history of intellectual development came in

the seventeenth century when one such figure, the English physician

William Harvey, discovered that the blood circulates through the body.

His plea—“I appeal to your own eyes as my witness and judge”—was

revolutionary at a time when physicians looked not to their own expe-

rience but rather accepted on faith the Greek view that blood was made

38 all rise



in the liver and consumed as fuel by the body. In persuading people to

see for themselves, Harvey drove another nail into the coffin of Aris-

totelian fundamentalism, which had dominated thought for more than

a thousand years.

As Bertrand Russell, the Welsh mathematician and philosopher, said,

“Aristotle could have avoided the mistake of thinking that women have

fewer teeth than men by the simple device of asking Mrs. Aristotle to

open her mouth.”4 The idea that institutional dogma be subordinated

to the empirical experience of the individual represented a critical junc-

ture in human affairs. States quite rightly saw it as a threat to their

monopoly on power. In fact, what we like to think of as the unassailable

truth is actually just our best current understanding of things—in other

words, our latest model. Nothing is more natural than that models

should change with time.

Another classic example of the evolution of models was the shift

from the geocentric—or Ptolemaic—to the heliocentric—or Coperni-

can—model of the heavens. Until five centuries ago, it was an article of

faith that the sun, the stars, and the planets revolved around the earth,

which lay motionless at the center of the universe. When the Italian sci-

entist Galileo embraced the Copernican model, which said that the

earth and other planets revolve around the sun, he was abandoning the

received wisdom of the church. This was considered sacrilege, and

under threat of torture, he was forced to recant:

I, Galileo Galilei, aged 70, arraigned before this tribunal of Inquisitors

against heretical depravity, swear that I have always believed all that

is taught by the Church. But whereas I wrote a book in which I adduce

arguments of great cogency . . . that the sun is the center of the world

and immovable, and that the earth is not the center and moves, I

abjure, curse, and detest these errors and heresies and I swear that I

will never again assert anything that might furnish occasion for sus-

picion regarding me.5

By maintaining that his arguments had “great cogency,” Galileo

defended his integrity while sparing himself the fate of some of his
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predecessors. The Dominican friar Giordano Bruno, an Italian philoso-

pher-scientist like Galileo, was burnt at the stake in 1600 for champi-

oning the Copernican model. Fundamentalists have never lacked for

conviction. As Galileo withdrew from the court, he is said to have mum-

bled,“But it does move.” He spent the rest of his life under house arrest,

making further astronomical discoveries and writing books for poster-

ity. In 1992 an ecclesiastical commission appointed by Pope John Paul

II finally and formally affirmed that Galileo had been right.

The Galileo affair was really an argument about whether models

should be allowed to change without the church’s consent. Upon the

geocentric model rested a whole edifice of theological thought, much of

which was also contradicted by new evidence. For example, finding

seashells on mountaintops and fossil evidence of extinct species under-

mined theological doctrine that the world and all living things were a

mere six thousand years old. Such discoveries posed a serious challenge

to conventional wisdom and the authority of the church. Freeing our-

selves from the idea that the world is fixed, immobile, and unchanging

marked the birth of modernity.

Galileo’s models were later improved upon by Newton, whose three

laws of motion form the foundation of classical dynamics. Then, in

the twentieth century, limitations were discovered in Newton’s model.

It works fine for falling apples and for space vehicles, but when applied

either to objects moving at speeds comparable to the speed of light or

to particles on the atomic scale, Newton’s laws give erroneous predic-

tions. These failings were overcome by relativity and quantum

mechanics.

The twentieth-century theories do not invalidate earlier models.

Rather, they stake out and provide road maps to new territory that prior

models don’t cover. Often, new models do not so much render old ones

obsolete as circumscribe their domains of applicability, revealing and

accounting for altogether new phenomena that lie beyond the purview

of the old models. For example, relativity and quantum theory do not

invalidate Newton’s laws of motion. Newton’s classical treatment still

describes accurately the motions of the objects to which he originally

applied them so long as they move at speeds much slower than the
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speed of light. NASA’s space scientists have no need for the refinements

of quantum or relativistic mechanics in calculating the flight paths of

space vehicles. But if we wish to account for the dynamics of objects at

very high velocities or describe atomic phenomena, we must use quan-

tum mechanical models. For everyday-size objects moving at everyday

speeds, the quantum and relativistic models reduce to the familiar mod-

els of classical physics. In sum, new models usually don’t invalidate old

ones so much as they transcend them.

This is also a key feature of the social and self models characteristic of

dignitarian culture, which will be discussed in chapter 9. The idea of

evolving truth is the lynchpin of such a culture. However, it’s crucial to

note that just because our models evolve does not mean that “anything

goes.” Indeed, quite the contrary: at any given time, what “goes” is pre-

cisely the best current model we’ve got. One simply has to be alert to the

fact that today’s best model may be superseded by an even better one

tomorrow.6

Most contemporary students of the natural world are actually excited

when they find a persistent discrepancy between their latest model and

empirical data because they know such deviations signal the existence

of hitherto unknown realms in which new phenomena may be discov-

ered. The presumption that nature models are infallible has been

replaced with the humbling expectation that they will eventually be

replaced by more comprehensive and accurate ones.

If the past is any guide, we are unlikely ever to find a theory so com-

prehensive and accurate that it would bring an end to the search for

more fundamental truths. Any model that seemed to account for all

known phenomena would still be vulnerable to the possibility that new

observations would reveal it to be incomplete.

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, many physicists believed

they’d learned all there was to know about the workings of the uni-

verse. The consensus was that Newton’s dynamics and Maxwell’s elec-

tromagnetism together had everything covered. Prominent scientists

announced the “end of physics.” Then a few tiny discrepancies between

theory and experiment were noted, and as physicists explored them

they came upon all the previously unknown phenomena of atomic and
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relativistic physics. A new world was discovered and with it the technol-

ogy that put its stamp on the twentieth century.

Albert Einstein believed that the final resting place of every theory is

as a special case of a broader one. Indeed, he spent the last decades of his

life searching for a unified theory that would have transcended his own

landmark theories, reducing them to special cases of a grander theory.

In postulating that the universe is “infinite in all directions,” physicist

Freeman Dyson suggests there will be no end to our explorations and

that we are unlikely ever to come up with an all-inclusive model.7

This dynamic has its counterpart in social and self models. Instead

of suppressing deviations from the current social consensus, we can

examine them for clues that might lead us to a more encompassing

synthesis, one that integrates previous experience with the new evi-

dence. For example, when Alfred Kinsey’s studies on sexuality revealed

the full range of human sexual behavior, we faced two choices. We

could label certain of these behaviors as perverted and try to suppress

them. Or, we could relax our prescriptive models pertaining to sexu-

ality and so accommodate them. The advent of reliable, available birth

control only intensified the pressure for revising these models. The

ensuing sexual revolution suggests that the public did in fact gradually

move toward a different consensus on sexuality. That movement is

still under way as the public comes to terms with homosexuality. Like-

wise, the worldwide controversy over same-sex unions has the poten-

tial to alter the traditional model of marriage.8 In a growing number

of countries, the debate has resulted in granting legal status to domes-

tic partnerships.

Instead of repressing or ignoring a question or fact that challenges a

current view of ourselves, we can welcome it as a harbinger of change.

As we accept something about ourselves that differs from the norm, it

is only natural to grant the same acceptance to others. For this reason,

the idea of partial, ever-evolving truth is a keystone of dignitarian cul-

ture. Humility is not simply a trait to be admired; it’s dictated by the

incontrovertible fact that there are viable alternatives to our habitual

ways of doing business. Given a chance to prove themselves, some of

them may even turn out to be better than our own!
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Models Are Commonplace

The notion of model building can sound technical at first, perhaps even

esoteric. To make it clear that the use of this tool is not limited to sci-

entists and philosophers but can be used expertly in “ordinary life,” here

is an example provided to me by writer and educator Dr. Pamela

Gerloff, who reflected on her upbringing on an Illinois farm:

I learned about model building from my mother. No one called it

that; it was just what you did, the way you solved problems or made

decisions, the way you lived in the world. If I asked my mother why I

had to do something a certain way, she never said “because I said so,”

or even just “because.” She always had a reason for why this way

worked better than others. I was free to propose a different way—a

different model—if I could come up with a more useful, effective, or

efficient one, based on reason, observation, experience, or insight.

Whether it was folding laundry, dealing practically with difficult (i.e.,

rankist) school officials, or understanding the complex psychology of

human interaction, no model was static. Solutions and approaches

changed and improved, and the superior model won out. I remember

how her model for unloading hay bales from a wagon saved me from

my own less effective approach, which had caused me considerable

strain and struggle. (“I think of it as a puzzle,” she said, as she gracefully

selected the next bale most easily removed from the pile.)

When I was a young adult interested in child rearing, she explained

to me how, periodically, she used to secretly put new books on the

bookshelf for her small children to “discover” on their own. She read

philosophy and psychology, using others’ thinking as a springboard to

develop and refine her own theories about why the people we knew

acted the way they did.

It was exciting and adventurous, this way of approaching the world.

No job was mundane, no chore particularly tedious. Everything was

an opportunity for model building, for intellectual engagement. From

my mother, I learned to observe, to contemplate, to formulate

hypotheses and theories, to seek new and better solutions.
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An example of the changing nature of social models is provided by

the evolution of governmental models in the twentieth century. The

United Nations Development Program reports that eighty-one coun-

tries moved from tyranny toward democracy in the 1980s and 1990s

and that by 2002, 140 of the world’s almost 200 independent nations had

held multiparty elections—compared to just a handful a century ear-

lier.9 When we recall how few democratic states there were at the begin-

ning of the twentieth century, a dignitarian world does not seem to be

quite such an unrealistic goal for the twenty-first.

Ironically, the apparent infinitude of our ignorance about the uni-

verse and ourselves has an upside. In a perpetually unfolding reality,

our business will always remain unfinished, our knowledge incomplete.

We will never lose the opportunity to contribute by extending our

understanding. Therein lies a transcendental refuge for human dignity.

Modeling Our Uses of Power

Only yesterday our forebears moved out of Africa. They multiplied and

spread out across the earth. One tribe became many.

At every step of the way, we sought out nature’s power and cleverly

turned it to our purposes. We tamed fire, domesticated plants and ani-

mals, and built cities. By the time different tribes began bumping up

against one another, they no longer recognized that we are all one fam-

ily. They looked strange, sounded stranger, and inspired fear in each other.

So under threat of enslavement or worse, we designed ever more potent

weapons with which to protect ourselves. Sometimes, thinking we had the

advantage, we turned them on branches of our estranged family. Over

some five thousand generations we have accumulated enough might to

return us all to the Stone Age. As Enrico Fermi, nuclear physicist and

Nobel laureate put it, “What we all fervently hope, is that man will soon

grow sufficiently adult to make good use of the powers that he acquires.”10

Although Homo sapiens often misused their powers in the past,

many of our species’ misadventures can be chalked up to “youthful

experimentation.” How else to learn that certain actions have long-term
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negative consequences except by seeing what happens when we execute

them? Moreover, on many occasions we have used power well. A species

that can go from living in caves to landing on the moon in some tens

of millennia must be doing some things right.

With luck, adolescence ends without serious mishap. But its inherent

recklessness sometimes lands the young in trouble before they com-

plete the dicey transition to adulthood. Because the powers we now

command are capable of putting the entire human project in jeopardy,

it has become ever more important that we learn to predict in advance

the ramifications of their proposed uses. And we must institutionalize

safeguards to minimize the damage should we miscalculate. When it

comes to our use of power, building predictive models has become a

matter of life and death. For example, based on models of global climate

change, a scientific consensus is now forming that if we don’t curtail

greenhouse gas emissions, we may inadvertently induce a planetary

catastrophe.

We took one step out of the Dark Ages as we ceased to accept the

idea that authorities could make up the “facts” to suit themselves and

began to substitute knowledge, evidence, and reason for hearsay, super-

stition, and dogma. Now we must bring the other foot forward out of

the past. Today’s challenge is distinguishing between rightful and

wrongful uses of power. It’s a distinction that goes to the heart of vir-

tually all political issues, both local and global. The consequences of

asserting rank range from the relatively harmless (as in the alienation

of an acquaintance) to the fate of life on earth (as in global nuclear war

or a man-made pandemic). We must begin to make a practice of refus-

ing to acquiesce when people in positions of authority misuse that

authority, even if we are the beneficiaries of their actions. Likewise, we

ourselves must expect to be held accountable in this regard. By model-

ing the uses of power and choosing only those that protect dignity, we

can do for standards of justice what modeling nature has done for stan-

dards of living.

Some might argue that we already accomplish this, albeit imperfectly,

through the various mechanisms of democracy. It’s true that democracy
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provides a recourse when government officials abuse their rank; we can

vote them out. But thus far we’ve applied the democratic idea only to

our civic affairs, only within national boundaries, and quite inconsis-

tently. Democracy’s next step is to extend its protections against

rankism beyond civic affairs to social institutions and to relations

among nation-states. As indicated in the preceding chapter, we can do

this in two ways: (1) by conducting dignity impact studies before

authorizing a new use of power, and (2) by remodeling existing insti-

tutions into dignitarian ones.

Rankism is invariably experienced, by the individual or group suffer-

ing it, as an insult to dignity. Indignity therefore provides us with a litmus

test that signals a likely abuse of power. But determining which uses of

power will damage dignity, and as a result, backfire, can no longer be left

to the full-scale, rough-and-tumble tests of power politics. That has

become too dangerous because modern weaponry is more destructive

and more widely available than ever before. Rather, the process must be

brought into the “laboratory,” as natural scientists have learned to do,

and modeled in thought or other small-scale experiments. As Stewart

Brand puts it, “We are as gods, and might as well get good at it.”11

Despite warnings from a few farseeing individuals, we have typi-

cally plunged ahead and learned only by doing. The end result has

been the same as that suffered by the succession of foolhardy men

who climbed into flying machines without first modeling the conse-

quences of their designs: over and over again, we’ve crashed and

burned. Conducting dignity impact studies in advance may sound

far-fetched and utopian now, but this was once believed true of envi-

ronmental impact studies, which are now mandatory. Nor are what

we’re calling dignity impact studies really a new thing. People do the

equivalent every time they imagine the effect on someone of some-

thing they are about to do or say. Part of conducting ourselves

thoughtfully—of not inadvertently giving offense—is projecting

ahead before we commit ourselves to a course of action, especially

when the stakes are high. Such imaginative thought-experiments have

long been a common tool in model building of all sorts. It is now time
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to apply this tool systematically to our anticipated uses of power with

an eye on their impact on dignity.12

By modeling the consequences of proposed uses of power, all of

which hold the potential for unwelcome if not catastrophic results, we

can disallow those that flunk the dignity test and thereby spare our-

selves much grief. In doing so we’ll be heeding Shylock’s warning that

victims of villainy are seldom satisfied with merely getting even, but

rather are inclined to “better the instruction.”

An Example from Higher Education:
A Template for Remodeling Institutions

Although it’s possible to delineate the broad features of a dignitarian

society, no one can foretell exactly what shape they will take. Likewise,

it’s impossible to tell in advance precisely what an organization will

look like after it is transformed into a dignitarian one. This is because

the process of transformation must be one in which everyone involved

has a voice and everyone’s views have some political weight.

In a dignitarian society, the role of institutional architect is inher-

ently collaborative. Providing a blueprint from outside the design

process is contrary to the dignitarian spirit. This is not to suggest that

the role of experts in education, health care, organizational develop-

ment, government, and international relations is unimportant. Quite

the contrary. But for the resulting institutions to embody equal dignity,

these professionals will have to work directly with the people those

institutions are being designed to serve.

That leaders and pundits insist on designing programs without

involving those they’re meant to serve is one reason their ideas usually

fall flat. A paternalistic process is incompatible with a dignitarian out-

come because such a process, no matter how benevolent, is inherently

rankist. To illustrate the remodeling of an institution, the following is

an example I’m familiar with—one from academia. Just change the

names, and it illustrates the procedures that apply to transforming any

kind of institution into a dignitarian one.
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In response to the renascence of the women’s movement in the 1960s,

many academic institutions established special committees on the sta-

tus of women. Typically, these committees were composed of women

administrators, faculty, students, alumni, and staff, and also included a

few men. They began their work by holding open hearings on campus

during which anyone could call attention to policies or practices that

were felt to demean women or put them at a disadvantage. The com-

mittees then compiled a list of specific instances of unfairness or abuse

along with potential remedies and presented it to the administrator,

group, or governing body with the power to redress the grievances at

issue. Their final task was to persuade that official or body to adopt the

recommended changes.

This process, widely employed to make institutions less sexist, can

serve as a template for making institutions less rankist. Open hearings

can allow participants to point out ways in which members of various

constituencies feel their dignity is not respected. A portion of the com-

plaints may be contested, with some eventually judged to be ill-founded

and withdrawn or dismissed. A number of the valid ones will be rela-

tively easy to address. Other problems may take years or even decades

to rectify.

A few words of caution regarding committees—especially those

charged with transforming an institution. First, the likelihood of suc-

cess is greatly enhanced by the participation of a figure of very high

rank in the organization who makes it clear that it’s safe for others to

seriously challenge the status quo. It need not be the president, but if

not, it must be someone who everyone knows speaks for the president.

Second, the committee must have a fixed deadline against which it

works. As the postwar British Prime Minister Clement Attlee noted,

“Democracy means government by discussion, but it is only effective if

you can stop people talking.”13

Dignitarian governance does not necessarily mean giving everyone a

vote on every issue, but it does mean giving everyone a voice. To ensure

those voices are heard usually requires having at least some voting rep-

resentatives from each of the organization’s various constituencies serv-
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ing at every level of its governance. This is sometimes referred to as

multistakeholder or collaborative problem-solving. For example, in an

academic institution this means adding students and alumni to com-

mittees on student life, educational policy, appointments, and promo-

tions, and to the governing faculty body itself and also the board of

trustees. Typically, such representatives hold 5 to 15 percent of the seats,

but the percentage could go higher. The aim is to ensure every group

has an opportunity to make its interests known. This goal is given teeth

by providing each group with enough votes to determine the outcome

in those situations where the group as a whole is closely divided.

Vote ratios between various constituencies mirror their relative

degree of responsibility for achieving each specific goal of the institu-

tion. Thus, students would have a decisive majority of votes on a stu-

dent life committee, faculty a decisive majority on educational policy.

And students, faculty, and administrators would all play minority roles

in fiduciary decisions that traditionally are decided by the board of

trustees.

Including voting representatives from all constituencies creates an

environment in which the authorities do not merely deign to listen to

those of lower rank. Rather, it behooves them to treat everyone with

dignity because at the end of the day everyone will be exercising some

degree of voting power over the outcome.

In addition to shared governance, a dignitarian institution is likely to

possess a number of other distinctive characteristics. For example, the

evaluation process would be broadened so that people from constituen-

cies other than the one for which the person is being evaluated would

be involved in hiring decisions and reviews of job performance. In the

corporate world, such evaluation models are referred to as 360-degree

reviews. All comments thus generated are provided as feedback to the

employee. A growing practice is the appointment of an ombudsperson

with broad responsibility for resolving disputes over the use and abuse

of rank. Princeton University’s ombudsman in 2004, Camilo Azcarate,

told me that his job can largely be summed up as making the distinc-

tion between rank and rankism in a wide variety of circumstances.
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Finally, institutionwide constitutional reviews would be scheduled—

every five or ten years or more frequently if called for—to update the

system of governance in light of changing circumstances to ensure that

it remains dignitarian. As power evolves, new opportunities for abuse

present themselves. No institution will remain dignitarian for long if it

is not committed to coevolving with power.

The next chapter looks at how business organizations can be trans-

formed into dignitarian ones.
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DIGNITY IN
THE WORKPLACE 4

This is the age of the Résumé Gods . . . in which it is immoral 

to discriminate according to race or sex, but discrimination

according to career status is so thoroughly baked into society

that it governs everything from restaurant table assignments 

to elementary school admissions prospects.
—David Brooks, political columnist and commentator

A vital part of leadership is the detection and elimination of

rankism and malrecognition. Good leaders know this instinctively and

seek to instill nonrankist behavior in others by exemplifying it in their

own relationships with subordinates. As Jim Collins shows in his book

Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap . . . and Others

Don’t, the founder-leaders of companies that excel neither indulge in

abuses of power themselves nor tolerate it among the ranks.1 They cre-

ate an atmosphere of unimpeachable dignity from top to bottom in

their organizations. As Robert Knisely put it: “For his book Good to

Great, Jim Collins sifted through the 1,435 firms that have ever been in

the Fortune 500. He found only 11 firms that demonstrated periods of

exceptional performance. Notably, all 11 had CEOs who were . . . hum-

ble. ‘Humble’ is Collins’s word, and by it he means a CEO who would

listen to anyone, anytime, who might have something to offer to the

CEO’s quest for success. In other words, these CEOs eliminated every

trace of rankism from their work lives—and they, and their companies,

won big.”2



Ten Ways to Combat Rankism in the Workplace

If companies that reduce rankism are more efficient and productive,

the question becomes: How can rankism be rooted out of an organiza-

tion? How can a corporate culture of rankism be transformed into a

dignitarian one? Here are ten methods for doing so.

1. Recognize and Listen

Soon after his appointment as director of the Smithsonian National Air

and Space Museum, Dr. Noel Hinners had an epiphany:

I realized that the hierarchy was inverted—that the most important

people, in terms of their daily contribution to the mission of the

museum, were not those with the highest rank. To my surprise, it was

quite the opposite.

Ten million people visit the museum every year—the highest

attendance of any museum in the world. When you have that many

people tramping through your living room, it takes an incredible

effort, for example, to simply keep the chewing gum off the floor.

The janitorial staff did an unbelievable job keeping the museum

clean and presentable. The security staff has to cope with the public

and treat them with respect, but also make sure that no one vandal-

izes the exhibits. The education department was providing a service

to a lot of school kids in the district. Without the restoration staff,

which restores old airplanes and space artifacts to pristine condi-

tion, you couldn’t put the exhibits together. And without the exhibits

there was no reason to have the curators who do the research and

collect the artifacts, and without them there’d be no need for my

director’s job.3

After having this realization at his first “all hands” meeting of the

museum staff, Dr. Hinners acknowledged the importance of every job

and the individuals who held them. Subsequently, he practiced “man-

agement by walking around,” a tactic made famous by Mayor John
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Lindsay, who walked the streets of New York City during the racial strife

of the 1960s. Throughout his tenure, Dr. Hinners would wander

through the museum visiting with employees. He says,“You don’t know

what goes on in an organization unless you meet people where they

work, see for yourself, and listen, listen, listen.” Obviously, making a

display of listening is not enough. Leaders have to put what they hear

to use and employees have to see that the information they are volun-

teering is making a tangible difference.4

Selectively ignoring subordinates sends a message of disrespect that

can have unexpected consequences. At an open house for parents, the

principal of a public elementary school in the San Francisco Bay Area

introduced every teacher on the staff, save one. That woman, who

taught computer use to over three hundred students, interpreted the

omission as a snub deriving from her “instructor” status, which set her

apart from the accredited teachers. The next day she submitted a letter

of resignation in which she wrote:

I feel this is a classic example of rankism. I am under contract as an

instructor, but I am not being recognized in this position. In addition,

I am not included on the staff e-mail list and yet I’m expected to

attend meetings and make presentations without seeing the agenda

ahead of time. If I am expected to act like a staff member, then why

am I not treated like one? I enjoy my students and my teaching job

very much. But I also feel that you must recognize my position as a

staff member of this school.5

In this case the principal listened, perhaps because many of the staff,

as well as parents, came to the defense of the aggrieved instructor. The

principal not only apologized for her omission to the teacher—who

subsequently withdrew her resignation—but also initiated an inquiry

into rankism in her school. As is often the case, a single incident, and

someone willing to put his or her job on the line over it, precipitated a

broader transformation. But this happened only because the leader

chose listening over defensiveness and turned an instance of malrecog-

nition into a policy of respect.
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2. Facilitate Questions, Protect Dissent

A fundamental characteristic of a healthy work culture is that everyone,

regardless of rank, exhibits a questioning attitude. The freedom to chal-

lenge any action, any condition, and any assertion cannot be main-

tained in an environment laced with rankism. Only by continually

demonstrating respect for all opinions and those who hold them will an

environment be maintained in which a spirit of inquiry can thrive. Sil-

icon Valley companies such as Intel and Hewlett-Packard, whose con-

tinuing success is vitally dependent on innovation, pioneered corporate

cultures in which everything technical could be questioned by anyone,

regardless of rank or seniority. The phenomenally successful Google

has not only followed in their footsteps in this regard but breaks new

ground in creating and implementing a nondiscriminatory workplace

and a dignitarian corporate culture.6

The U.S. Navy nuclear power program employs the method of a

minority report. Whenever a complex issue is under discussion and the

answer is not obvious, a minority report must be prepared. Even if

everyone agrees on an answer, the group leader asks someone to pro-

vide a report that presents the best case for the other side of the issue.

Making it the manager’s responsibility to seek a minority view lifts the

burden and stigma from potential dissenters. Rather than discourage

whistle-blowing, good managers create an open environment in which

doing so never becomes necessary.

3. Hold People Accountable and Affix Responsibility

An indispensable element of a dignitarian work environment is

accountability. In some highly technical arenas, errors in calculations

can cost lives. Bridges have collapsed because of such mistakes. The

important thing is to catch potential problems in a way that protects the

dignity of workers so they won’t be inhibited about voicing their con-

cerns. In many engineering workplaces both the originator of the work

and an assigned checker must sign off on calculations and drawings.
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To qualify as a checker, a person must be capable of authoring the

same work as the originator. At one nuclear plant, two signatures are

required to issue a result. If it is later found to contain mistakes, the

manager of the two individuals is informed. The manager in turn

informs the two workers and records each name. Should one of the

names emerge later as either the originator or checker on another cal-

culation containing errors, a tick mark is placed by that person’s name.

You don’t want to get that second tick mark. This is accountability in a

dignitarian manner: the expectation of accurate work is conveyed at

the outset and the consequences for anything less are applied equally

regardless of rank.

Admiral Hyman G. Rickover, the creator of the nuclear navy, hung

posters in his office and the officers’ quarters that read:

Responsibility can only reside and inhere in a single individual.

You may share it with others, but your portion is not diminished.

You may delegate it, but you cannot divest yourself of it.

Even if you do not recognize it or admit its presence, you cannot 

escape it.7

Creating a dignitarian culture in an organization—and ultimately

achieving a dignitarian society—requires more than an absence of

rankism. It necessitates understanding that responsibilities will vary with

rank and station and that individuals must fully comprehend and own

those responsibilities. A dignitarian society is one in which each of us is

accountable to every other person for fulfilling the tasks we take on.

4. Incorporate “Flex-Rank”

Temporary rank-leveling is nowhere more prevalent than on the flight

deck of an aircraft carrier. A strict hierarchy pervades every branch of

the military. During an interview, Hal Gehman, chairman of the Space

Shuttle Columbia Accident Investigation Board, remarked that people

wear their rank on their sleeve, and authority is based on that rank, not
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on how smart you are or your length of service. A commander aviator

is senior to a lieutenant commander aviator, even if the lieutenant com-

mander is a better pilot. But once on the flight deck, a crew reorganizes

itself horizontally. Everyone has a job and anyone is authorized to stop

the whole process. When someone does this, that person is rewarded for

stepping forward and is never chastised or second-guessed, regardless

of his or her station. Flight crews are very hierarchical, but crew mem-

bers can become peers at a moment’s notice.8

This same flexibility is now practiced in the cabins of commercial

aircraft. Formerly, the captain was treated like a god. Challenging his

authority, even in dire circumstances, violated cockpit culture. How-

ever, after several fatal crashes that investigative bodies attributed to

pilot error, a new system was developed. Known in the airline industry

as CRM—Cockpit Resource Management—it encourages subordinates

to raise any question at any time. The goal is not to undermine the cap-

tain’s authority but rather to make it safe for other members of the

flight crew to be more assertive, and when necessary, to override a cap-

tain who is operating the aircraft in a dangerous manner (for example,

while intoxicated or when taking actions without the go-ahead from

air traffic controllers).

As workplaces become dignitarian, rank becomes less rigid and

fixed. While care must be taken not to assign it to someone lacking the

necessary skill and competence, rank is likely to change on a task-by-

task, or even hour-by-hour, basis. Faced with ever-shifting missions

and circumstances, companies and organizations can reassign ranks

to facilitate each new undertaking. There is no favoritism shown

toward those temporarily serving in positions of high rank, and care

is taken to protect the rights and privileges of those lower down on

the totem pole.

5. Compensate Equitably

No organization can claim to be dignitarian if the ratio of the highest

to lowest paid employees exceeds a certain number. What is that num-

ber and how is it determined? 
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The ratio is usually decided by the board of directors or by its com-

mittee on compensation. Typically, such groups include highly paid,

high-ranking executives from other companies. If they are not already

friends of the CEO or president, the latter are in a position to build and

strengthen those friendships by lavishing attention and perks on board

members. Sometimes outside compensation experts are brought in to

advise board members on executive compensation, but the board mem-

bers know it is management who butters their bread, not shareholders.

The resulting inflation of executive salaries is implicit in John Kenneth

Galbraith’s wry and oft-quoted remark: “The salary of the chief execu-

tive of a large corporation is not a market award for achievement. It is

frequently in the nature of a warm personal gesture by the individual

to himself.”

The average ratio of highest to lowest paid employees in the United

States is in the hundreds. In Europe and Japan it is variously put at ten

to fifteen, an order of magnitude less. It is rankism on the part of U.S.

company directors, not the relative expertise of their CEOs, that

accounts for this gross disparity. A dignitarian way to restore fairness in

compensation is for the board to take into account the views of all

stakeholders in the organization. In the corporate world, this includes

employees, customers, and shareholders. In the academic world, it

means students, faculty, staff, alumni, and perhaps a few representa-

tives from the local community. In the nonprofit world, it is staff mem-

bers, funders, and the community served by the organization.

Some companies have already begun the journey toward a fair com-

pensation model that will be the centerpiece of a dignitarian workplace.

Newsweek reports that at the grocery chain Whole Foods, executive

salaries are capped at fourteen times the average worker’s pay, leaving

the CEO, whose stock holdings have made him a multimillionaire, with

a salary of $342,000.9 In the same spirit, Ben and Jerry, the ice cream

gurus and founders (and principal shareholders) of their successful

firm, have limited their own salaries to seven times that of the janitors.

Though these steps toward a dignitarian workplace are unlikely to be

enforced when founders no longer control a company, they nonetheless

represent significant milestones.
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And what such trailblazers find when they give their workers a voice in

management decisions and a stake in earnings is that the enterprise and

everyone involved in it reaps significant benefits.

6. Delegate

Dennis Bakke, the author of Joy at Work, describes the company he

cofounded and led—AES Corporation, a leading independent producer

of electricity—as “a workplace where every person, from custodian to

CEO, has the power to use his or her God-given talents free of needless

corporate bureaucracy. . . . Every decision made at the top is lamented

as a lost chance to delegate responsibility—and all employees are

encouraged to take the game-winning shot, even when it isn’t a slam

dunk.”10 Bakke describes a model of a company that treats employees

with respect, delegates power, and holds those who assume it account-

able, and argues that this all makes good business sense.

7. Break the Taboo on Rank

Among the twenty “Breakthrough Ideas for 2005,” the Harvard Busi-

ness Review lists “A Taboo on Taboos.”11 These include such old, famil-

iar risqué subjects as sex, death, and God. But one taboo remains—one

still too hot to touch in corporate America—and that is rank. Rank is

the elephant in the boardroom and on the factory floor. As with other

elephants that have sat in our living rooms, bedrooms, and school-

rooms over the years, we can learn to talk about it and in so doing

relieve a lot of pain and eliminate dysfunctionality. We’ve learned to

discuss race, gender, and sex. So, too, can we learn to discuss rank—its

rights, its responsibilities, and especially the limits to those rights and

responsibilities. Unless we talk about rank, we are powerless against

rankism.

Once rankism is on the table, it’s harder to get away with it. The

moment politicians recognize and acknowledge it as a problem, any

rankism on their part will be seen as hypocrisy. And if there’s one thing

voters dislike in their public servants, it’s hypocrisy.
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Breaking the taboo on openly addressing the subject of rank and

learning to recognize and call rankism by name are prerequisites to

exposing our uses of power to public scrutiny and subsequently reject-

ing any that are judged likely to inflict indignity. This is what it means

to build a dignitarian society.

8. Be Transparent

Opacity, censorship, and secrecy are rankism’s handmaidens. What can’t

be seen, what goes on behind closed doors, what’s recorded in closed

books, can’t be effectively evaluated or criticized.

A simple thing like open budgeting can allay suspicion, yield savings,

and create a sense of communal trust. We opened the books at Oberlin

College when I was president during the 1970s and after a flurry of

interest during which people satisfied themselves on various counts,

attention shifted to other matters. But knowing that anyone could

examine the budget at any time kept administrators on their toes and

eliminated chronic distrust on the part of students and faculty. If a

doubt arose at some point about finances, those concerned could just

go see for themselves. This put a damper on rumor-mongering, too,

because we could always point to the actual figures.

The secrecy in which compensation packages are typically cloaked in

most organizations gives those who are privy to this information—

high-level managers—an unfair advantage over everyone else. Extend-

ing transparency to budgets and compensation discourages favoritism,

one of the most invidious forms of rankism.

9. Flatten Unnecessary Hierarchies

Although rank often serves a valid purpose—clarifying levels of author-

ity and expediting decision making—when it’s not needed to get the job

done, its existence alone can foster rankist practices. All too often rank

functions primarily to provide a specious rationalization for unwarranted

distinctions in status, salary, and perks. Gerard Fairtlough’s book The

Three Ways of Getting Things Done: Hierarchy, Heterarchy, and Responsi-
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ble Autonomy in Organizations describes various models, from pyramidal

to flat, and the conditions under which each works best.12

One way to get rid of rankism is, of course, the one that has long

been promoted by egalitarians—eliminating rank altogether. My

favorite example of an organization that went this route is the Juice Bar

Collective in Berkeley, California, where I often get lunch. At this small

business, which provides takeout dishes made from scratch, each of the

nine members is paid the same $14 per hour and each has one vote on

policy. Old-timers get a little deference from newer members when it

comes to hours, but not much and not for long.

When I ask what it’s like to work there, everyone says pretty much the

same thing: “It’s a family. We each have our own opinions but we’re very

supportive of each other. We’re working for ourselves and none of us ever

wants to work for a boss again.”The newest member of the collective told

me, “What a great business this is! I am a one-ninth owner of the enter-

prise. I love everyone I work with. It’s hard work but it’s also wrong to call

it work. It’s worth making less money to be happy and on equal footing

in your work life.” One old-timer volunteered: “We think about the cus-

tomer’s health. We care about the people we’re feeding. The customer is

always right, but if one of them is outrageously rude we reserve the right

to tell them to go home and cook their own food. We do not feel we

deserve to be abused by customers who feel they aren’t being served fast

enough. We are human beings and we are giving you food and you are not

higher than we are. That’s the feeling of working at the Juice Bar.”

Not far from the Juice Bar sits the Cheese Board, a sister collective

founded by the same people and run according to similar principles. It

sells cheeses from all over the world as well as bread and bakery goods

made on the premises. Recently, as I paid for a scone, I asked the cashier

what it’s like to work there. She replied, “It’s nice. I’ve been here for fif-

teen years. We own the place.” Then she looked up with a wry smile

and added pointedly, “We’re not disgruntled workers!”

These two examples offer valuable models of successful small busi-

nesses with flattened hierarchies run by happy employees who are

proud of their products. Dignity is implicit. It even seems to rub off on

customers—a notably contented lot.
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What about issues of diversity in a dignitarian workplace? The diver-

sity that is increasingly common in today’s work environment makes

ridding the workplace of rankism all the more important. Abuse and

discrimination that might be taken for granted between people in the

same identity group are likely to be magnified when they involve peo-

ple of different race, gender, and so on. As Art Kleiner, editor-in-chief

of Strategy + Business, writes:

A growing body of academic work substantiates the presence of

rankism and its destructive impact. Research by Toni Gregory of the

Fielding Institute strongly shows that the ability to create a diverse

workplace depends on building up the mental and emotional health

of the people who work there, from the executives on down. Dr. Gre-

gory says,“Rankism is one of the key blocks to . . . diversity-maturity:

that emotional growth which a diverse workplace requires.”13

Dr. David A. Thomas, an expert on diversity at the Harvard Business

School, points out that businesses, in their haste to treat a diverse work-

force equitably, lose something when they create a corporate culture

that inadvertently promotes sameness and suppresses cultural differ-

ences.14 As rankism is identified and rejected and dignity becomes

secure, the differences that diversity brings to the workplace are wel-

comed. The next step beyond a diverse workplace is a dignitarian one

wherein cultural differences can be celebrated and tapped for the wis-

dom inherent in them instead of blandness being promoted out of fear

of reigniting old prejudices.

A final example of flattening unnecessary hierarchy is provided by the

decentralization practiced by MoveOn, the Internet-based, nonprofit polit-

ical action group. The “MoveOn Way”is described by cofounder Wes Boyd:

MoveOn staff live all around the country, and no two people work in

the same location. This is not an accident. It’s an experiment in rad-

ical decentralization, sometimes called the “virtual office,” that we

believe has been an important part of our success. The experiment

began when we engaged our first core team members and didn’t

dignity in the workplace     61



require any of them to relocate to San Francisco. We soon discovered

that decentralization gave us important advantages over traditional

organizations.

Facilities are a major part of just about every organization’s cost

structure. Because we have no headquarters, we can put the money

saved into benefits for staff. Since we live wherever we want in the

country and work at home, this saves hours of commuting time. In

addition, MoveOn reimburses people for home office space and

expenditures, which helps them afford a good place to live. Benefits

like these are a great recruitment tool. They enable us to hire the best

applicants for the job, no matter where they reside.

It’s very important that we are not centered in Washington, D.C.,

and that we are truly populist. MoveOn staff are “embedded” in the

communities that make up America. Our work is not our entire life.

As social beings, we pursue the healthy development of community

and connections outside work. This delivers the extra benefit of help-

ing us avoid the trap of hyper-activism in which our only experience

of the world is with people who think like us.

We believe that decentralization works—but we are not inflexible.

There are times when employees do need to be in the same place at

the same time. We make exceptions for (1) periodic retreats for devel-

oping strategic plans and reconnecting as a team, (2) training periods

for new staff, and (3) crash projects. But these times must be short and

defined, and do not lead to the establishment of hub offices. No power

centers are permitted—a practice which fosters fair and equal treat-

ment for everyone.

One of the pitfalls of political activism is assuming an elitist posture

toward the rank-and-file membership. MoveOn’s commitment to a flat

and decentralized organization supports us in approaching our mem-

bers the same way we must approach each other—respectfully.15

In addition to flattening unnecessary hierarchies, there have been

some dramatic examples of flattening illegitimate hierarchies by what

can perhaps be described as an “over-my-dead-body” strategy. This

occurs when a somebody comes to the defense of a nobody who is being
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abused by another somebody, and in effect, says to the bully, “If you

attack him, you attack me. I stand with those you are victimizing and

together we shall stand you down.”

In his book Exodus, Leon Uris tells the story of King Christian X of

Denmark, who adopted this strategy to undermine the imposition of an

illegitimate, rankist social hierarchy under the Nazi occupation. As the

author tells it, when the German occupiers ordered Jews to sew yellow

Stars of David to their sleeves to mark them for discrimination, expa-

triation, and as we now know, extermination, the Danish king had the

star sewn on his sleeve and encouraged all Danes to do likewise.

The veracity of this story has since been questioned, as the Jews in

Denmark were evidently never forced to wear the Star of David. But

another tale, which is accepted as truth, tells of King Christian’s success-

ful resistance to the swastika being flown over the Danish parliament.

The king summoned a senior Nazi official and told him to take down

the flag. When the official refused, Christian is reported to have said,“A

Danish soldier will remove it.” When the German replied that the sol-

dier would be shot, the king’s reply was, “I think not. For I shall be that

soldier.” The German flag was removed.

I mention these stories not simply because they are moving but to

demonstrate two things: First, we love people of high rank who use the

power of their rank to serve a group for which they have responsibility,

especially when doing so places them in jeopardy; and second, there

are times when the only person who can challenge a rankist offense is

someone who outranks the perpetrator.

10. Consider Peer-to-Peer Organization

Networks are replacing hierarchies everywhere you look. Michel

Bauwens sees peer-to-peer (P2P) networks as the premise of a new

mode of civilization. He describes them as “a form of organization

which rests upon the free cooperation of equipotent partners perform-

ing a common task for the common good, without recourse to mone-

tary compensation as the key motivating factor, and not organized

according to hierarchical methods of command and control.”16
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Examples of this kind of collaborative peer production include the

Internet, digital file sharing, grid computing, blogs, open source oper-

ating systems such as Linux, the open access encyclopedia Wikipedia

.org, and Web-based organizations such as Meetup.com, Newstrust.net,

Worldchanging.com, and Sourceforge.net.17 Intelligence is located

everywhere within these entities.

P2P networks have antecedents in human history. Juries are a form

of peer governance of long standing. In classical Athens, as well as

medieval Florence, issues of war and peace were decided by public

assemblies.18 An emerging noxious kind of P2P organization consists

of networks of small, autonomous terrorist cells. Their nonhierarchical

structure makes them less vulnerable to attrition and decapitation, and

presents a resilient, robust target for the militaries charged with neutral-

izing them.

In business, two new developments—the abundance of information

and new digital technologies—are making P2P networks competitive

with, if not superior to, the centralized hierarchical models that now

predominate. Bauwens sees P2P networks as the technological frame-

work of cognitive capitalism—the successor to merchant and industrial

capitalism. He argues that they signal the emergence of a new form of

power in which expertise can unexpectedly announce itself as needed,

and in which participants are rewarded for giving knowledge away

because doing so builds their reputation. Individuals who join a P2P

project subordinate personal gain to building a common resource that

is legally protected from usurpation by any one contributor. Eventu-

ally, common ideas emerge that represent a synthesis of the contribu-

tions of the many.

The characteristics and architectures of P2P networks, as well as their

limitations, are not yet fully understood. But it is already clear that in

some contexts, the budding open source movement is giving traditional

hierarchies a run for the money.

Open source communities see themselves as pure meritocracies. But

while the abolition of rank automatically eliminates certain blatant kinds

of rankism, it can mask jockeying for status. Most common is an atmos-

phere of aristocratic noblesse oblige. “Newbies” may be snubbed by old-
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timers of proven repute and have to undergo a long apprenticeship before

their ideas are taken seriously.As in more traditional organizational mod-

els, people who feel insecure are more likely to mount challenges to the

dignity of others in order to find out where they themselves stand.

Other problems that typically plague nonhierarchical models are stag-

nation and lapses in responsibility. It is silly to argue that hierarchy or

heterarchy or P2P is always the better model. The real question is: What

kind of organization is best suited to getting the job at hand done and

done well? Once that decision is made, it’s important to bear in mind

that rankism can rear its dysfunctional head in one way or another in

almost any kind of institution. It won’t be eliminated simply by redraw-

ing the organizational chart.

When the Boss Is a Bully

The film 9 to 5 depicted a nasty boss. More recently, Mean Girls showed

how “popular” girls are sometimes bullies in schools. In 2005, a presi-

dential nominee for U.S. ambassador to the United Nations had his

appointment stalled because of subordinates’ allegations of his bullying.

Bullying is archetypal rankism, and it’s ubiquitous. What’s new is that

it has suddenly become newsworthy. This suggests we may be approach-

ing a tipping point in regard to its public acceptance.

Here are some facts about bullying in the workplace, as excerpted

and paraphrased from the Acorn Center’s Web site (www.workthat-

works.ca):19

% A recent study estimates that approximately one in six U.S. work-

ers directly experienced destructive bullying in the preceding year.
% Supervisors may use bullying to swat down a threatening subor-

dinate, or a manager may look for a scapegoat to carry the depart-

ment’s or the boss’s frustrations.
% Some bullies target subordinates for the sheer pleasure of exercis-

ing power . . . a kind of low-grade sadism. They often start on one

person and then move on to someone else.
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% Malicious bosses often elicit from their subordinates defensive

habits first developed as children, such as reflexive submission and

explosive rage. “Once these behaviors lock in, people are trans-

ported to a different reality and can no longer see what’s happen-

ing to them and cannot adapt,” according to Dr. Mark Levey.
% Ambition of co-workers is the most insidious ally of the bully.

Frequently, when workers witness a boss humiliating a colleague,

they are relieved that they themselves are not the target and won-

der if the victim did not in fact deserve the treatment. In that

case, according to Dr. Calvin Morrill, “The brutal behavior goes

unchallenged, and the target feels a sudden chill of isolation. By

doing nothing, even people who abhor the bullying become com-

plicit in the behavior and find themselves supplying reasons to

justify it.”
% Based on U.S. figures from 2003, 58 percent of bullies in the work-

place are female, 42 percent are male. Woman-on-woman bullying

represents 50 percent of all workplace bullying; man-on-woman,

30 percent; man-on-man, 12 percent; woman-on-man, 8 percent.

Since bullying is same-sex harassment most of the time, it is often

invisible when seen through the lens of antidiscrimination laws.

The vignettes that follow—personal stories posted on the break-

ingranks.net Web site—illustrate the damage done by workplace bully-

ing. From Oregon, Roxanne, a woman in her mid-fifties, laments:

I have worked as a legal assistant for over three decades. My current

bosses (one man, one woman, both my age) have no compunction

about screaming obscenities to my face, ordering me about and refus-

ing even the most urgent requests for time off (such as when my dad

died or when I sustained an eye injury). Because they are high-pro-

file and well connected, the chance of my obtaining other employ-

ment in this relatively small legal community is about nil. I lack the

money to leave the area so I stay and endure the situation.

What’s frightening is the prevalence of this type of abuse. An arti-

cle in a national law magazine notes that “legal assistants are coming
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out of these firms like whipped dogs.”An apt simile, and evidently not

about to change—or have you ever tried suing a lawyer? 

The next story, from an anonymous post to breakingranks.net, illus-

trates the high cost of standing up to rankism.

While working as a low-level associate in a prestigious architectural

firm, I experienced severe rankism. I have never been more humili-

ated and denigrated. My boss was an authoritarian who made life

there a living hell for me and many others. The “higher-ups” were

well aware of her malicious harassment, yet indirectly encouraged it

through inaction. I came to understand the stories I’d heard about the

many others who’d held my job before me and why it was a “revolv-

ing-door position.”

One day I asked a co-worker who was leaving the wood shop to

pick up after himself because the mess he left was becoming a hazard

for others. He took offense at this on grounds of his seniority, com-

plained to his superiors and as a result, I was summarily fired.

I’ve been job hunting for almost a year now. I was discarded like an

old magazine and lost my health insurance. Because of my low rank

in the firm I was considered inconsequential and easily replaced. No

consideration was given to how this would affect me as a fellow

human being trying to get along just like anyone else. We live in a

culture of rankism.

How to combat such rankism? The answer is both personal and insti-

tutional. This story from Sylvia Cope of Port Orange, Florida, shows

how even a modicum of economic independence empowers people to

defend themselves against rankism on the job.

I prepare transcripts for court reporters on a freelance basis. The

expected hierarchy is lawyer, court reporter, scopist (me). But since

we are all self-employed, I never bought into any notions of relative

worth and importance. I feel that my labor is equal in value to any-

one else’s, that the mere fact that someone is better compensated
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does not make that person superior to me. I have sometimes felt an

undercurrent of resentment directed toward me because of my inde-

pendent attitude. I know they want me to be a handmaiden, but I am

fortunate enough to be able to choose to work only for people who

respect me. I am acutely conscious, however, of how tough it is for

those who have no other option but to put up with disrespect and

antagonism.

By maintaining your dignity in the face of rankism you can some-

times stare it down. A forty-one-year-old office worker in Seattle

writes:

After reading Somebodies and Nobodies, I quit a job full of rank abuse

to find one that was free of it. In interviews I specifically asked about

this issue and was pleasantly surprised by the interest in it. Not long

after I accepted a position as development director for an interfaith

association, it became clear to me that a long-term staff member was

an unconscious rankist. In the absence of a name for her habitual dis-

paragement of co-workers she’d been allowed to “just be her” for way

too long. Her subordinates were miserable. But after we began to dis-

cuss the subjects of somebodies and nobodies and of rankism and

dignity, her behavior changed markedly for the better.

Two years later, the same woman wrote again:

It’s not just that my relationships with my superiors, my co-workers,

and my friends have been changed—my relationship with myself has

changed as well. Once my experiences with rankism were illuminated,

I could understand why I had always felt frightened and unsure. Now

I’m more confident and willing to stand up for myself. I’ve even

enrolled in college—something that was unthinkable before.

It is essential to understand that rankism cannot be ended with more

rankism. It can only be ended when people find a way to protect the dig-

nity of their tormentors while at the same time suggesting to them a
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way to treat others with respect. The following success story is from a

thirty-five-year-old salesman at a Silicon Valley company who had taken

a management job—director of strategic alliances, at almost double his

old salary—at a large, well-established software company. His response

to chronic bullying there helped a perpetrator break an ingrained pat-

tern of abuse toward his subordinates.

My enthusiasm quickly faded when I realized my boss, Ross, was a

tyrant. My inability to confront him early on and establish my inde-

pendence enabled him to become increasingly unpleasant. He would:

% Cut me off midsentence during meetings with my colleagues.

% Discount my opinions.

% “Forget” to include me in conference calls with my partners.

% Force me to provide him with a detailed, to the minute daily

plan.

% Question my intelligence and dedication.

Ross gave his team impossible goals and went ballistic when they

weren’t achieved. For over a year I thought about quitting despite the

fact that the dot-com implosion had decimated the job market. But

the very day I planned to announce my resignation, Ross began redi-

recting his wrath toward someone else.

Then, after six months of relatively good treatment from him, there

was a blowout. He came by my desk yelling some unreasonable

demand, and when I protested, he became extremely aggressive and

started verbally attacking me. The next time I saw him, I insisted that

we go to Human Resources together. I was nervous and angry and

once there, I realized my actions could cost me my job.

At first Ross was composed and pretended to be nice. But after

about an hour his rage began to appear and it became obvious to the

director of HR and even to Ross himself that he had unintentionally

put his aggressive nature on display. He managed to calm himself and

the meeting then took a turn: both he and I began treating one

another with more respect. He even praised me for how much I’d

grown and what a good job I was doing, while I acknowledged that his

management style had improved prior to this last blowup.
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This ended my difficulties with Ross. From then on he treated me

with kindness and respect, and subsequently, when his stature in the

company declined, I even felt sorry for him. I’ve never witnessed a

more profound transformation in someone’s personality. My experi-

ence with Ross taught me that rankist people can change.

A monthly newsletter with items on workplace and school bullying,

posttraumatic stress disorder, psychiatric injury, and information about

conferences and books on these subjects can be found online at bully-

online.org. Further evidence of the negative effects of bullying appears

in a study published in the Journal of Applied Psychology in December

2002. It shows that rank-and-file members of the Air National Guard

with abusive supervisors were more likely to perform only the mini-

mum required of them. And in a study published by the Journal of

Occupational and Environmental Medicine, also in December 2002,

researchers found that the number of sick days taken by hospital

employees bore a marked correlation to their perception of fairness—

or the lack of it—in the workplace. There can be little doubt that abu-

sive bosses are bad for both the health of workers and the bottom line

of companies that employ them.

Academia and Civil Service

The instititution of tenure was established in response to arbitrary fir-

ings by administrators, often for personal or political reasons. Protect-

ing workers and teachers from administrative rankism was and remains

an essential goal. By broadening the group of secure individuals, tenure

diffuses dominance hierarchies, and that’s to the good. But achieving

these ends by granting lifetime job security creates another problem—

one whose financial cost has become unsustainable and whose moral

cost, especially to the far greater numbers of the untenured, is no longer

defensible. It is time to find a better solution to the vital need to enhance

and extend academic freedom.

To be legitimate, rank has to be earned in a fair contest with all qual-

ified comers. In practice, this means periodic requalification because
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with the passage of time, there are new aspirants who may be more

competent. In violation of this principle, academic tenure gives profes-

sors a job for life just as civil service tenure does for government work-

ers, regardless of their ongoing performance.

Nonaccountability is a recipe for rankism. Recipients of tenure may

well have earned and deserved renewal of their contracts, but lifetime

appointments effectively bar others from even competing for those

positions. The consequences for young applicants to a tenure-track

position are no different from those that racial and gender discrimina-

tion has on blacks and women. Tenure now functions as the equivalent

of a perpetual “Sorry, No Vacancy” sign to countless legitimate con-

tenders for academic positions. John M. McCardell Jr., president emer-

itus of Middlebury College, Vermont, observes: “Why must institutions

make a judgment that has lifetime consequences after a mere six or

seven years? . . . Why not a system of contracts of varying length, includ-

ing lifetime for the most valuable colleagues, that acknowledges the

realities of academic life in the twenty-first century? . . . Today, almost

every negative tenure decision is appealed. . . . Few if any of these

appeals have as their basis a denial of academic freedom.”20

Of course, academic and political freedom must be guaranteed. But

as McCardell points out, there are now more effective ways to do this

than by bestowing lifetime job security. Until an alternative is imple-

mented, colleges and universities will resort to the appointment of so-

called adjunct faculty to avoid making long-term commitments.

Adjunct professorships carry a fraction of the pay, no benefits, no role

in governance, no job security, often not even parking privileges. Many

of the people in these positions are as well trained and as capable of

conducting research as tenured faculty. Their ranks are further aug-

mented by poorly paid graduate student teaching assistants. To have

two categories of teachers working side by side—one privileged and

secure, the other exploited and expendable—with the underpaid group

subsidizing the prerogatives of the other is reminiscent of segregation

in America and apartheid in South Africa. Those who are marginal-

ized—adjuncts and teaching assistants—are hamstrung in fighting this

injustice by their own reluctance to take on the real culprit, the tenure
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system itself. The forlorn hope of joining in the spoils of rankism—in

this case, the privileges of tenure—often functions to keep downtrod-

den individuals from teaming up to oppose the institutionalized

rankism that keeps them down as a group.

Another hidden cost of tenure is to students and taxpayers. Since pay

goes up with seniority, the institution of tenure results in an increas-

ingly expensive faculty or civil service. The result in academia is to price

higher education out of reach of the middle class, let alone the poor, and

in society as a whole, to make our bureaucracies far more costly to tax-

payers than they need to be. Without tenure, there would be more

young faculty with junior-level salaries and fewer older professors with

senior-level ones. The resulting savings could be used to increase the

affordability of higher education. Some senior teachers are important

as repositories of experience, wisdom, and institutional memory, but

lifetime tenure for, typically, two-thirds of the faculty results in top-

heavy, overly expensive institutions.

Likewise, without tenure there would be fewer civil servants with

decades of seniority and correspondingly high salaries. When certain

jobs, and the individuals who hold them, are exempt from market

forces, the people those workers serve invariably end up having to pay

too much.

The burden of keeping a university solvent and affordable to stu-

dents should not fall disproportionately on its adjunct faculty and

teaching assistants. Their cheap labor is an involuntary gift to tenured

faculty and long-term administrators in the same way that the nonaca-

demic working poor subsidize entire societies. Forced benefaction is

indentured servitude by another name.

Ridding academia and the civil service of rankism presents all teach-

ers and all civil servants with the same challenges: earn your job; re-

earn it periodically in fair, open competition with other aspirants;

remain accountable to your peers and customers.

What deserves and needs protection is not peoples’ jobs, but their

dignity. Since a loss or change of job can leave one vulnerable and sub-

ject to disrespect, attention needs to be given to protecting the dignity

of people making such transitions. As this kind of support is institu-
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tionalized, pathways will be established from the academic to the busi-

ness world and vice versa, and from one specialization to another. In-

house faculty placement offices will spring up alongside those that help

students find jobs. And retraining programs will be created in the recip-

ient institutions.

Universities can undertake to design alternatives to tenure and insti-

tute placement programs that would protect the dignity of their pres-

ent faculty and staff before the growing crisis hits them full force. That

it will do so shortly is not in doubt. To glimpse the future, one has only

to look at the soaring costs of the traditional college degree and the

growing enrollments in Internet-based education.

Nations that manage to remove rankism from their civil service and

their educational and business institutions and establish dignitarian

workplace environments will gain a competitive advantage over those

that do not. Dignitarian environments are good for the bottom line

because as rankism is reduced, the commitment and energy that indi-

viduals bring to their jobs increases. Eradicating rank-based discrimi-

nation and injustice pays dividends in the form of greater loyalty, higher

productivity, and fewer days of sick leave.21 Negative motivations such

as fear of ridicule, demotion, or dismissal are dwarfed by the positive

incentive that comes from being recognized as an integral part of a

skilled, flexible, and responsible team. As the hidden costs of rankist

management become clearer, an antiauthoritarian model will spread

through all our social institutions.

An Example from the World of Dance

One might think that dancers, as stars, are immune to workplace abuse.

But in an e-mail dated October 1, 2005, Claire Sheridan, founder of Lib-

eral Education for Arts Professionals (LEAP), an innovative program to

address the problem, noted that this has not been the case.22

The workplace culture of ballet has a sorry history. Traditionally,

dancers are expected to tolerate abuse and insults from artistic direc-

tors and choreographers, work in pain, and live in poverty. They rou-
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tinely sacrifice their education. Adult professionals are still called

“boys” and “girls.” And when injuries end their career (usually by age

30), most dancers, ill-prepared for the future, are simply dismissed

with no pension.

One way to address this kind of rankism in the ballet world is to

make it possible for dancers to get a college education. Having one

changes the way professional dancers see themselves. While develop-

ing the skills needed to succeed in life after dance, they learn that they

can be successful in other areas, and as a result, they are not as willing

to put up with workplace abuse because they know they have options.

However, dancers usually join the professional ranks before they

are 18, and many are employed by companies that require them to

work six days a week as well as go on tour. In this extremely compet-

itive field, these artists can’t take four years off to attend college dur-

ing their prime dancing years.

In 1999, I founded a bachelor of arts degree program called LEAP

(offered by Saint Mary’s College of California) to address this prob-

lem. LEAP removes the barriers that prevent professional dancers

from getting a college education. For example, the class schedule

accommodates the work, touring, and rehearsal calendars of the

dancers. Classes are held at hotels near theatre districts and dance

studios. The program offers individualized courses of study and an

affordable tuition, and a strong support system provides encourage-

ment and guidance.

There are now more than a hundred dancers enrolled in LEAP, and

the program is spreading nationally. Education has enabled dancers

to see themselves as somebodies and demand dignity in their work-

place. Fears that participating dancers would be “distracted” (i.e., not

focused on their careers) proved to be unfounded. Recognizing that

a more confident, educated dancer is a better artist, ballet administra-

tors are now very supportive of LEAP. Some have even enrolled in

the program themselves! 

This example provides a good transition to the following chapter,

which focuses on learning.
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DIGNITY
IN EDUCATION 5

I’m afraid of dying before I prove that I’m somebody.
—Tyondra Newton, a teenager raised in foster homes

One of the clearest indications that we are—at least in some areas—

already moving toward the dignitarian ideal is the remarkable evolution

of child-rearing practices that has occurred since the 1960s. Well into the

twentieth century,“Because I say so” was considered reason enough for

forcing a child to submit to almost anything. But over the last several

generations we have moved from children being “seen but not heard”

toward an increasing parity between the young and their elders—not in

knowledge or experience, of course, but in their status as persons.

Kids Are People, Too

“Kids are people, too” is the slogan guiding this transformation. The

generation that came of age in the 1960s—known to the world as the

baby boomers—will someday be recognized not merely for its size and

appetites, but for adopting a new model for bringing up children. It

will be known as the first generation to grant youngsters equal dignity

with adults, and in so doing initiate what is arguably one of the most

significant emancipations in human history.

Of course, all liberation movements produce a backlash. The Rus-

sians lamented the unruliness of serfs who were granted their freedom,

and former slaveholders in the American South denounced “uppity



Negroes.” A landmark book titled Backlash portrays attempts to roll

back gains made by the women’s movement,1 and more recently, voters

in one American state after another have rejected gay marriage. In light

of this, it’s no surprise that many complain that the revolution in child

rearing has produced a generation of brats.

But listening to the young and taking their views into consideration

is not the same as indulging them or abdicating parental responsibility

for their well-being. It seems quite possible that we are witnessing a his-

torical shift that, within decades, will make it unthinkable to abuse or

dominate people just because they are not yet full-grown. The result

will be a generation of young adults that assumes dignity as a birthright

and passes it on to their children.

One example of the new attitude toward youth is that public author-

ities have begun to intervene in family life if they perceive a child to be

in danger. Abuses that used to be shielded from public scrutiny with a

defiant “Mind your own business” are now being exposed and elimi-

nated. In the service of protecting children, parental sovereignty has

been circumscribed.

It’s plausible that the next step toward affording children equal recog-

nition as individuals will be to find a way to factor their interests into

electoral politics. Democracy’s mantra of one person, one vote is well

overdue for an adaptation that gives weight to issues that matter to the

young. Many of the arguments for denying them a voice in political

matters—which obviously affect them profoundly—sound very much

like the old paternalistic rationalizations for denying women and eth-

nic minorities equal rights. Respecting children’s dignity in politics is an

important part of teaching them to respect the dignity of others when

they reach adulthood.

Obviously, when it comes to those below a certain age, the notion of

them personally casting a vote is absurd. A different mechanism will

have to be designed. But once the idea is embraced philosophically,

building an electoral model that comprehensively implements “one per-

son, one vote” will not be an insuperable task.

As life spans increase and the population grays, failure to make the

franchise more age-inclusive will result in national ossification. Likely
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effects of granting the young a role in electoral politics will be an increase

in support for education and for natal care. In Germany, where there are

now more people over fifty than under twenty, it is argued that giving

weight to the interests of the young is necessary to encourage parenthood

and arrest the slide into gerontocracy. Otherwise, an aging population is

likely to vote itself a greater share of society’s limited resources at the

expense of the disenfranchised young. This will harm a country’s capac-

ity to innovate and create. It’s a recipe for national decline.

Learning with Dignity

There’s a reason why educational reforms, whether progressive or conser-

vative, invariably leave many of the young withholding their hearts and

minds from study. What’s sapping their will to learn is the unacknowl-

edged rankism that pervades educational institutions from kindergarten

through graduate school and beyond. In a rankist learning environment,

the need to protect our dignity drains attention away from acquiring

knowledge and skills. For many, chronic malrecognition has undermined

self-confidence by the age of six and taken an irreversible toll by the age

of twelve. As William James wrote in The Principles of Psychology: “With

no attempt there can be no failure; with no failure, no humiliation.”

Students in rankist schools are like ethnic minorities in racist schools:

they will sacrifice learning if they feel they must do so in defense of

their pride. For blacks this can mean resisting what they see as the

“white way.” For students in general it often means refusing to do things

the “right way,” as held up to them by teachers and parents.

Tragically, avoiding humiliation trumps personal growth. The life-

long consequences of rejecting the system often seem preferable to

another day of submitting to disgrace in the classroom. By minimizing

the potential for denigration, we can spare children from this fateful

dilemma. As we become more attuned to signs of malrecognition and

take steps to address them, we can expect significant improvements in

the capacity of students to learn.

The actor Henry Winkler, an advocate for people with learning disabil-

ities, claims that two-thirds of the inmates in our jails and prisons have
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this problem. It’s plausible that the chronic indignity to which their dis-

abilities exposed them as youths is a factor in their high rate of incarcer-

ation. Why? Because as already discussed, the cumulative effect of

indignity is indignation, and if the kettle blows, the result can be jail time.2

An example of gratuitous humiliation and the lingering pain it can

cause is provided by the thirty-five-year-old managing editor of an

American publishing firm.

My father was a marine biologist with the United Nations. One of his

first postings was to Qatar. The only English middle school in the

country was private, and the sight of dark-skinned South Asians like

my father and me was new to the Europeans and Arabs there.

Applicants for admission were interviewed by the school princi-

pal, Ms. Beanland. She was the epitome of the colonial headmistress,

possessed of that crisp English elocution that lets you know imme-

diately that she sees you as beneath her. She asked me to read aloud.

As the son of a highly educated South Asian, I spoke English as well

as the other seven-year-olds did, but as a native Tamil speaker edu-

cated in Sinhalese schools, I lacked the British accent Ms. Beanland

required.

Three sentences into the reading she held up her hand:“Stop! I can-

not understand you!” She then called in a girl and asked her to read the

same paragraph. Annabelle had a beautiful British accent that brought

a smile to Ms. Beanland’s face. She clapped as her prize pupil finished

and then, in Annabelle’s presence, informed my father that admitting

me would pose a risk to the education of the other children.

My shame and anger were compounded by the almost grotesque

combination of humiliation, rage, and resentment I saw on my

father’s face. But since Ms. Beanland was the principal of the only

English school in the country, he dared not object. I have never felt as

low and inconsequential as I did that day.

The indignity suffered by my father filled me with resolve to fight

back. For six months I worked with a tutor to bring my accent “up to

par.” Then we returned and when the same test was administered, I

passed. I made a point that year of getting higher grades than
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Annabelle. My father and I never spoke of the incident, but I know it

gnawed at his soul, as it does at mine.3

Imagine how this story would have turned out if the boy had not

had an educated parent possessed of resources with which to oppose the

principal’s rankism. Most students are undefended against such deni-

gration. It’s small wonder that many become discouraged and lose con-

fidence in themselves.

Aptitude tests can be a tool for helping guide the young toward a voca-

tion suited to their interests and abilities. But that tool is misused if,

instead of serving a constructive, diagnostic purpose, tests are employed

to stigmatize those who do poorly and exalt those who do well. Guidance

counselors must be careful not to use educational ranking as in the

past—to effect and maintain a division between “winners” and “losers”

and reconcile the latter to their station via humiliation and invalida-

tion.4 When that happens, test scores become self-fulfilling prophecies

and eventually an unbridgeable gap is created between students destined

for success and those marked for failure. If the young are not actively dis-

couraged, and instead allowed to pursue their interests as far as they’re

internally impelled to, they will often be able to realize their goals in one

form or another. The world has a way of giving more accurate and use-

able feedback than professionals guided by scores on one-time tests given

under what are often artificial and adverse conditions.

Physical education classes have long been a scene of embarrassment

and humiliation, especially for those who are not natural athletes. The

executive director of the National Association for Sport and Physical

Education, Charlene Burgeson, maintains that memories of gym class

discourage many adults from incorporating exercise into their lives.

Although she believes that “for the most part we have eliminated the

humiliation factors” from physical education classes, she warns that

“we cannot practice in a way that leads to embarrassment for students.

It’s counterproductive.”5

What’s true in gym class is equally true in reading, writing, and arith-

metic. There’s a good reason why Billie won’t learn: Protecting one’s

dignity comes before learning. However, if we create a dignitarian envi-
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ronment in which it’s safe to do so, students will not hesitate to put

their bodies and their minds fully to the test.

As already emphasized, although rank is not inherently rankist, it

often becomes so in practice. Whatever the goal of the enterprise—to

teach, to build, to heal, to protect—the burden of proof should be on

those with rank to show that it’s necessary to accomplish the mission

at hand. To safeguard against rank’s tendency to overreach and rank-

holders to self-aggrandize, we must seek out and adopt the least hier-

archical model compatible with delivering the best product or service.

Antibullying Projects

Bullying is increasingly recognized as pervasive and destructive. In

recent years, it’s begun to be addressed where many first encounter it:

in the schools. Some 160,000 students in California miss school every

day out of fear of attack or intimidation by other students. Twenty-

seven percent of California students are harassed because they are not

“masculine enough” or “feminine enough.”6 Following are descrip-

tions of four projects designed to put bullying in the spotlight and

then eliminate it.

Somebodies and Nobodies in a Public School

In the fall of 2004 Stephanie Heuer, an instructor in a public school in

San Jose, California, came up with a novel approach to the problem of

bullying. She wrote two short phrases on the chalkboard:

I feel like a nobody when. . . .

I feel like a somebody when. . . .

She asked her pupils, grades 2 to 5, to complete these phrases—only

if they chose to and without giving their names—and then made a book

of their responses. She got 100 percent participation. Here’s a sampling

of what the children wrote:

I feel like a nobody when:

% Somebody calls me stupid.
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% My mom and dad are yelling at me.

% People don’t play with me.

% My father doesn’t listen to me.

% My parents fight.

% I am not invited to a party.

% My mom doesn’t say goodnight. It makes me feel invisible.

I feel like a somebody when:

% People play with me.

% People listen to me.

% I help someone.

% I do something hard.

% I am loved by my mom.

% I get all my homework right.

% I do well on my vaulting. (I want to give someone a big hug.)

% Everyone in my family does something together.

% I feed my dog and cats.

A few other responses:

% I felt like a somebody when I got a new pair of ballet shoes that

were white. I felt pretty the first time I danced. I felt like a pretty

somebody.

% I feel like nobody most of the time. My dad isn’t here anymore.

I feel like somebody when he comes back to visit. We get to play

ball.

% I feel like nobody when I am me; I feel like somebody when I am

you.

Timeless and universal, these statements speak for children every-

where, and for many adults as well. As people realize they are hurt in

the same ways and made happy by the same things, they begin to treat

others differently. Transforming institutional procedures into digni-

tarian ones is what’s ultimately required to safeguard dignity, but

knowing how others feel and recognizing ourselves in them comes

first.
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Following are some other pupil responses and Stephanie Heuer’s

report on how these comments changed the way she conducts her

classes:

“I feel like a somebody when my parents congratulate me.” Change:

If students apply themselves—for example, if they have achieved a

“personal best”—Heuer now acknowledges the effort even if it’s

not among the best in the class.

“I feel like a somebody when the teacher calls on me when I raise

my hand in class.” Change: Kids just about burst when they know

the answer and are not called on. She now has everyone who knows

the answer shout it out at once. The ones who don’t are not singled

out, and those who do experience the thrill of participating. Many

kids have come up and told her how much more fun this is.

“I feel like a nobody when I get left out of a game.” Change: She has

made the recess staff aware of this and all try harder to see when it

is happening. Once they began looking they discovered that a core

group of about ten kids were being consistently ignored at recess.

“I feel like a nobody when math problems are too hard.” Change:

Now when she gives a complex assignment, Heuer first shows it to

the group as a whole and then devotes some one-on-one time to

students for whom it is difficult. Also, students can anonymously

write a question on an index card and drop it into a jar, and she’ll

review it the next day in class.

“I feel like a nobody when others whisper and laugh about some-

thing I did.” Change: If she sees or hears of this, she takes the whis-

pering kids aside and has a chat with them. Before she understood

how hurtful this was, she just ignored it.

“I feel like a nobody when I have to read out loud in front of class.”

Change: Heuer notes that “this was a big one for me” because it was
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written by one of her own daughters. Now she tries to be very aware

of who she calls on in class and if she anticipates any problems,

she’ll let students know the paragraph ahead of time to allow for

practice. Then she asks them to tell her when they’re ready to be

called on. This has been 100 percent effective. Kids prepare without

other children knowing their little secret and everyone does better.

“I feel like a nobody when other kids make fun of my clothes.”

Change: The PTA got parents to donate clothes that their children

had outgrown but were still in good condition. If administrators

see a child with worn-out or inappropriate clothes, they offer them

a chance to pick out “new” ones.

“I feel like a nobody because my nana went to heaven last year. I

miss her. She always read me stories.” Change: Teachers are alerted

by staff when a death occurs in a family. Heuer talks with her stu-

dents privately about their dad or grandma and what they liked

about them, and so on. They are free to write something about the

person who died instead of their usual assignment.

From her students’ responses, Heuer created an illustrated book for

use in schools. For more information, visit her Web site at www.some-

bodybook.com.

The No Name-Calling Week Coalition

The No Name-Calling Week Coalition promotes one simple idea: Words

hurt. Words have the power to make students feel unsafe to the point that

they are no longer able to perform well in classes or conduct normal lives.

The coalition aims to create safer schools by making bullying, deni-

gration, and name-calling unacceptable. It does this through public

education campaigns that motivate youth to change their behavior and

mobilize students and educators to take action around the problem of

verbal harassment. The Web site is www.nonamecallingweek.org/cgi-

bin/iowa/all/about/index.html.
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Girls and Bullying

Thanks to books like Queen Bees and Wannabes (on which the film

Mean Girls was based) and Odd Girl Out, we now recognize that bully-

ing is an equal opportunity activity—girls do it, too—and that it comes

in subtler forms than the extortion of lunch money under penalty of a

bloody nose.7 Suze Rutherford travels all over North America giving

workshops to school administrators and teachers entitled “Unmasking

Rankism: Changing the Tolerance of Disrespect in Our Schools” and

“Odd Girl Out: The Ways Girls Bully.” She does this under the auspices

of YES (Youth Empowering Systems) of Sebastopol, California.8

Operation Respect

Operation Respect is a nonprofit organization dedicated to creating

safe, caring, and respectful environments for children. Founded by

folksinger Peter Yarrow of the group Peter, Paul, and Mary, it distributes

educational resources designed to reduce the emotional and physical

cruelty some children inflict on others through ridicule, bullying, and

violence.

When kids are asked in class if they have ever been humiliated in

public, typically all hands go up. The students are surprised to learn

they are not alone, that the problem is universal. Operation Respect has

developed a curriculum for schools to train teachers how to convince

children of the hurtfulness of certain behaviors. It is already being used

in twelve thousand American schools and camps.9 Peter Yarrow’s song

“Don’t Laugh at Me” serves as Operation Respect’s anthem.10

One-Upmanship and Elitism in Academia

When I was in college, a book called One-Upmanship was circulating

that defined the practice of keeping one step ahead of others by

appearing to have better information, connections, possessions, or

experience. As it turned out, that little book provided a more accurate

model of higher education than did the college catalog. One-Upman-
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ship was to academics what Machiavelli’s The Prince was to politi-

cians—a survival guide.11

Although knowledge was worshipped, the business of passing it

along was often profaned. For many students and professors the pri-

mary satisfaction lay not in the learning and teaching but rather in

ranking the abilities and contributions of others and honing their skills

at targeting the dignity of presumed inferiors. As one stung by the dis-

dain of fellow students, I never suspected that even the brightest were

ill-served by this snobbish atmosphere.

Recently, I came across some remarks by Alexandre Grothendieck, a

German-born French mathematician who came of age in the midtwen-

tieth century—and whose impact on mathematics is compared to that

of Einstein’s on physics. Listen to his lament:

Mathematics became a way to gain power, and the elite mathemati-

cians of the day became smug, feared figures who used that power to

discourage and disdain when it served their interests.

The competitive, snobbish attitudes of the upper crust of the math-

ematical world contrasts with the service to the mathematical com-

munity of writing clear and complete expositions that make

fundamental ideas widely accessible. The mathematical community

lost this sense of service as personal aggrandizement and the develop-

ment of an exclusionary elite became the order of the day.12

Grothendieck argues that such an atmosphere stifles creativity and

renewal. He believes that innocent, childlike inquisitiveness gives birth

to the creative impulse and he mourns the way it is trampled on by the

desire for power and prestige. He traces his own creative capacity to

“the naïve, avid curiosity of the child . . . who has no fear of being once

again wrong, of looking like an idiot, of not being serious, of not doing

things like everyone else.”

Creative elites often cultivate an air of superiority and mystery, and

resist sharing their knowledge and wisdom. I remember my shock when

I read in the preface to a well-known mathematics text the author’s

promise to give away the trade secrets in his field, and my growing
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amazement and gratitude as I discovered he was actually keeping his

word.13 Much science and mathematics teaching is needlessly obscure,

with obfuscation serving the purpose of limiting membership in the

“guild.” Similarly, some spiritual teachers have been known to substitute

mystification for clarification, thereby ensuring that their students do

not become a threat to their authority.

Elitism comes in a variety of flavors. A brief description of polar

opposites—Princeton, where I did my graduate work in physics, and

Columbia, where I had my first teaching job—illustrates this.

Princeton had an Old World feel. Einstein had died just months

before I got there and his spirit hung over the place. The professors

behaved like gentlemen, and research into big, timeless questions set

the tone. Academic robes were required at dinner in the graduate col-

lege. In contrast, Columbia was imbued with the manic, competitive

energy of New York City. The professors vied openly with each other

and research focused on more concrete issues of immediate conse-

quence to physics and careers.

At departmental lunches, Columbia professors would make “futures”

bets on one another’s chances for a Nobel Prize: “$10,000 now for half

your Nobel winnings if you get it”—that kind of thing. One battle-

scarred professor summed up his feelings about a lifetime of racing-

for-the-roses research with a quote from Genghis Kahn: “It is not

enough for you to succeed; your colleagues must fail.” I admired him for

daring to put into words what was in fact a common attitude.

At Princeton, the competitiveness was no less intense, despite being

more discreet. In the oak-paneled tearoom, colleagues spoke reverently

of the mysteries of the universe, but an undercurrent of one-upmanship

lurked behind the pleasantries. If you asked a question, you had to be

prepared for a condescending put-down like, “Oh, that’s trivial,” fol-

lowed by a breezy snow job that left you more confused than ever.

Knowledge is indeed power, and some, afraid of losing their edge, are

loath to share it.

Despite their different styles, the scientific goal at both Princeton and

Columbia was the same: to build models that accounted for the physi-



cal evidence, that predicted something new, and that suggested exper-

iments that could be performed to confirm or disprove the theory. For-

tunately, among the faculty in both departments there were some whose

aim was to help you become the best scientist you could possibly be.

Apprenticing with them was an exacting but exhilarating experience. I

can’t imagine a better way to absorb the mysteries of any field than

working alongside a generous master.

Two recent stories, personal e-mail communications sent to me in

October 2005, illustrate what can be done when professors indulge

themselves at the expense of their students. The first, from a second-

year journalism student, demonstrates the common strategy of going

over the head of the offending party. The second shows that in many

cases, rankism need only be pointed out in order for it to be cured.

From the journalism student:

In my school, one professor stands out as the most feared writing

teacher. He hates excuses.“Better never than late” is his favorite saying.

In a class last semester, he started off as tough and harsh as ever. But

gradually he began criticizing students personally—rather than just

critiquing their work—and rambling on about the stupidity of other

professors. The class was dismayed, but because he was shielded by his

prestige and position and because he had control of his students’

grades, no one dared to confront him.

Finally, a group of three classmates decided to speak to the depart-

ment chair, who immediately arranged a meeting between the pro-

fessor and a few of his peers. The faculty members first acknowledged

the offending teacher’s years of accomplishment and service, but

then made it clear that a growing number of people found his behav-

ior abusive. The following week, the professor apologized to his

classes and his behavior improved markedly, as did his mood.

Because the chair and faculty approached their colleague with

respect, he responded in a positive way. They managed to get relief

for the students, correct the errant professor, and strengthen the

entire department.
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Now the second e-mail:

One of my professors had an extremely bad habit. During classroom

discussions, when a student was trying to present an idea or ask a

question, he’d often cut them off midsentence and give us his view of

things. At first, we didn’t really perceive this as a problem. His knowl-

edge of the subject was vast and his speaking style almost addictive.

Listening to him was such a pleasure you’d almost forget that he was-

n’t listening to you. But eventually we realized that we weren’t get-

ting as much as we ought to from the sessions.

Finally, three of us went to the professor’s office and explained the

situation to him. I’m convinced that our approach was responsible for

our success. We began by emphasizing our immense respect for him

and made clear that we didn’t think he was interrupting us on pur-

pose, but that it was affecting us adversely. The look of embarrass-

ment that passed over his face was awful to behold. He genuinely did

not realize what he’d been doing. Classroom discussions immediately

improved.

As an invisible ailment, rankism is easy to miss. But once identified

it can sometimes be cured by nothing more than the offending party’s

basic sense of decency.

Society pays a terrible price for sponsoring institutions that force

students to sacrifice their dignity in order to learn. Tragically, our

schools merely reflect societal practices that force the same choice on

everyone. The indignities of schooling in the early years keep many

from acquiring even the basics and most from realizing their full poten-

tial. Once established, the right to dignity will be as empowering in edu-

cation as the right to vote is in governance.

Educating a Population of Model Builders

Thomas Jefferson realized that government of, by, and for the people

required a literate citizenry. He called for “the enlightenment of the

people,” which, in his time, meant literacy, to be achieved via compul-
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sory, universal primary education. In the nineteenth century, secondary

education became the rule, followed in the twentieth by a great expan-

sion of college education. Even at this level, however, the focus has been

on learning to use existing models, not discovering new ones.

In today’s world, the ability to use models is no longer enough. To

thrive in a world of perpetually changing ideas and beliefs, we need to

cultivate our innate human talent for building models. This calls for a

change in the orientation of education at every level as well as enhanced

opportunities for education extending through adulthood. Lifelong

learning will be the rule, not the exception, and a dignitarian society will

make it accessible to all, regardless of one’s ability to pay. New learning

formats, which effectively challenge the presupposition that more learn-

ing means more schooling, are apt to become omnipresent as we move

further into the digital age.

But can the elusive skills of innovation, discovery, and creativity that

lie at the heart of model building be successfully taught? To borrow Jef-

ferson’s inclusive language, is the enlightenment of the people—in the

modern sense of educating a society of model builders—a realistic goal?

In medieval Europe, it was primarily priests who could read and write;

literacy was deemed beyond the reach of ordinary folk. Today, enlighten-

ment—in the sense of having the capability for revelatory insights needed

in model building—is likewise held by many to be an esoteric faculty

gifted to or attainable by only a chosen few. To establish a dignitarian

society irreversibly, we have to do for enlightenment what universal pri-

mary education did for literacy: demystify the process and teach it to all.

Demystifying Enlightenment—Jefferson Redux

Live your life as if there are no miracles and everything is a miracle.

—Albert Einstein

Although the experience of enlightenment has acquired a rarefied mys-

tique in both East and West, the form relevant to twenty-first-century

model builders is neither esoteric nor uncommon. In seeking to under-

stand this phenomenon we can draw upon the inquiring traditions.
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Scientific research culminates in the “eureka” of discovery. Artists

describe their creative breakthroughs in remarkably similar language.

Political transformation often originates in the emergence of a new per-

sonal identity, becoming the basis for a revised group consensus. (As the

modern women’s movement has taught us,“The personal is political.”)

Religious practices aim variously for emptiness, illumination, clarity,

synthesis, self-realization, transcendence, or union with God.

In each of these arenas, protracted immersion in mundane details

can lead to epiphanies. Although these may feel like bolts from the blue,

they are usually preceded by a long period of drudgery. Typically we

spend months, years, or even decades investigating something, pursu-

ing a question, or applying ourselves to an endeavor. For what seems an

eternity, we make one mistake after another, experience failure upon

failure. Without this groundwork, breakthroughs rarely happen. It is

only when we are steeped in the material and its contradictions—often

feeling confused and hopeless—that resolution occurs in a revelatory

insight wherein an old, collapsing model is superseded by a better one.

Depending on the context, “better” can mean more useful, effective,

accurate, comprehensive, beautiful, elegant, or loving. Convincing oth-

ers that what we’ve come upon is indeed better may take longer still,

sometimes even beyond our own lifetime.

From this perspective, the experience of enlightenment—whether in

a scientific, artistic, political, or spiritual context—is seen as a move-

ment of mind that lasts but an instant rather than a sublime state that,

once attained, becomes our blissful abode forever. In the framework of

model building, enlightenment is the exhilarating experience of a fresh

perception breaking the stranglehold of habit. Czeslaw Milosz, the Pol-

ish Nobel laureate in literature, said this of narrative description: “[It]

demands intense observation, so intense that the veil of everyday habit

falls away and what we paid no attention to, because it struck us as so

ordinary, is revealed as miraculous.” The differences in enlightenment

as experienced in various fields pale in comparison with the deep sim-

ilarities common to them all—a sense of blinders having been removed,

of clear sight at last, of ecstatic revelation.14
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The experience of enlightenment can be thought of as a leap across

a precipice from one foothold to another, except that it’s unintentional

and unpredictable. For a period after landing we may feel elated, but it’s

a mistake to confuse this afterglow with enlightenment itself. The lat-

ter is not the condition into which we have vaulted; rather, it is the leap

that took us there.

That moments of enlightenment can’t be anticipated accounts for

part of our fascination with them, but it also makes the experience

vulnerable to mystification. History has seen many claimants to the

titles of sage, genius, maestro, saint, or master. Transfixed by such fig-

ures, mesmerized by the aura of celebrity and mystery that envelops

them, we often fail to notice that, like ourselves, they are ordinary

human beings. When they’re not having an epiphany—which is most

of the time—they’re much the same as everyone else. What sets them

apart is a readier ability to rise above habit and see things freshly,

thereby opening themselves to multiple enlightenment experiences.

Interestingly, virtually none of those who genuinely exhibit this talent

lay claim to being enlightened. Albert Einstein poked fun at what he

viewed as the popular misrepresentation of his abilities with the wry

observation, “I am no Einstein.” Innumerable saints have said as

much. Fortunately, the reticence and humility of those who establish

a capacity for recurrent enlightenment experiences do not prevent,

and may even help, them impart this key talent to students and fol-

lowers. Whether using it will result in a student hitting a first jackpot

or the teacher hitting a second or third one—of that, alas, no one can

be certain.

Students and seekers often collude in their own infantilization by

maintaining habits of deference that lull them into believing that a cre-

ative breakthrough is something quite beyond them. Such dependent

relationships with revered authority figures reflect a desire for a parent

whose love is constant, whose wisdom is infallible, and on whom we can

always rely. They may also come to serve as an excuse for not assuming

responsibility ourselves: “How could I ever compete with the Master?”

The best teachers, like the best parents, freely transmit their knowledge,
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skills, and passion for truth-seeking to their charges without leaving

them starry-eyed. As with so many of the most precious gifts in life, the

best we can do to thank such benefactors is to pass what we’ve learned

from them on to someone else.

An experience of enlightenment may come while arranging a bou-

quet for the dinner table or painting one destined for the Louvre, in a

never-repeated phrase spoken to a friend or one that will be quoted for

centuries, during an ascent of Mt. Everest or a walk in the park. Some

breakthroughs get the Nobel Prize, some an acknowledging nod from

a companion or a stranger. Others still are met only with inner recog-

nition. But all involve breaking a habit and provide us with a new way

of beholding the outer world or our inner selves.

In religious traditions, teachers impart the most profound truths

(often amounting to metatruths—that is, truths about truth-seeking

itself, or truth-seeking strategies) to students through what is aptly

called “transmission of mind.” The phrase captures the transfer of

model-building skills, regardless of the field of inquiry. There were

times during my physics training when I felt I was experiencing a trans-

mission of mind from my professor, John Wheeler, merely by hanging

out with him and observing closely as he tackled problems. Sometimes

he’d pass on something he attributed to one of his mentors, Niels Bohr.

Transmissions of mind often have a lineage, but they include more

grandmothers and schoolteachers than Nobel laureates.

In the twenty-first century, as more and more people realize their

model-building potential, the capacity for, and experience of, enlight-

enment will spread throughout the world, much as reading and writ-

ing did in the twentieth.
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RANKISM CAN BE
HARMFUL TO YOUR HEALTH 6

Doctors are seen as somebodies. What separates them from 

healers is that healers bridge the gap between somebody and

nobody by forming a partnership with patients based on equal

dignity. I believe that affirmation of everyone’s personhood 

is a healing interaction for patient and healer alike.
—Dr. Jeffrey Ritterman, Kaiser Permanente

The Evolving Doctor-Patient Relationship

Rankism permeates all the professions, and health care is no excep-

tion. Historically, medicine relied on the extreme difference in rank

between physicians and patients to elicit trust, compliance, and hope

during times of illness. But now, emboldened by knowledge gleaned

from books, support groups, and the Internet, people are transforming

themselves from docile patients into informed, engaged clients. Increas-

ingly, patients come to the doctor’s office with sophisticated questions

and a desire to participate in decisions regarding their treatment. The

era of the “MDeity” is passing into oblivion, and the traditional model

of doctor-patient relationships is gradually being replaced with one of

partnership.1 In light of this historic shift, it’s no surprise that recent

studies suggest that apologies from doctors significantly reduce the inci-

dence of malpractice lawsuits.2



Another example of patients’ increasing desire to have a say in health

matters is the hospice movement. By championing the idea of death

with dignity, hospices have enabled people to retain as much responsi-

bility for their end-of-life care as possible rather than surrender it

wholesale to health care providers.

Rankism Among Health Professionals

In the larger fraternity of white coat providers, rankism manifests itself

among practitioners holding different ranks. Doctors taking advantage

of interns is a ubiquitous theme on hospital TV shows. Residents find

themselves both recipients of and contributors to abusive situations,

and nurses have legitimate complaints about their treatment by physi-

cians. Within the nursing order—nurse practitioners, registered nurses,

licensed volunteer nurses, and medical assistants—rankism also rears its

ugly head. All of this takes its toll not only on caregivers, but ultimately

on patients as well.

Relationships between practitioners of different medical modalities

and orientations—allopathic, naturopathic, and the various schools of

complementary and alternative medicine—are also infected with

rankism. Certainly, when it comes to treatment, there are legitimate

questions concerning effectiveness. But methodological standards often

are not applied evenhandedly to the practices and cures advocated by

different traditions. And organizations representing these traditions vie

mightily with each other like medieval guilds to foster and maintain

the demand for their own services rather than focusing objectively on

what works best for patients.

Not surprisingly, the rankism that infects health care arises in part

from the way in which its professionals are educated.3 The seventy-two-

hour shift for interns is a legendary horror story in point. Like other ini-

tiation or hazing rites, such exploitation is dangerous—in this case it

adversely affects the health of the interns and increases the chance of

their making medical mistakes.4 In addition, these “ceremonies of

degradation” perpetuate a rankist environment because they predis-

pose young physicians to repeat the behavior once they’ve gained mem-
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bership in the exclusive club that has been tormenting them. As the

training of health care providers is stripped of traditional indignities,

graduates will lose the desire to impose them on the next generation.

With the advent of managed care, doctors have also become increas-

ingly vulnerable to bureaucratic rankism. In an e-mail dated July 8,

2005, a high-level administrator in the Office of Inspector General of

the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services reported on what

he hears from physicians working in health maintenance organizations:

Doctors say they feel like nobodies because that’s how the health care

system treats them now. Many HMOs impose restrictions on how

physicians provide patient care. For example, they are under pressure

from management to see no fewer than a set number of patients each

day, and limits are placed on how much time they can spend with

each one. Doctors were trained to see themselves as healers, yet to a

health administrator they are pieceworkers. However, recently the sit-

uation is beginning to change as a result of pressure from doctors and

patients.

Another manifestation of rankism to which doctors are subjected is

best understood as “reverse rankism.” I’ve heard from a number of doc-

tors that with the loss of their former godlike status, some patients try

to turn the tables on them. Armed with a few tidbits they’ve picked up

from the Internet, they attempt to pull rank on their doctors. A brief

conversation clarifying the evolving doctor-patient relationship is usu-

ally all it takes to establish a healthier partnership.

The Health Benefits of Recognition

All these forms of rankism have counterparts within other hierarchical

entities such as the academic, legal, and ecclesiastic professions, as well

as business, the police, and the military. However, health care practition-

ers bear a double burden because they must deal not only with the

rankism within their own hierarchy but also the casualties created by

rankist abuse in all the others.
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The rankism that pervades society is a serious threat to public health

in much the same way that smoking is. This analogy can even be

extended to “secondhand rankism”—namely, that resulting from pass-

ing a rankist insult along to someone of lower rank, sometimes referred

to as the “kick-the-dog” phenomenon. The depredations to which the

working poor are exposed take an unremarked toll that, over a lifetime,

shows up as significantly enhanced morbidity and reduced life

expectancy. A cover story in the New York Times Magazine makes the

case that the ongoing stress experienced by those of low socioeconomic

status in inner cities is a silent, unperceived killer.5

In an e-mail communication, Dr. Jeffrey Ritterman, who is chief car-

diologist at the Kaiser Permanente HMO in Richmond, California,

acknowledged this. Noting that his hospital serves a population of low

socioeconomic status and great ethnic diversity, he observed: “Many of

our patients suffer from nobody status, which deeply affects their health

outcomes.” That rankism is also a factor in determining who is afforded

health care becomes especially clear in the aftermath of crises like Hur-

ricane Katrina, which exhausted resources in New Orleans and along

the Gulf Coast in 2005.

In ancient times, an excruciating form of execution was known as

“death by a thousand cuts.” Its modern counterpart is “death by a thou-

sand indignities.” As evidence of the adverse effects of rankism on pub-

lic health mounts, health care professionals are going to feel honor

bound to educate the public about the social costs of malrecognition.

To deal with this public health menace we are going to have to purge

rankism from all our social institutions in the same way that, led by a

series of Surgeons General, we are curtailing public smoking.

Given the cumulative damage wrought by indignity, we should

expect to see benefits to those who manage to shield themselves from

it. A study by Dr. Donald Redelmeier of the University of Toronto sug-

gests exactly that. He reports that Oscar winners live on average almost

four years longer than other actors. For multiple Oscar winners, it’s

six years. Dr. Redelmeier argues that such success has a powerful influ-

ence on a person’s health and longevity. He says, “Once you’ve got that

statuette on your mantel, it’s an uncontested sign of peer approval that

96 all rise



nobody can take away from you. [Winning an Oscar] leaves you more

resilient. Harsh reviews don’t quite get under your skin. The normal

stresses and strains of everyday life don’t drag you down.”6

Dr. Nancy Adler, director of the Center for Health and Community

and professor of medical psychology at the University of California at

San Francisco, says:

Status is made up of many things—it’s a matter of education, money,

ethnicity, and gender. What we’re learning is that in each of those

areas, health is better the higher up you are.

The issue for stress is not how many demands you have, but your

sense that they are manageable. A demand that you have the resources

to deal with—that you have some control over—can actually be

invigorating. It’s the difference between a challenge and a threat. Con-

trol goes up at each step up the social ladder and that usually works

to diminish stress.7

Dr. Adler quotes Leonard Syme of the University of California’s

School of Public Health: “If you could only ask one question of a per-

son, and you wanted to be able to predict what their state of health

would be, it would be their social class.”8 Syme showed that it wasn’t

just that those of the highest status had a longer life span and better

overall health than those at the bottom, but that health improved with

each rung up the social hierarchy. It is important to recognize that

higher social class doesn’t just mean better health care. It also often

means less exposure to rankism, which in turn means less need for

health care.

In this vein, Michael Marmot, a professor of epidemiology and pub-

lic health at University College London and author of The Status Syn-

drome: How Social Standing Affects Our Health and Longevity, writes:

The higher your status in the social hierarchy the better your health

and the longer you live. . . . A way to understand the link between sta-

tus and health is to think of three fundamental human needs: health,

autonomy, and opportunity for full social participation. . . . The lower
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the social status, the less autonomy and the less social participation.

Participation includes the positive feedback one receives from social

recognition and being a valued member of society.9

Dignity: A Centerpiece of Health Care

This brief survey of the effects of rankism on health and the health

care system suggests that any systemwide fix will need to make dig-

nity its centerpiece. To be successful today, a health care model must

proffer respect for patients, who are rebelling against their traditional

infantilization; it must preserve the dignity of doctors and nurses,

most of whom have chosen the profession out of a desire to serve;

and finally, it must respect the indispensable role of administrators,

who have the thankless task of managing a scarce but desperately

needed resource.

Quite obviously, no society can regard itself as dignitarian if access to

quality health care is limited to those with enough money to afford it.

Equally obvious is that health care, like any resource, is limited in sup-

ply and must be rationed some way or other. Controlling access to it by

the ability to pay might be justified when a resource is optional, but not

when it is indispensable to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.

Clearly health care falls into that category, and accordingly, a dignitar-

ian society will see to it that everyone can readily obtain both routine and

specialized evaluation and treatment in the mode of their choice. The

organization Search for Common Ground has put together a project

involving leading national stakeholders reflecting a broad spectrum of

interests and perspectives. Its goal is to identify consensus-based recom-

mendations to provide health care coverage to “as many people as pos-

sible as quickly as possible.” The idea is to develop widely supportable

proposals among these “strange bedfellows” in the hope of breaking a

decades-old gridlock on how to extend coverage to the uninsured.10

In conclusion, here is an example that illustrates both the bureau-

cratic obstacles to building a dignitarian health care system, and what

a determined government official can do to offset the dependence of

health on social status. In 1995, Thomas A. Purvis, an evaluator in the
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office of the Inspector General in the U.S. Department of Health and

Human Services, became aware that only a small fraction of youth cov-

ered by Medicaid were actually making use of the dental services for

which they were eligible. He conducted a study to find out why. His

principal findings were:

1. Bureaucratic red tape and inadequate reimbursement were fac-

tors in why dentists did not seek business from low-income fam-

ilies. But these were not the only reasons.

2. Dentists were turning down young Medicaid patients and their

families because they viewed them in a way that smacked of

rankism. The dentists tended to stereotype all such patients as

being uninformed about the importance of good dental care, dis-

ruptive in the waiting room, unreliable about keeping appoint-

ments, and disinclined to follow their recommendations regarding

home care between visits.

As a result of Purvis’s analysis, state and federal agencies began

working together to disabuse the dental profession of its perception of

Medicaid patients. In combination with raising the fees paid to den-

tists, this strategy resulted in a significant elevation in the percentage

of children from low-income families served by the Medicaid-funded

dental program.11

This story suggests that positive intervention by a service-oriented

bureaucracy can offset the impact of rankism on health. But an Octo-

ber 2005 article in the New York Times indicates that, while some

progress has been made, the same social status factors that were iden-

tified by Purvis ten years ago continue to limit the numbers of those eli-

gible for Medicaid who are actually served by the program.12

Today, rankist barriers in health care are like the racist barriers in

public accommodations that existed before the nation enacted the civil

rights legislation of the 1960s. Until these barriers are removed, they

will continue to do serious disservice to a large group of citizens.
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THE SOCIAL CONTRACT
IN A DIGNITARIAN SOCIETY 7

Poverty is the new slavery.
—Reverend Jim Wallis, God’s Politics

The exclusion of one group of people or another has been the rule

through most of history. Men without property could be denied the

vote in revolutionary America. Quotas were placed on Jews in many

universities and professions until the midtwentieth century. Women

were denied the vote in many countries well into the last century, and

still are in some. Likewise, the segregation of African Americans was

widely sanctioned in the United States until the 1960s. At one time or

another, most societies have rationalized relegating certain subgroups

to second-class citizenship.

Institutional Rankism and 
a Permanent Underclass

As racism disadvantaged blacks and sexism restricted women, so

rankism marginalizes the working poor, keeping them in their place

while their low salaries effectively make goods and services available to

society at subsidized prices. This process, whereby the most indigent

Americans have become the benefactors of those better off, is vividly

described by Barbara Ehrenreich in her book, Nickel and Dimed.1 In

The Working Poor: Invisible in America, author David Shipler depicts



the less fortunate as disappearing into a “black hole” from which there

is no exit.2 As class membranes become ever less permeable, resignation,

cynicism, and hostility mount.

Exposing the institutional rankism that consigns millions to an

underclass is a Herculean political task, but the theoretical groundwork

is already being laid. In addition to the volumes already mentioned,

there is Shortchanged: Life and Debt in the Fringe Economy, by Howard

Karger, which shows how the working poor and also many in the mid-

dle class become mired in a netherworld of high interest rates and ever-

mounting debt.3 Except for the absence of debtors’ prisons today, their

situation is redolent of nineteenth-century Dickensian England.

Some marginalized groups have managed to end their exclusion and

win for themselves a measure of social justice. But many are still trapped

in Nobodyland—often less because they bear traits that in the past were

used to sanction discrimination than that they are mired in poverty.

How can a dignity movement aimed at overcoming rankism provide a

way out for the underclass?

The Myth of Meritocracy

The rank-based strategy of the movement to equalize dignity stands in

sharp contrast to the class-based Marxist strategy committed to equal-

izing wealth. As practiced, communism created a rankist elite that

usurped riches and power for itself. In contrast, a dignitarian society

aims to eliminate the “dignity gaps” created and perpetuated by rankism.

Today the working poor are typically devoid of savings and utterly

dependent on regular weekly wages. A medical emergency, the loss of a

job, even a car repair can force them—including many in the middle

class—into an untenable level of credit card debt or even homelessness.

Increasingly, low social rank, or class, poses an all but impassable bar-

rier to social mobility. Accepting such an arrangement is tantamount to

giving up on democracy’s promise of liberty and justice for all. To the

extent that social mobility is a myth, so is meritocracy.

One does not need as much money or as high an income as one’s

neighbors or co-workers to live a life of dignity. But one must be free to
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compete on equal terms with those who currently hold higher rank. To

vie for rank on a level playing field and lose is neither cause for, nor is

it experienced as, indignity. But to be denied even the chance to do so

is a preemptory form of exclusion. Few, if any, meritocracies, though

they offer more social mobility than the aristocracies of past centuries,

qualify as dignitarian.

People who have money know that it’s the foundation on which their

personal freedom rests. Even modest savings allow them to leave a job

that ill suits them, opt out of a bad school, or see a dentist or doctor.

While a dignitarian society would not compensate everyone equally,

everyone would be paid enough to afford such choices.

Where would the money come from? The price increases that paying

a living wage to all would necessitate would ultimately be borne by con-

sumers, who, of course, include the working poor themselves. But under

the present system, their undercompensated labor functions as a hid-

den subsidy to everyone. As long as a majority of voters are comfortable

with that, it will continue. But when awareness dawns that “poverty is

the new slavery,” growing numbers of people are likely to become intol-

erant of this situation.

I was surprised when, in 1971, a student at Oberlin College petitioned

the investment committee of the school’s board of trustees to divest

itself of its stock in companies that operated in apartheid South Africa.4

But within a few years, a worldwide divestiture movement was putting

pressure on that country to abandon its policy of apartheid.

Today, working conditions in the overseas plants of global corpora-

tions are coming under similar scrutiny. It’s not much of a stretch to

imagine this kind of awareness being focused on the plight of the

“nickel and dimed” in the United States. Once it is widely understood

that the working poor are involuntary benefactors of society, acceptance

of this injustice could change just as the world’s tolerance for apartheid

did. Feeling indebted to people who are less well off is not something

that many are comfortable with.

In addition to having an equitable system of compensation, a digni-

tarian society would be one in which most people owned property. On

the face of it, this would seem to require some redistribution of assets,
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and historically this has led to social unrest if not violence. But if instead

of attempting any kind of wholesale reallocation of wealth we limit

ourselves to tax policies that gradually effect a marginal shift, we may

be able to chart a nonviolent democratic path to a society in which

everyone has an honest chance to realize the proverbial American

dream.

One thing is certain: inclusion works, exclusion doesn’t. Equal oppor-

tunity is the path to inclusion while rankism is an instrument of exclu-

sion. Systematically removing the rankist barriers that imprison the

underclass is the counterpart of removing the segregationist laws that

for so long kept people of color out of the mainstream.

Models of “Democratic Capitalism”

Following in the footsteps of Thomas Paine, who was among the first

to advocate that society had an obligation to address material inequal-

ity and poverty through a system of public welfare, many political

thinkers have suggested mechanisms of economic inclusion. The fol-

lowing paragraphs present several such possibilities. But more impor-

tant than the details of any particular plan is the commitment to finding

and implementing one. As Paine argued in Agrarian Justice, written in

1797, societies in which it is virtually impossible to escape from poverty

forfeit not only social cohesiveness but also moral leadership.

It is wrong to say God made both rich and poor. He made only male

and female; and He gave them the earth for their inheritance.

Payments [from the national fund are to] be made to every person,

rich or poor. It is best to make it so, to prevent invidious distinctions.

. . . [Those who] do not choose to receive it can throw it into the com-

mon fund.5

In his forthcoming book Re-Birth of a Nation: American Identity and

the Culture Wars, Richard Baldwin gives new impetus to the idea that

political independence has to be rooted in economic independence.

Baldwin’s proposal, which incorporates aspects of several other plans,
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calls for the establishment of Individual Capital Endowments (ICEs) for

the young. In his vision, every child is taught money management—

perhaps even to run a model business—as part of primary and second-

ary school education. (Finally, a compelling reason to learn arithmetic!)

On reaching adulthood at age eighteen, everyone is provided with

enough capital resources to pay for a college education or start a busi-

ness and to make a down payment on a home. Baldwin’s basic thesis is

that the way to end de facto segregation under which the poor suffer is

to train all young people to be capitalists.

Baldwin’s ICEs are modeled on Michael Sherraden’s Individual

Development Accounts (IDAs), which in turn are based on the now

ubiquitous IRAs. IDAs grow over time with the goal of ensuring that

every household has a stake in society and a cushion against unem-

ployment or illness. In the same spirit, Bruce Ackerman and Ann

Alstott, in their book The Stakeholder Society, have proposed that as

Americans reach adulthood they receive a onetime grant of $80,000

financed by a tax on the nation’s accumulated assets.6

All these plans give expression to the dignitarian principle that every-

one’s success is dependent on contributions from untold others and

that accordingly, everyone is obligated to contribute to a fair starting

point for everyone else. This idea is analogous to the principle of rev-

enue sharing in professional sports, which levels the playing field by

offsetting the advantages that accrue to wealthier teams.

The major issue that any such program must confront is funding. I

include an excerpt from Richard Baldwin’s proposal not because it’s the

answer (there cannot be any definitive answer absent a dignitarian

process), but rather to suggest that economically feasible solutions do

exist and to start a conversation that can lead to one that is politically

acceptable. Baldwin calls his plan democratic capitalism.

What distinguished America as a very young nation was the almost

universal possession of capital assets by immigrants of European ori-

gin. The primary domestic function of the federal government before

the Civil War was to provide sufficient capital, in the form of land, to

underwrite the economic independence of families. Subsequent
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examples of governmental transfer of capital to individuals are the

Homestead Act and the GI Bill.

A modern proposal along these lines is Individual Capital Endow-

ments, which would be allotted to each child at birth. A reasonable

sum might be the cost of tuition for a four-year postsecondary edu-

cation at a state university plus the equivalent of a 10 percent down

payment on a median-priced home. Under present conditions, that

would require about $200 billion annually—a substantial investment

but manageable for the American economy.

One source of funding for the program would be estate taxes,

which at current levels provide about $30 billion a year, 15 percent of

the total needed. Estate taxes are out of fashion but if we seriously

want to create a dignitarian society, we need to reconsider them. No

matter how brilliant and hard-working an individual effort is, capi-

tal accumulation is always to some degree a public creation built in

part on contributions from others. It is therefore appropriate that a

portion of it be shared with society. This applies to any accumula-

tion of assets, no matter how large or small. In particular, there is no

reason that a progressive reform of the estate tax could not yield 25

percent of the annual funding needed for [Individual] Capital

Endowments.

Approximately 50 percent could come from nontax dollars. Every

corporation with publicly traded stock would annually contribute 1

percent of its total outstanding shares at the end of the prior year.

The final 25 percent would come from taxes levied on privately held

productive capital assets such as closely held companies and real

estate—a “wealth tax” rather like that proposed in Ackerman and

Alstott’s The Stakeholder Society.

This mode of financing the program would produce a gradual, sys-

tematic, and broadly based redistribution of assets without punitive

taxation or serious disruption of financial markets. Over a period of

20 to 30 years, the cumulative shift of assets would reach socially sig-

nificant proportions.

The resources involved would be held initially by a National

Endowment Mutual Fund—a quasi-public corporation similar to
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Fannie Mae. The fund would function like TIAA-CREF, dividing its

assets into mutual funds of diversified investments.

Endowment funds would not be available to parents and would

become fully vested when a person reached the age of 30. Assets held by

any individual who dies before the full vesting would be returned to the

general pool to help finance the following year’s new endowments.

The great promise of a “democratic capitalism” is its potential to

heal a society riven with dignity gaps. A hand-to-mouth existence is

as incompatible with dignity as is lack of access to health care and

education. Without a living wage the American dream is a mirage.

An inclusive economics affirms every citizen’s inherent dignity.7

Equal opportunity is sometimes confused with equal outcomes.

Obviously, it is no such thing. In a fair race, all the runners at the start-

ing line have an equal opportunity to win, but only one of them gets the

gold medal. However, this is all right. Our dignity does not depend on

winning or even tying. It depends on doing our best in a fair contest and

not facing humiliation or degradation if we lose. It depends on having

an honest chance and then finding a niche from which we can con-

tribute something commensurate with our particular talents and abil-

ities. Dignity also depends on being acknowledged for making this

contribution and on being compensated well enough so that we (and

our dependents) can continue to play the game.

Besting others in a contest that has been fixed may bring us loot or

glory but it carries no lasting satisfaction. Instead, it sows doubts about

our achievement that leave us feeling insecure and guilty. Heaven for-

bid that we should lose a later competition and expose ourselves to the

indignities now visited upon those we’ve vanquished in an unfair

match! A dignitarian society promises what we all really need: not nec-

essarily a win, but an honest chance at winning that brings out the best

in us.

Given the certainty that some fraction of the population will suffer

failure and even catastrophe, plans like Baldwin’s do not permit the dis-

mantling of the social safety net. But as rankism is eliminated and equal

opportunity becomes a reality, we can expect welfare programs to
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diminish in scope and size. Funds spent ensuring a fair chance for

everyone are more productive than funds spent trying to correct the

effects of chronic malrecognition.

Second-class citizenship is incompatible with dignity—not only the

dignity of those consigned to it, but the collective dignity of the soci-

ety that tolerates the discrimination. Creating pathways out of poverty

is essential to the integrity of any dignity movement. A dignitarian soci-

ety will finally deliver on Jefferson’s promise that “all are created equal.”8
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THE POLITICS
OF DIGNITY 8

Democracy is the worst form of government, 

except for all the others that have been tried.
—Winston Churchill

All the ills of democracy can be cured by more democracy.
—Alfred E. Smith, former governor of New York

The price of liberty is something more than 

eternal vigilance. . . . We can save the rights we have 

inherited from our fathers only by winning 

new ones to bequeath our children.
—Henry Demarest Lloyd, American journalist and reformer

The previous chapters have discussed rankism in our social insti-

tutions and what can be done to curtail it. Here we address rankism in

our civic institutions. What would politics look like if it were con-

ducted in a dignitarian manner? What is the relationship between cit-

izens and their leaders in a dignitarian government? Must partisan

politics lead to ideological extremes or is there common ground that

both conservatives and progressives can inhabit and thereupon work

out their differences?

Before people take seriously the possibility of building dignitarian

political institutions, they need an answer to a question I’m asked at

every talk I give:



Is Rankism Human Nature?

In general, it’s a rule of nature to pick on the weak—a strategy that

minimizes the chance of retaliation. Since human beings are not unlike

other species in this regard, it’s natural to conclude that rankism is

human nature and that’s the whole story. But it’s not. Yes, human beings

are predators. But we’re also changing rapidly. Numerous observers

have made the case that we’re now in the final phase of an epochal tran-

sition from predatory behavior to cooperative conduct.1

Rankism is dominating, sometimes predatory, behavior, but it is not

indelibly etched into our brains. In fact, the opposite is the case. The

record shows that over the course of time, the weak have periodically

rebelled against oppression and domination, often with striking success.

Although this is usually the culmination of a long and harrowing

process, human beings have repeatedly shown themselves capable of

imposing limits on the authority of strongmen. Famous instances

include the English barons at Runnymede who forced King John to sign

the Magna Carta in 1215, the birth of parliaments limiting the absolute

powers of sovereigns, colonials expelling their imperialist masters, and

in the twentieth century, the global spread of democracy and the defeat

or collapse of dictatorships that challenged it.

We have also witnessed the rise of organized labor and other mass

movements, such as those for civil and women’s rights, in response to

discrimination and exploitation by a dominant group. It was long

maintained that racism and sexism are indelible parts of human nature,

but with every passing decade this belief becomes more indefensible. So

while it must be acknowledged that we do have predatory tendencies,

it’s also clear that we’re quite capable of reining them in and that this

latter-day trend seems likely to prevail as our species matures.

At every point in our social evolution, power rules. Usually it’s immi-

nent and in your face—the police, the army—but every now and then

what prevails is a novel combination of lesser forces that, through col-

laboration, first trump and then tame the existing authority. Sometimes

all it takes to persuade those in charge to back down is to convince them

that should things actually come to a fight, they will lose. Abuses of
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power persist until the individuals or institutions perpetrating them

realize that they are facing a greater force. That force need not be, and

usually is not, entirely material. As Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jr., and

Nelson Mandela proved, an important part of that force can be the

moral might of an aroused citizenry.

In any case, once the opposition coalesces the rankist perpetrators

either mend their ways or end up being ousted from their privileged

positions. The long-term trend of this evolutionary process is the dis-

covery of increasingly effective forms of cooperation that outperform,

outproduce, and finally supplant abusive authoritarianism. Examples of

this dynamic can be found in the myriad autocracies that have yielded

to democracies and in the replacement of companies fueled by fear and

humiliation with businesses providing work environments that protect

people’s dignity so that everyone, custodian and stockholder alike, reaps

the benefits.

It is a goal of this book to make the principles of a dignitarian soci-

ety palpable enough so the very thought of doing something that sub-

jects others to indignity will provoke the countervailing realization that

such a course would, in the longer term, prove self-defeating if not sui-

cidal. In addition to confronting the abuses that remain in our civic

arena and social institutions, we must identify and eliminate those that

occur between sovereign states, democratic or not, in the largely

ungoverned realm of international affairs.

The DNA of Democracy: Watchdog Processes

Democracy is a strategy to combat the truth expressed in Lord Acton’s

oft-quoted dictum, “Power tends to corrupt and absolute power cor-

rupts absolutely.” It’s the best model of governance we have for ensur-

ing that officials do not misuse their station to the detriment of those

they are supposed to serve.

The DNA of democracy consists of watchdog procedures through

which we monitor our officials’ actions and systems of accountability

that circumscribe their prerogatives. Instead of assuming that author-

ity figures will consistently respect human dignity, democracy assumes

the politics of dignity     111



the opposite: that they will be tempted to place their personal interests

ahead of the public’s, and that if this causes the citizens indignity—

well, that’s just too bad. To prevent such self-serving lapses, we erect a

system of constant “reminders,” such as multiple political parties, elec-

tions, checks and balances including an independent judiciary, free

media—all the institutions of democratic civil life—to hold their feet

to the fire.

Woody Allen joked that relationships are like sharks: they either keep

moving or they die. Democracy is a relationship between those in posi-

tions of authority and the citizenry, and if we’re not continually saving

it, we’re losing it. The reason for this is that new forms of power are

constantly emerging and democracy has to keep pace with them to

guard against potential creeping transgressions—that is, new instances

of rankism. One example of this is the way television has transformed

the political process, giving an advantage to candidates with the finan-

cial resources to purchase the most broadcast time. This makes it eas-

ier for the wealthy to acquire and wield power, and as many

commentators have pointed out, it moves nations away from democ-

racy toward plutocracy.2 In response, some European governments are

striving to reduce the role of money in politics by attempting to equal-

ize what candidates spend on media campaigns.

But television has also had another effect on politics, one that serves

the weak. Like the printing press before it and the Internet later, televi-

sion informs, and insofar as it’s accurate, information is empowering.

Although technological innovations may at first benefit the authori-

ties, who are usually quicker to exploit them, citizens eventually get

their hands on new advances and over time, this strengthens their posi-

tion vis-à-vis those in charge.

Television has made of the world a global village in which everyone

knows how the other half lives. The Internet, cell phones, and text mes-

saging shift power away from the governors toward the governed. The

growing use of blogs on the Internet is another example of how tech-

nological innovations bring change to government, in this case by

amplifying the voices of citizens and weakening the traditional media’s

control over the news. The Internet is a democratizing tool that offers
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vast numbers of people affordable ways to publish, make videos, pro-

duce music—in short, to communicate, contribute, and gain recogni-

tion. As such it is a dignitarian bulwark against rankism.

Democracy evolves as a majority of citizens realize that eliminating

identified forms of rankism benefits society as a whole. A government’s

legitimacy rests on its capability and willingness to put the interests of

the citizenry as a whole over those of any subgroup, no matter how

powerful. Decisions that favor an elite rather than the country as a

whole are quite literally unpatriotic.

Navigating the Ship of State

The partisan divide into right and left, conservative and liberal, stems

from the ongoing and unavoidable choice facing all societies over how

much authority to vest in rank. The right has traditionally been the

party that defends the authority and prerogatives of powerholders, the

left the party that limits them. These identifications can reverse, how-

ever, depending on which party is in charge. When the left overthrew

the Czar and took over during the Russian Revolution of 1917, it quickly

abolished all limits on governmental power.

Since both right and left orientations have a vital role in good man-

agement, it’s not surprising that democratic electorates tilt first one way

and then the other. They are like the captain of a ship who makes a con-

tinual series of course corrections, to starboard and port, in order to

avoid beaching the ship (of state) on the shoals (of extremism).

This simple model of left-right complementarity is complicated by the

existence of multiple levels of authority: national, regional or state,

municipal, and individual. Both the left and the right may try to use the

power of one level of government to weaken or strengthen that held at

other levels or by certain people. Examples include progressive support

for, and conservative opposition to, national civil rights legislation dur-

ing the segregationist era and the present-day federal protection of abor-

tion rights. Another current example, in which the attitude of left and

right toward federal power is reversed, is conservative support for, and

progressive opposition to, a constitutional amendment barring gay mar-
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riage. Generally, conservatives view governmental regulation and taxation

as restrictions upon individual authority and autonomy and thus oppose

them, whereas those on the left see these functions of government as

fairly distributive of power and are more willing to support them.

Which party fulfills the progressive or conservative role is secondary

compared to the overarching need to maintain social and political sta-

bility. A society that doesn’t trust anyone with authority loses its abil-

ity to coordinate and execute complicated tasks in a timely fashion.

Systems of governance that cannot “stop people talking,” to use Clement

Attlee’s phrase cited in chapter 3, are vulnerable to what the women’s

movement in the 1960s called the “tyranny of structurelessness,” which

groups that govern by consensus will recognize as the interminable,

indecisive meeting. On the other hand, a society that doesn’t limit the

power of its rulers (such as in the USSR and Nazi Germany) will find

individual initiative stifled and liberty eroded. In this case, the threat is

the tyranny of conformity.

What’s imperative for civic stability and civil governance is that both

upholding and circumscribing the power vested in rank have earnest

advocates and that partisans be aware of and have some appreciation

for the validity of the role played by their opponents. This duality is so

important that even in one-party systems dedicated to some ideologi-

cal principle, the divide between conservatives and liberals soon reap-

pears in the form of “hard-liners” and “democratizers.”

Navigating the ship of state between right and left reflects the need

to avoid absolutism and anarchy, either of which can be the undoing of

a government and a people. Systems of governance that lack such a

steering mechanism are prone to self-destruct. Without its opposite

number to serve as a counterweight, either party, unrestrained, will

eventually run a nation aground. To paraphrase an unknown pundit,

we have lunatic fringes so we know how far not to go.

An individual’s political orientation is influenced by his or her own

personal relationship to rank. For a variety of reasons—psychological

and political, and, recent studies hint, even genetic3—some tilt conser-

vative, and an approximately equal number tilt liberal. As Gilbert and

Sullivan put it in their play Iolanthe:
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I often think it’s comical

How nature always does contrive

That every boy and every gal,

That’s born into the world alive,

Is either a little Liberal,

Or else a little Conservative!

One determinant of personal political orientation can be compensa-

tory: we may give our support to the party whose predilection we wish

to strengthen within ourselves. Thus, the people who fear their own

indiscipline may champion the party of law and order and leave telltale

hints of their underlying motives by expressing excessive disdain for

liberals, whom they perceive as libertines. And those who seek to dispel

guilt for a history of domination or prejudice may do so by becoming

proselytizing champions of the weak, thereby expiating their sins and

gaining a sense of moral purity.

Another factor in party preference is that each of us carries within,

to different degrees and at different times, a sense of being both a some-

body and a nobody. Those who identify themselves with their inner

nobody are more apt to sympathize with those whom society casts as

underdogs or second-class citizens. Contrariwise, those who align

themselves with their inner somebody are more apt to support the “law

and order” party.

Regardless of political orientation, aversion to abuses of power can

blind partisans to rank’s legitimate functions. Likewise, excessive loyalty

to powerholders can turn partisans into apologists for rank’s misuse.4

Tracing peoples’ political orientation to their relationship to author-

ity helps explain why political argument is so rarely persuasive. A good

deal of partisan dispute stems from our gut feelings about whether

increasing or decreasing the power of officeholders, especially as it may

bear on a current issue in which we ourselves stand to gain or lose, is the

greater threat. Once that choice has been made, the “facts” can usually

be spun to support it, and reciting them to someone in the other camp

has little effect.
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A Dignitarian Model of Politics

To sum up, fair and effective government requires balancing the need

for some centralization of power with concern about its proper use.

That in turn requires a political model in which both parties acknowl-

edge the legitimate functions of power and are conscientious about

limiting it to the proper sphere. In the dignitarian model, tension

between liberals and conservatives is regarded as a natural part of work-

ing out the appropriate use of authority in a given situation. Instead of

being locked in stalemate, the parties engage, without fear or malice, in

an open process of give-and-take until a common understanding is

reached. As rankism, like racism, falls into disrepute, the partisan

insults, put-downs, and smears we have become accustomed to will find

less favor with the electorate. Sneering at opposing views, contempt for

nonbelievers, and personal attacks will all backfire, discrediting the pur-

veyors and not their targets. There is no reason to expect dignitarian

politics to be less argumentative, but there’s every reason to believe it

will be more civil.

The message of detachment common in Eastern religions provides a

useful antidote to the rancor and self-righteousness of partisan poli-

tics. It encourages us to witness and acknowledge our reactions to a sit-

uation and see them as part of a larger picture. Activism is not

conceived of as directed against an evil foe, but rather as part of a

dynamic in which one’s opponents also have a valid, if perhaps mis-

guided, role. Detached activists, while putting their strongest case for-

ward, take pains to protect the dignity of their adversaries in what is,

after all, a struggle to identify and expose whatever specific ignorance

is sustaining the conflict. If you lose sight of the dignity of your adver-

saries, it’s a sign that you’re intoxicated by your own ideology. Accord-

ing to a Mayan saying: Tu eres me otro yo (You are my other self).5

A dignitarian politics, while allowing for partisanship, would be

inhospitable to the ideological extremism and dysfunctional incivility

that undermine many modern democracies. The most effective thing

one side can do to win the cooperation of the other is to discover what

it is that’s right about the opponent’s position. Once a party to a con-
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flict feels that some kernel of truth it defends has been appreciated by

the other side and incorporated into a broader model—one that tran-

scends the starting positions of both adversaries—it becomes easier for

that party to cooperate. The day often goes to the side that takes the

lead in figuring out a way for its opponents to hold their heads high

while both sides abandon some of what they’ve been fighting for. Dig-

nitarian politics is not so much nonpartisan as it is transpartisan.6

Confronting Bureaucratic Rankism

Rankism is the malady of bureaucracy. Regardless of state ideology,

when bureaucrats put their interests above that of the public they’re

meant to serve, trust is eroded. Bureaucratic rankism is an equal oppor-

tunity disease afflicting communists and capitalists, fascists and democ-

rats, liberals and conservatives alike.

But despite its endemic nature, rankism can indeed be overcome,

one step at a time. Not that there aren’t good grounds for cynicism. The

rankist dysfunction that plagued FBI operations prior to the terrorist

attacks of 9/11 has been identified by numerous investigative bodies. In

hindsight, the success of the attacks was widely attributed to the rankist

culture of law enforcement and intelligence agencies. The consensus is

that on that fateful day America paid a tragic price for deeply ingrained

habits that caused the FBI and CIA to put their institutional interests

ahead of public safety.

In contrast to these high-profile instances of bureaucratic rankism

are success stories that exemplify the opposite. Perhaps the most note-

worthy recent example of overcoming the rankism of U.S. government

officials is the Watergate scandal. A less publicized, closer-to-home

example that directly affects every American taxpayer involves the Inter-

nal Revenue Service.

In 1997, during hearings of the Senate Finance Committee, it came to

light that IRS agents and auditors were using the power of the agency

to harass political dissidents, various religious groups, and certain other

citizens by subjecting them to punitive audits. A whistle-blower named

Shelley Davis, former historian for the IRS, described the “intransi-
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gence, arrogance, and abusive patterns of behavior that [are] common

inside . . . the IRS” in her book Unbridled Power: Inside the Secret Cul-

ture of the IRS. In testimony to the committee she described the agency’s

Special Services Staff as a secret, cloistered unit of list-keepers. Anyone

it considered “of questionable character,” as determined from newspa-

per articles and their FBI files, was targeted for auditing even if they

had no known tax problems.7

In this case the system of checks and balances worked as the Found-

ing Fathers envisaged and the rankist agency practices at issue were

identified and largely eliminated. As a result of the congressional hear-

ings, the discretion of individual agents was removed from the equa-

tion. Rather than allowing them to target people based on their own

opinions, a system was instituted that flagged returns for audit by com-

puters programmed to pick up patterns of probable underpayment.

This new arrangement eliminated personal discretion from the audit

selection process and has gone a long way towards curbing abusive IRS

power and quelling public concerns about it.

In a dignitarian culture, where the burden of proof is on alleged per-

petrators instead of alleged victims, successes like this one shouldn’t be

hard to come by.

Seeking Common Ground

Imagine that a dignitarian approach to politics has taken hold. Parties

of the left and the right continue to vie with each other for votes, but

candidates who demonize their opponents are themselves discredited.

Rather than being diverted by such sideshows, voters focus on whether

their representatives are providing solutions that respect and protect

their dignity.

In broad terms, what ideas and programs would we expect a legisla-

ture charged with overcoming rankism to come up with? Before giving

an answer to this question, I want to acknowledge that this is only my

answer—the kind of legislation I personally would wish my congres-

sional representatives to enact to safeguard my dignity and that of my

family. While it’s tempting to guess at what others would want, that
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would be contrary to the letter and spirit of the dignitarian process.

(Many of the following issues have been discussed in greater depth in

earlier chapters.)

% Dignity security, not job security. This would provide a fair chance

to compete for any job for which I have the specified qualifica-

tions, and transitional support if I should need to find a new one.
% Compensation for my labor that enables me and my dependents

to live with dignity.
% Access to quality education for my family members regardless of

our financial circumstances.
% Affordable basic and specialized health care for me and my

dependents.
% A system for funding campaigns that enjoins lawmakers to put the

public’s interests above special interests. Incumbents should be

barred from using the power inherent in their position to gain an

unfair advantage over challengers.
% Protection of my privacy and autonomy against unwarranted

intrusion from my fellow citizens or the government.
% An equitable tax policy. Obviously, everything depends on the

interpretation of equitable. The word acquires a functional mean-

ing through a national dignitarian dialogue. What we agree to be

fair is fair, until we change our minds. Periodic renegotiation

occurs in the form of a democratic political process that gives elec-

toral weight to the interests of every citizen, with no exceptions.
% A national defense that deters would-be aggressors and defeats

them if they mount an attack, along with international policies

that avoid giving the kind of offense to others that incites their

revenge.
% Participation in global agreements that foster international secu-

rity and environmental sustainability.

More important than any of these particulars is to elect candidates who

are committed in general to searching for models that protect the dig-

nity of all.
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How will all this be attained? Unfortunately, there is no quick way—

any more than there was a way during the era of racial segregation to

vote enough enlightened legislators into office to pass civil rights legis-

lation. The process will take time.

And we shouldn’t expect our political representatives to be more dig-

nitarian than we are. If we ourselves presume ideological or moral supe-

riority, our politicians will simply mirror one or another brand of it

back to us in an ongoing attempt to find favor with a majority of vot-

ers. The result will be more of the same—unending, uncivil stalemate

and stagnation.

To elect politicians who will build a dignitarian society requires the

creation of a dignitarian culture. As this culture takes hold, our politi-

cians will find it increasingly difficult, and ultimately impossible, to

deny us dignitarian governance. Such a society will not come to us as a

gift. It will come as we earn it—by personifying its values and demand-

ing the same from our leaders.

The following chapter begins to examine how we can establish a dig-

nitarian perspective and sketches out what the emerging dignitarian

cultural consensus will look like.
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A CULTURE
OF DIGNITY 9

The public . . . demands certainties.

. . . But there are no certainties.
—H. L. Mencken, American writer

Know you what it is to be a child?

. . . It is to believe in belief.
—Francis Thompson, British poet

The investigator should have a robust 

faith—and yet not believe. 
—Claude Bernard, French physiologist

When we hear the word fundamentalist today, we tend to think of

Christians, Jews, Muslims, or others who are rigid in their faith. Images of

zealous evangelists, self-righteous proselytizers, and fanatics leap to mind.

But I use the word more broadly to refer to any true believers and

even to that part of ourselves that might be closed-minded about one

thing or another. By generalizing in this way, we include those who dis-

miss anything contrary to their particular absolutist views, whether reli-

gious, scientific, artistic, or ideological. Such a stance is the antithesis of

the model-building perspective.

Can a fundamentalist thus construed be dignitarian? Or is it in the

very nature of fundamentalism not only to presume the superiority of

its doctrine but also to try to impose it on others?



Fundamentalism and the 
Dignitarian Perspective

Though the stereotype is that all fundamentalists are intolerant zealots,

there are people who call themselves fundamentalists who hold that

their beliefs are for themselves only and who make no effort to convert

anyone else. They are not haughty, nor do they harm others merely by

holding fast to their doctrines. It may be that the fixity of their beliefs

limits them by keeping them from availing themselves of advances in

scientific, political, or religious thought. But so long as they do not insist

on converting others, they cannot be accused of rankism. If they secretly

think of themselves as having a superior worldview—well, they’re

hardly alone in that regard.

On the other hand, if people assume the mantle of higher authority

and presume to instruct others, then they are misappropriating rank,

and that’s rankism. Fundamentalism of this imperious bent comes in a

variety of flavors: moral righteousness, technological arrogance, intel-

lectual condescension, and artistic snobbery, to name a few. It tends to

be magisterial, elitist, strident, domineering, supercilious, and over-

bearing.

In a dignitarian world, fundamentalists have to compete with all

comers on an equal footing. Claims to represent higher authority are

not given special credence and do not exempt a doctrine from scrutiny.

Infallibility is out; questioning authority is not only permitted but

encouraged. The one thing dignitarian tolerance does not extend to is

intolerance—that is, to those who would resort to coercion to achieve

their own agenda.

Chapter 1 presented a range of examples of fundamentalism: the tra-

ditional Confucianism that protected the rapist in rural China; the

mantle of infallibility assumed by NASA officials who overruled the

engineers on Challenger; the “commissars” on the Nuclear Regulatory

Commission who arbitrarily substituted their own judgment for that of

hands-on operators at Three Mile Island. In addition, there are funda-

mentalists of every faith who would impose their beliefs on others and

revile those who disagree with them.
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When scientists look down their noses at religious fundamental-

ists, they are as guilty of rankism as the targets of their disdain. It’s

true that most religious fundamentalists, much like cocksure ideo-

logues and smug scientists, do close their minds, but a person has a

right to do this. Almost all people have some compartmentalized

beliefs that they exempt from questioning, and in that sense there is

at least some of the fundamentalist in everyone. As we all know,

though, the parts of us that are closed are unlikely to be opened by

derision and contempt.

When adherents to any fundamentalist creed demonize dissenters as

immoral or evil, they’re treading a path that leads to dehumanization,

oppression, and in the extreme, even to genocide. When nonbelievers

put fundamentalists down as naïve and ignorant, they are taking the

first step down that same treacherous path.

The problem is compounded by the fact that even when both parties

agree to let the evidence settle the matter, there can be disagreement as

to what constitutes evidence. One group might insist that anything in

the Bible is ipso facto evidence, whereas the other might insist on sub-

stantiating biblical assertions with accepted scientific procedures. The

only way to settle an impasse like this—aside from one side backing

down—is to build a “metamodel” that reconciles the antagonists’ views

on basic methodological issues. As rankism is ruled out, believers and

nonbelievers can narrow the scope of their disagreements and simply

agree to disagree on what remains.

Ideology and the 
Dignitarian Perspective

As noted above, there’s a little bit of the fundamentalist in almost every-

one. It is in defense of that bit of “sacred,” unquestioned terrain that we

are most likely to inflict indignity on others. Becoming aware of these

tendencies in ourselves is an essential part of creating a dignitarian envi-

ronment. Inhabiting a post-fundamentalist world will not be easy. It

requires breaking our dependency on “intoxicating certitudes,” as it

were, and finding our footing without recourse to absolutes.
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When our models can’t change, behavior patterns become frozen,

including abusive and unjust ones. Thus, our attitude about the evolu-

tion of models—the degree of inner freedom we feel toward allowing

this process to unfold—has important consequences for attempts to

make relationships and institutions dignitarian.

One reason it can be so hard for us to accept the notion of changing

models is that they are composed of interlocking sets of fondly held

beliefs—and nothing dies harder than a cherished opinion. Many peo-

ple are so identified with their beliefs that they react to the idea of revis-

ing them as they would to the prospect of losing an arm or a leg.

Institutions are less flexible still. Fighting to defend our ideas often feels

tantamount to fighting for our lives.

Avoiding the violence this breeds requires that we learn to hold

beliefs not as unvarying absolutes but rather as working assumptions

that, taken together, function as a pragmatic model. As we’ve seen, this

is how natural scientists hold their theories. The same is true of artists

and their sketches, cooks and their recipes, or dancers and their move-

ments. Indeed, it is how people from every walk of life who are really

good at what they do conduct themselves. What the public sees is the

finished product. But typically, this has been arrived at through a great

deal of improvisation and experimentation.

Creative people in every line of endeavor adopt beliefs provisionally

for their usefulness and elegance and freely consider new ones as they

present themselves to see if they are improvements over those currently

held. As museum curator Kirk Varnedoe said: “Modern art writ large

presents one cultural expression of a larger political gamble on the

human possibility of living in change and without absolutes.”1 In a dig-

nitarian world we’ll hold beliefs not unto death, but until we find more

accurate, comprehensive, useful replacements that prove their worth

by enabling us to make more precise predictions, better pies, or more

beautiful dances or paintings. Welcome to the post-fundamentalist era! 

Detachment from our beliefs does not imply indifference, let alone

resignation. The instinct to defend our beliefs strenuously does serve a

higher purpose. Usually disagreements have a legitimate basis and the

only way to advance toward a better model is to advocate for our views
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as effectively as we can while others do the same for theirs. We fail to serve

the search for an improved model if we don’t mount the strongest pos-

sible defense of our ideas. Each of us helps discover the new model by

holding out until our individual perspective can be absorbed into a

broader public synthesis stripped of personal idiosyncrasies.

This idea—the duty to advocate for our beliefs to the best of our

ability—is one of the main themes in the Hindu holy book, the Bha-

gavad Gita. In a key passage, Lord Krishna counsels Prince Arjuna to

fight his current foes, relatives, and those who were formerly allies—

impersonally, dispassionately, and unreservedly.

The adversarial method, while intense, need not be personally antag-

onistic, even in those especially awkward situations in which we know

our opponents intimately. That is the essence of dignitarianism. Once

we accept the inherent inconstancy of beliefs, it’s easier to entertain

ones that differ from our own. From there, it’s but a small step to rec-

ognizing the individuals who hold opposing views as worthy opponents

and treating them with dignity. If it’s our own case that crumbles in

the end, we can simply admit our error and join in welcoming the dis-

covery of something new and better. When our beliefs go to battle and

lose, we ourselves live to argue another day, just as lawyers do when a

judgment goes against one of their clients. Certain models turn out to

be of limited validity, but this brings no shame upon their architects or

advocates.

Not infrequently, we sense our own mistakes at about the same time

others do. Why is it so difficult to admit such an awareness publicly? It’s

because we fear that admitting to imperfection or error will subject us

to indignity, if not outright rejection. But this overlooks the fact that

people ultimately love and respect each other not as perfect beings but

as fallible human creatures whose very essence is the capacity for change.

It’s in our own interest to admit a mistake once discovered because

our own creativity and development are crippled if we don’t. It need not

damage us to be wrong, but it’s debilitating to compound things by try-

ing to cover it up. The best model builders admit their errors freely and

learn from them quickly. Niels Bohr, the father of atomic physics, ascribed

his success to making his mistakes faster than others. He also held that the
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opposite of any deep truth is also a deep truth, and routinely invited peo-

ple to imagine the opposite of their pet theories and beliefs.

Bohr was a true dignitarian. So was Einstein. The two men disagreed

profoundly on the nature of physical models, but the dialogue they con-

ducted with each other on the subject is as exemplary for its respectful-

ness as it is famous for delineating a divide in the road of human thought.

People capable of handling social contradictions, artistic ambiguities,

interpersonal disagreements, philosophical paradoxes, and identity

crises—both their own and others’—are the opposite of ideologues. They

cultivate equanimity and detachment and let go of self-righteousness and

blaming. Should they forget, it is the nature of modeling to provide them

with frequent lessons in humility. Mature model builders are problem

solvers or artists in search of a synthesis that satisfies all parties.

Gandhi’s truth-seeking strategy held that each person has a piece of

the truth, but no one has the whole of it. The first step to a broader

understanding is to take a strong stand for our piece, and then to engage

in principled struggle with those who disagree. If we listen, more truth

emerges from the process.2 As Philo of Alexandria, the Hellenized Jew-

ish philosopher who died in the year 50 CE, remarked: “Be kind, for

everyone you meet is fighting a great battle.”

Learning to see nature models as provisional has resulted in previ-

ously unimaginable technological and economic gains. A parallel trans-

formation in which we open ourselves to changes in our social, political,

and self models is our best hope for combating the rankism that now

threatens to divide us hopelessly into a nation, and a world, of some-

bodies and nobodies.

Models have the extraordinary property of shielding individuals who

espouse them from personal indignity. You can champion a model that

turns out to be wrong, but that does not make you wrong.A model-build-

ing approach is inherently dignitarian, in stark contrast to the ideological

posturing and put-downs that currently pervade politics and culture.

Moreover, models aim to reconcile all points of view, to account for

everyone’s perceptions, and to validate everyone’s experience. In short,

a good model is a synthesis (not a compromise) that makes everyone’s

perspective right in some respect.
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There’s no denying that we need beliefs, but we can get along quite

nicely without absolutes. We cannot manage without working assump-

tions but we should resist elevating them into eternal verities. To know

who we are does not mean we know who we’ll become.

Moral codes are prescriptive behavioral models and, like all models,

they evolve. This is not to say they are arbitrary or that “anything goes.”

That morals lack universality and infallibility does not mean we are free

to ignore them where they do apply—just as the breakdown of Newton-

ian mechanics in the atomic realm does not render Newton’s laws inap-

plicable to planets and projectiles. On the contrary, in certain domains,

any particular moral principle will remain as valid as ever. Making such

distinctions is part of learning to live in a post-fundamentalist world.

Identity in a Dignitarian Culture:
A Self Model for the Twenty-First Century

Such are the facts in human experience . . . rich and poor, intelli-

gent and ignorant, wise and foolish, virtuous and vicious, man and

woman; it is ever the same, each soul must depend wholly on itself.

. . . In the long, weary march, each one walks alone. . . .

This is a solitude which . . . every one of us has always carried with

him, more inaccessible than the ice-cold mountains, more profound

than the midnight sea—the solitude of self.

—Elizabeth Cady Stanton, American reformer 

and women’s suffrage leader

To address the relationships we have with institutions and with other

individuals in an attempt to prune them of rankism, we need also

explore a third, more primal relationship: the one we have with our-

selves. All three of these relationships are constructs, or models, and as

we’ve seen, the nature of models is to evolve.

But how can we talk of such change when it comes to our very iden-

tity? Like many, I chanced upon a tentative answer to this question in

my teens, and like many, I didn’t realize its full significance until I was
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considerably older. But over time, I came to see my identity for what it

really is—a surprisingly fluid pastiche.

In high school science courses I noticed that everything we were

being taught rested on assumptions. Yes, these assumptions were

grounded in observation, but they were nonetheless assumptions, not

unassailable truths. I accepted this absence of bedrock in science

because the axiomatic approach seemed adequate to its goal, which was

to describe how nature behaves. Moreover, on those rare occasions

when the laws of science did fail us, there was always a remedy. We

patched up the existing theory, or in the worst case scenario, abandoned

it altogether and created a new and better one. No sentimentality. No

clinging. No problem.

With regard to ordinary affairs, however, I was brought up to think

that things were different. My parents and teachers all took it as self-evi-

dent that there were absolute verities when it came to people and their

behavior. Science laws could change, albeit infrequently and only when

confronted with irrefutable evidence. But unquestioning fidelity to a

rigid set of timeless moral beliefs was taken as a measure of character.

But not long after my realization that scientific theories weren’t carved

in stone, the idea hit me that what was true in science was very likely also

true in everyday life. One day, standing alone in my bedroom, it struck me

that beliefs of every sort were fallible, and by the same token, subject to

improvement. And that meant it was impossible to demonstrate beyond

doubt that anything was absolutely true, once and for all.

It was as if, at that instant, I had suddenly grown up. The experience,

although strangely liberating, was also sobering. My revelation left me

feeling unmoored. And because my sense of self was shaken, I saw my

identity as I might have seen someone else’s—from the outside.

Before going downstairs to dinner that night, I decided to keep all this

to myself, at least until I could defend it. I didn’t want my parents to think

I’d gone crazy. But a seed had been sown and for decades afterward, with-

out understanding why, I was drawn to people and ideas that nurtured it.

My new perspective subtly affected the relationships I had with my

friends. I began listening to them differently. Instead of judging what

they did or said as right or wrong relative to some preordained stan-
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dard, I drew them out and absorbed what they told me. Perhaps I was

gathering information with which to put Humpty Dumpty together

again. For whatever reasons, I became curiously nonjudgmental in

responding to their troubles, and within a short time my circle of inti-

mates began to expand.

After completing school and working for a dozen years—first as a

physics professor and then as a college administrator—I took some

time off to recover from burnout. It was toward the end of this phase

that I recalled my high school epiphany. Then in my late thirties, I had

accumulated enough personal history to see that over time I had indeed

presented several rather different “selves” to the world. Like the evolv-

ing science models I had studied in school, I now saw that my identity,

too, had undergone periodic metamorphoses. In addition to lots of

incremental changes, I’d been a nobody, a somebody, and then a

nobody again, with no end in sight to the cycle.

But if my persona could keep changing, then just who was I? And if

this was also happening to others—and it seemed to me that it was—

then who were they?

Self-understandings, like scientific theories, undergo continuing revi-

sion. I now see personal identity in model-building terms. Over time,

we fabricate our sense of self bit by bit until, like a résumé, it gradually

assumes individualized form and acquires a kind of totemic status. It

feels “real” and permanent, but a close, moment-by-moment look

reveals identity to consist of elements that are constantly in flux.

The “me” we ordinarily take ourselves to be is not an object in the

classical sense, not a “thing” at all, but rather a provisional, working

model. Despite our heroic efforts to pass as somebodies, we are all of us

more tenuously assembled than we appear to be—none more so than

newcomers to somebody status who mistake it for the be-all and end-

all of life. Once this becomes clear, we realize it makes good sense for us

to accord others the dignity we’d like for ourselves—at every stage in the

journey, whatever our relative status.

To keep our identity in working order, we continually amend and

burnish it, principally by telling and retelling our “story” to ourselves

and anyone else who will listen. The older we get, the more we feel the
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need to rehearse and shore up the narrative, perhaps because we sense

the possibility of our identity disintegrating into its constituent bits like

the collapse of a rickety old shack.

Seeing personal identities as models allows us to see ourselves from

a distance. It’s easier to feel detached from a model than it is from a

self-image. By understanding our identity as a particular model that

we use at a given time under specific conditions, we gain the freedom

to let go of pieces of it and allow new ones to replace them in response

to changing circumstances. The feeling that life is a battle is replaced

with the sense that it’s a game played with opponents who, upon deeper

reflection, are unmasked as allies.

Absent adversaries, it’s almost impossible to raise our game to a higher

level. With age, many come to this perspective. Former antagonists—col-

leagues, spouses, parents—are seen to have been essential participants in

one’s development.Accessing a dignitarian outlook earlier in life can spare

us and others from the consequences of self-righteous posturing and from

inciting continuing rounds of conflict in an attempt to even the score.

This is something Nelson Mandela learned in prison and later exempli-

fied as he led South Africans toward reconciliation.

It’s a concept that has been put well by many writers and poets: “If

you hate a person, you hate something in him that is part of yourself.

What isn’t part of ourselves doesn’t disturb us,” said novelist Hermann

Hesse. “Then farewell, Horace; whom I hated so/Not for thy faults, but

mine,” wrote English poet Lord Byron.

My own identity, which had rested on institutional affiliations, had

to realign itself with a freelance life after I left the relative security of the

academic world. Although the dissolution of an identity can bring on

a case of the blues, it loses some of its sting once you’ve built several dif-

ferent personas over time. Wrote Philip Massinger, a sixteenth-century

English dramatist: “True dignity is never gained by place, and never lost

when honors are withdrawn.”

During the 1960s, as her children left home, I watched my mother

undergo a profound and painful transformation of identity. Unfortu-

nately, the fundamental change in women’s self models that was sweep-

ing through the world at that time had come a little too late for her. If
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she could have seen her transition as a natural metamorphosis rather

than a loss of her “real self,” it might have made things easier.

In the past, most individuals’ self models were under less external

pressure to change than they are today. Until recently, men and women

tended to do the same kind of work their entire lives, keep the same

partners, reside in the same place. But now with career, spouse, and

geographical changes becoming commonplace, identities are becom-

ing less permanent. They’re more apt to dissolve and recrystalize

numerous times during a single lifetime.

The point is not simply that any particular self model might be in need

of revision. It is that the very notion that our self models are solid and

invariant is false—as erroneous as was the presumed immutability of the

nature models that enjoyed the church’s seal of approval in the past.

To see the world as changing and not include our identities in the flux

is naïve. Moreover, we cannot expect to remodel our personal and insti-

tutional relationships if we are wedded to unchanging models of our-

selves.

The Self: A Home for Identities

Perhaps Shakespeare put it best:

But man, proud man!

Drest in a little brief authority,

Most ignorant of what he’s most assur’d,

His glassy essence, like an angry ape,

Plays such fantastic tricks before high heaven

As make the angels weep.3

What the author points out here is that it is the opacity of our pride-

ful egos that blinds us to our “essence,” our see-through identity. Four

hundred years ago, Shakespeare recognized that the human persona is

really a cut-and-paste job that is porous, transparent, “glassy.” What

better description of a model—those ephemeral, provisional, but vital

constructs that so enhance our vision?
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If at some point in our life we can’t conjure up a serviceable identity,

an uncomfortable feeling comes over us. We feel we’re ceasing to exist

in the eyes of others and even our own. We’re becoming invisible—a

nobody.

This is ultimately why human beings need dignity, deserve dignity,

and in the end, will see fit to grant it to one another. As Pascal noted,

“Man is but a reed, the weakest in nature; but he is a thinking reed.” Self-

hood is tenuous, fluid, and unstable. Identity has to be handled care-

fully, as a gardener tends his prize roses.“Attention must be paid,” insists

Willie Loman’s wife in Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman.4 As play-

wright David Mamet wrote in a tribute to Miller,“To find beauty in the

sad, hope in the midst of loss, and dignity in failure is great poetic art.”5

To deny dignity to someone is to deprive the solitary, vulnerable self

the sustenance it has need of to make its humble offering in the world

and fulfill its existential duty.

Over the course of our lifetime, various identities form and collapse.

Even though our current one may feel like “the real thing,” every iden-

tity eventually shows its age and begins casting about for a stage exit. In

observing that “one man in his time plays many parts,”6 Shakespeare,

like many an Eastern sage, saw that to be human is to inhabit a series of

roles while at the same time being a member of the audience—a part

of, yet simultaneously a witness to, “the human comedy.”7

As we look back at our life, the stream of our former identities resem-

bles a succession of guests in a hotel. We are no one of these transients

but rather the hotel’s proprietor, affording each visitor a temporary

haven. From our lofty eyrie, we recognize ourselves as a home for iden-

tities. Each of these evanescent selves deserves to be received, well

treated, and when the time comes, bid farewell with dignity.

Growing up, my friends and I expected to be the same person for

life, just as our fathers and mothers had been. But by the time I was

fifty I could look back and identify several distinct personas that had

taken up residence within and used me as a mouthpiece to make one or

another case in the world. So could most of my friends. Initially we

were embarrassed by this state of affairs, feeling it to be a sign of incon-

stancy and failure. Now I see metamorphosing from one identity to the
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next as a natural extension of the development from childhood to ado-

lescence to early adulthood and beyond. The more flexible, forgiving

attitude that results from a malleable self model turns out to be the per-

spective we need to maintain our dignity in adversity and accord it to

others in theirs. If we can’t treat our current self with respect, what

chance have we of doing so with anyone else?

Survival Tips for Dignitarians

To be human is not to know one’s self. The “I” that we confidently

broadcast to the world is a fiction—a . . . container for the volatile

unconscious elements that divide and confound us. In this sense,

personal history and public history share the same dynamic princi-

ple: both are fables agreed upon.

—John Lahr, theater critic

We don’t so much build our first persona as we recognize it emerging

out of consciousness like the developing image in a Polaroid photograph.

Usually during adolescence, without any conscious effort on our part, a

crude but serviceable tripartite identity assembles itself. It consists of:

% A sense of our place in the universe (traditionally referred to as our

relationship to God)
% The first inklings of how we might contribute to the world (our

relationship to society) 
% Sources of recognition (our relationships with family, teachers,

and friends who are serving as midwives to our nascent identity)

The principal task of adolescence is to solidify as much as possible this

first persona to the point that it enables us to make our way in the

world.

It is only later, when this identity has dissolved and morphed into

another, that we gain some distance from it and begin to see it as

replaceable machinery rather than our one true self. With the view

that we are model builders, and in the absence of rankist intimida-
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tion, comes the opportunity to assume a less anxious and more con-

scious role in the fabrication of our personas. The following sections

discuss techniques that people have used for centuries to guide them

in forging new identities, connecting the tools and process to dignitar-

ian values.

Witnessing

There’s a part of us that watches our doings and overhears our

thoughts—a neutral observer that monitors our experiences as if from

the outside, witnessing what the Danish philosopher Sören Kierkegaard

aptly called the “stages on life’s way.” This faculty stands apart from the

rush of worldly life and simply takes note of what happens. The elderly

will tell you that although their bodies and minds have changed, this

“witness” hasn’t aged at all. Even in old age, it’s the same youthful, can-

did observer that it was when they first became aware of it as a child. At

ninety, my father told me he felt the “one” looking out at the world

through the “two holes in the fence” was the same one that had done so

when he was a boy of five.

As the literary critic Harold Bloom points out, Shakespeare drew

attention to the witness by creating characters such as Hamlet and Fal-

staff who, in soliloquy, overhear themselves.8 It is this inner process that

enables us to take stock of where we are and then steer a different course

if we’re unsatisfied with what we find.

When the spectacle of life becomes intense, the witness often

recedes into the background, but continues observing no matter how

turbulent things become. This unobtrusive monitoring faculty is

detached and nonjudgmental. The critical voice we sometimes hear in

our head is not that of the witness. Blaming ourselves is rather the

result of internalizing the rankist agenda of others who would put us

down. In contrast, our witness is a “secret sharer” that does not con-

demn us no matter what we do or what others think of us. It plays an

indispensable part in the creation and re-creation of our personas by

chronicling with a disinterested eye everything that goes on in our

home for identities.

134 all rise



The witness looks both inward and outward. There is no part of our-

selves to which we feel closer. It’s a model builder’s closest ally. Some

regard it as the soul.

Questing

Isidore I. Rabi, a Nobel laureate in physics, remarked: “Every other Jew-

ish mother in Brooklyn would ask her child after school: ‘So? Did you

learn anything today?’ But not my mother. ‘Izzy,’ she would say, ‘did you

ask a good question today?’”9

Learning to catch a good question on the fly, no matter how sopho-

moric it may seem, is a model builder’s lifeblood. Questions indicate the

path to a new personal identity by suggesting ways in which we might

contribute something of ourselves.

Most of our ancestors were fully occupied with just the feeding of their

families. So long as we’re struggling to fulfill our basic needs, we can’t

afford to pay attention to the questions within us. Suppressed, they lie

dormant and are passed along from generation to generation. We make

do with traditional doctrine and dogma until our survival is assured.

But once there is leisure, submerged questions surface into con-

sciousness. They usually arise out of contradictions between ourselves

and other people. The young unearth the questions their parents

avoided and soon embark on their own search for answers.

The late writer Wallace Stegner said, “The guts of any significant fic-

tion—or autobiography—is an anguished question.”10 Our inquiries

generate our individuality. Even when we’re unaware of them, they

shape our every move.

As a teenager, Einstein wondered what time the clock in the steeple

of his hometown Ulm, Germany, would show if the trolley he was on

were to race away from it at the speed of light. It seemed to him that if

the trolley left at noon and moved in sync with the light that showed the

hands of the clock straight up, he would just keep on seeing noon for-

ever. But wouldn’t that mean that time had stopped? Thus was a ques-

tion born, the pursuit of which would unlock some of the deepest

mysteries of the universe.
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In the places where we’re most alive we are questions, not answers.

One has to listen carefully, again and again, to detect new ones, which

often make their presence known in a whisper.

Every person is an original, each of us unprecedented.11 Even if our

genes were cloned, our social environments would be distinct. This

double uniqueness is further differentiated by the questions we gener-

ate, which are the source of our passions.

Taking our questions seriously, whether or not we are able to answer

them, defines a personal quest that places our current identity on the

line, exposing it to transformation. In a dignitarian society we would be

able to do this without fear of humiliation or persecution.

In the film My Name Is Nobody, a young gunslinger who calls him-

self “Nobody” faces down a legendary old hand who has a reputation

for being the “fastest gun in the West.” In their climactic showdown,

Nobody ostensibly kills Jack Beauregard, played by Henry Fonda. Writ-

ten on his gravestone we see,“Nobody was faster than Jack Beauregard.”

While expressing the literal truth, this epitaph, via its twofold meaning,

preserves the dignity of Beauregard, who, as it turns out, has actually

faked his death and begun a new life on the Mississippi in partnership

with the young man named Nobody.

In this same sense, nobody is holier than thou. Who is this nobody?

It is the tiny interior voice that is trying to draw your attention to a new

question, usually one that challenges a habitual behavior or belief. No

one is holier than thou and no piece of us has a stronger claim to holi-

ness than the unpretentious little nobody within. The universe rarely

yells at us, but it’s constantly whispering. If God has a voice, this is it.

Attempts to identify and express our unique selves are invariably

fraught with self-doubt and suffering. Dislodging old beliefs and stale

identities, thereby making way for new ones, is a crucial part of the

process. This is often initiated by other peoples’ criticisms and provo-

cations. If those criticisms are proffered in a nonrankist manner we are

more likely to be able to avoid a defensive response and instead inter-

nalize all sides of the matter at hand. Once that happens, synthesis, and

with it a new self model, are usually within reach.
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The Knights of the Round Table formed their identities in pursuit of

the holy grail. Questing lives, as Carolyn Heilbrun argued in her classic

Writing a Woman’s Life, are now, at last, a real option for women as well

as men.12 Today’s grail quests are apt to begin with a heartfelt question.

Identifying our questions and pursuing them wherever they take us—

while respecting this same process in others—is the modern counter-

part of chivalric adventure, and it’s no less heroic. The eternal search for

human dignity finds no more evocative expression than the Arthurian

quest for the holy grail.

Loving

According to Russian-born painter Marc Chagall, “In our life there is a

single color, as on an artist’s palette, which provides the meaning of life

and art. It is the color of love.”13 And German philosopher Friedrich

Nietzsche wrote: “Look back upon your life and ask: What up to now

have you truly loved, what has raised up your soul, what ruled it and at

the same time made it happy? Line up these objects of reverence before

you, and perhaps by their sequence they will yield to you a basic law of

your true self. Compare these objects and see how they form a ladder

on which you have so far climbed up toward yourself.”14

In addition to imitatively absorbing elements of our personal iden-

tity from beloved individuals, both living and dead, our persona is con-

structed from bits and pieces of cherished books, movies, music, and

art. It is often through them that the first inklings of weakness in a

model are revealed and alternative approaches suggested. For example,

sensibilities that first take root in a poet, a novelist, an artist, or a dancer

may become commonplace decades later as his or her body of work is

assimilated into the culture. In this way, art is often instrumental in

establishing a new cultural consensus. American novelist Henry James

pointed out, “Art derives a considerable part of its beneficial exercise

from flying in the face of presumptions.”15

Love is the polestar guiding us to these elements of identity, whether

they manifest in people or in their creations. When we heed the call of
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passion we enter pell-mell into a learning process that provides the raw

materials out of which we fashion our unique personas. Einstein

believed love was a better teacher than duty. Keats said,“I am certain of

nothing but the holiness of the heart’s affections.”16

Acting on the basis of what or who we love always involves risk, but

within that risk lies the opportunity for transformation. Often we are

beckoned to change the outward forms of our lives, and this can frus-

trate the expectations of family, friends, or even ourselves. At certain

transitional points, we may have several loves and move from predom-

inant involvement with one to another.

If we follow the call of passion in our work, we often find ourselves

alone. Personal passion can take us to places that others don’t value

because results in these areas have yet to be incorporated into the group

consensus. In matters close to our hearts we observe closely and take

immense pains over details, whether they are poetic, athletic, culinary,

aesthetic, or logical. Consequently, we tend to know more than others

about the nooks and crannies of our own unique realm of concern long

before we can give it coherent expression, let alone persuade anyone

else of its significance. A high tolerance for “failure” and rejection is

perhaps the single most important attribute required for success. But as

societies become more dignitarian, failure is not seized upon as a cause

for rejection and we are not as hampered in our process by fear of

stigma.

If economic necessity forces us to work for others, we may nonethe-

less remain faithful to our passion, purposefully making time to pursue

it in one way or another. There is a feeling of homecoming when, after

a day spent on other activities earning a living, our attention returns to

our special area of interest.

The Dutch philosopher Spinoza ground eyeglasses while he com-

posed his treatises. T. S. Eliot wrote poems while working in a bank.

Einstein was employed in a patent office during the time when he was

revolutionizing physics.

Countless men and women hold a day job while simultaneously

pouring their creativity into an avocation or raising children. Often

there is an option that can satisfy both our passion and our pocket-
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books if we remain open to a solution that deviates from conventional

pictures of success.

Sometimes work we seem to have been drawn into accidentally or by

financial necessity turns out to be closer to our real concerns than were

our fantasies, which are often shaped by beguiling stories of fame and

fortune. The same problems turn up everywhere because they are

unsolved everywhere. Hence, some version of the particular problem that

defines our true task usually presents itself wherever we are. The outer

forms of the problem may vary as we move from job to job, but when the

issues within them bring a familiar excitement, it’s a sign that we’re get-

ting close to the unresolved questions that generate our fervor and define

our uniqueness.

No one can isolate for another exactly what he or she is concerned

with. Advice-givers have passions of their own and may try to enlist

others in their projects. Parents often push for pursuits that appear to

offer security because they don’t want their children falling back on

parental support.

Under pressure from families, advisers, or peers—especially when it

is rankist—students may affect an interest in the prestigious or the fash-

ionable and lose touch with their real passion. Gently exposing postur-

ing and pretension—while taking care not to insult their dignity—can

free them to attend to their own innate questions. There is a famous

quote attributed to the Hasidic rabbi Zusya, “In the world to come I

shall not be asked: ‘Why were you not Moses?’ I shall be asked: ‘Why

were you not Zusya?’”17

Seeing our own identities not so much as finished edifices but rather

as works in progress propelled by our loves and our questions enables

us to see other peoples’ identities in the same way. The result is that we

don’t pigeonhole them, and this tends to induce reciprocal openness.

Interactions become less like pitched battles and more like improvisa-

tional dances.18

Letting go of the idea of an immutable self and moving beyond fixed

beliefs may be a little disconcerting at first, but it soon begins to feel

invigorating and empowering. Establishing personal and social change

as the norm is the body and soul of dignitarian culture.
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A Foreseeable Challenge

In conclusion, here is a quick look at a development that at first glance

might seem to put human dignity in extreme peril. (Those with a dis-

taste for speculation are invited to skip it.) 

Futurists are warning that by midcentury we will likely be confronted

with an unprecedented threat to what it means to be human—the

advent of sophisticated thinking machines.19 It’s one thing to use calcu-

lators that outperform us; it will be quite another to face appliances

manifesting suprahuman intelligence. Picture a cute little gadget

perched on your desk that, by any measure, is smarter than you are.

We’ll probably program such machines not to be condescending, but

the knowledge that robots have taken over many creative tasks will

clearly require some getting used to.

A glimpse of how we’re apt to react to such a development is pro-

vided by looking at how we have responded to prior status demotions.

Copernicus’s contention that the earth circled around the sun—remov-

ing us from center stage—caused an uproar that lasted for centuries.

Darwin’s theory of evolution, which made us all descendants of apes,

was initially scorned and continues to be rejected by some. If life is dis-

covered in various stages of development on other planets, the effect

will be to further undermine human claims to a central, unique role in

the universe.

Through our previous humblings, however, people took some com-

fort in their presumed higher intelligence. How will it affect our iden-

tity if we’re pushed off that pedestal? Realizing that the functions of

mind—the last bastion of our supposed superiority—can be replicated

by machines is reminiscent of the medical discovery that the heart, long

seen as the seat of the soul, was simply a pump made of muscle. We’ve

rarely handled such blows to our pride with grace.

Possessed of truly Promethean powers, yet faced with man-made cre-

ations that outperform us at what we see as our special talents, the

inhabitants of a dignitarian world will find virtue in humility. After a

few final displays of vanity, we’ll probably make our peace with accept-
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ing the help of thinking machines much as parents reluctantly but ulti-

mately accept advice from their grown offspring.

Smart machines with computation speeds that exceed currently

available ones by a millionfold might well serve as the astronauts of the

future, exploring worlds where our biochemistry is a handicap and

theirs is an asset. The introduction of thinking machines would also

provide a perfect opportunity for conducting the dignity impact stud-

ies on new uses of power discussed in chapter 2. And if proposals pass

muster, we can further enlist the help of our silicon partners in pro-

jecting increasingly complex scenarios as we move forward.

Over time, what is most distinctive and precious about human beings

could be preserved and incorporated into the machines that, with aid

from our clever progeny, we may someday design to supersede us. Dig-

nity will be challenged, yes—but expunged? Not by smart machines so

long as we befriend them and make them our allies. If dignity is

defeated, it will likely succumb at human hands in the way it has been

most trampled upon in the past—through war.
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GLOBALIZING
DIGNITY 10

It is excellent to have a giant’s strength; 

but it is tyrannous to use it like a giant.
—William Shakespeare, Measure for Measure

War’s a game, which,

Were their subjects wise,

Kings would not play at. 
—William Cowper

I know not with what weapons World War III will be fought, 

but World War IV will be fought with sticks and stones.
—Albert Einstein

The “Evolutionary Blues”

Everyone has known the blues: you lose your job or your health,

your partner leaves you or your dog dies. Sorrow is an inescapable part

of the human condition. You don’t need the wisdom of the Buddha to

know that life is suffering.

The evolutionary blues consist of sterner stuff, affecting not just an

individual but our species as a whole.1 These are the growing pains that

accompany the political, cultural, environmental, and existential crises

that have beset humankind throughout its bloody history. They stem



from man’s inhumanity to man and are carved deeply into the human

soul. This book argues that building a dignitarian world can mitigate

the evolutionary blues. By confronting rankism in its fiercest guises we

have a chance to unsaddle at least some of the Four Horsemen of the

Apocalypse and put their fearsome steeds to pasture.

We learn history as the history of wars. They stand out as terrible

course corrections in our social evolution. As many are now warning,

the advent and spread of weapons of mass destruction herald catastro-

phe for our species in this century if we don’t find a peaceful way to

complete the epochal transition from predation to cooperation.

Before suggesting a dignitarian alternative to war, I want to take a

farewell look at it as it lives in our imagination. Only as we see through

war’s deceptive promise can we end our dependence on it and bid it

adieu.

A World War in My Sandbox

Fighting Nazis and finding love—that’s what my life is about.

—Scott Simon, Weekend Edition, National Public Radio

For my friends and me, World War II was a game we played in the sand-

box. The less popular kids had to be Nazis. Pearl Harbor was reenacted

hundreds of times because it justified what followed—we fought back

against our enemies and gradually turned the tide. Sandbox wars ended

in massive bombing raids on “Berlin” and “Tokyo”—the Axis always

lost because the Allies “controlled the skies.”

In school there were air raid drills, but despite life-and-death exhor-

tations from the principal, for us they were comical. No bombs ever

fell. After all, didn’t we control the skies? On Sunday evenings the fam-

ily gathered around the radio—which stood on the floor and was a big

as a bureau—to hear Walter Winchell’s news bulletin “to all the ships at

sea.” I loved the hushed intensity in the room as we listened. Churchill’s

“blood, toil, tears, and sweat” speech still gives me chills.

The most powerful memories from those years are not events. Pearl

Harbor, Hitler’s death, and the dropping of the atomic bomb pale
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beside the patriotic feeling of everyone being united in a noble cause.

Even kids had a part. Mine was to collect used tin cans and help my

mother in our “victory garden,” and I did so without complaint. The

thought of dissenting from this war simply did not arise. In one voice,

we vowed to force our enemies to “surrender unconditionally.”

World War II ended with a bang. I was only nine but I remember

just where I was standing when I heard about The Bomb. My father

told me that it harnessed a new kind of energy, the energy of the sun.

This scientific first interested me less than something unprecedented

in his voice—awe, tinged with alarm. Throughout the war, he had

always sounded confident that things were under control. Now his tone

warned that things would never be the same. Not long afterward, news-

papers proclaimed the advent of the “atomic age.”

A Dignitarian Alternative to War

A century ago, the American psychologist William James famously

called for a “moral equivalent to war,” and people have been trying to

come up with a better “game” ever since. So spellbound are we by war’s

glories and horrors, we fail to notice that it performs an important, if

amoral, function. War can deliver an entire people to an open fluid

place wherein they become capable of changing direction and embark-

ing on a new course. For “losers” this can mean a fresh start, for “vic-

tors” an affirmation of their collective identity. This applies not only to

the soldiers who do the fighting but also to those who stay behind and

are thrust into new roles. For example, World War II transformed the

lives of women, as was symbolized by Rosie the Riveter.

War and tribalism—or nationalism, its modern-day counterpart—

have gone hand in hand precisely because the tribe—or nation—is the

locus of our group identity and the battlefield is where it has historically

been forged or shattered. The guilty knowledge that physical combat

has been an instrument of identity transformation has surely been a

barrier to finding a viable alternative to it. That is the reason for the

deep ambivalence we feel toward war. We speak openly of our hatred for

battle but hide our fascination with it. When we are not actually at war,
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it often lurks in our imaginations as an enticing adventure. To end our

dependence on war as a means of affirming or changing identity, we

need to find a dignitarian alternative for accomplishing the vital task of

periodic social transformation.

Not long after James’s call for a moral equivalent to war, H. G. Wells

unknowingly answered it with a statement destined to become equally

famous: “Human history becomes more and more a race between edu-

cation and catastrophe.”2 To see war as a problem whose solution is

education was prescient at the time. But education—at least the kind

available during the twentieth century—did not keep us from going to

battle.

What sort of learning might accomplish this critical goal? I believe

that, paradoxically, it is the very skill that has, via technological devel-

opment, made war so dangerous; the moral equivalent of war can be

found in the conscious, dedicated pursuit of model building.

At first glance, this might seem too cerebral an activity to compete

with the guts and glory of war. A closer examination, however, reveals

that model building undercuts our dependence on war in three ways.

William James couldn’t realize this because in his time modeling was

considered applicable only to nature, and the self was held to be some-

thing apart from nature.

For starters, model building develops and facilitates the capacity to

change our minds, to replace one belief system with another, to trans-

form our understanding of the world, and to evolve new personal and

group identities. While we have relied on violence to achieve these tasks

in the past, contemporary model-building skills afford us an alternative

that is at once less destructive and more precise. Modeling goes to the

very crux of identity formation and reformation, and it does so with-

out destruction of property or loss of life.

Once we give up the notion that we are our personas, we can let them

do battle in our stead rather than putting our lives on the line. Our

ideas and beliefs can be sent into “combat” and defended to their death,

not ours. The ultimate deterrent to war is not the threat of retaliation,

but the availability to both sides of more cost-effective methods of self

and group transformation. (The situation that arises when one party to
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a conflict absolutely insists on settling it with brute force is the subject

of the next section, “What About Bad Guys?”) 

Second, there is the richness, excitement, and fulfillment that we

experience in exercising our model-building skills. It’s not hard to imag-

ine the exhilaration that must have accompanied modeling and then

constructing the first airplane, nuclear reactor, or computer. Less obvi-

ous is the fact that the satisfactions of model building do not depend on

resultant fame. What brings genuine satisfaction is the ongoing pur-

suit of our own interests, contributing the fruits of our labors, and

acknowledgment of those contributions.

People involved in model building, no matter what the field, are less

susceptible to the drumbeat of war because they are already fully

engaged. They are immune to demagogic calls to battle because their

personal quests feel as heroic and noble to them as any military under-

taking. In the past, when many were stuck in routine lives devoid of

excitement, going to war could seem like an adventure. But as model

building, in all its captivating varieties, is practiced in ever increasing

numbers, it will act as a vaccine that confers partial immunity to mar-

tial seductions.

Finally, model building can be applied to the very political contradic-

tions that in the past have triggered violent conflict. A team of model

builders—people who have traditionally been called diplomats, medi-

ators, or negotiators—can be assigned the task of coming up with a

metamodel that embraces and resolves the competing positions of

potential adversaries. Such comprehensive models allow for change—

not only of one’s own mind and of the opponent’s, but also of the

world—without resort to war.3

Faith in the belief that a unifying model can be found is analogous

to faith in the existence of one God. Monotheism is the theological

counterpart of the model builder’s belief in the ultimate reconcilabil-

ity of apparently contradictory observations, or positions, into a single,

self-consistent framework. In this setting, the proverb “God is love” tes-

tifies to the belief that there exists a unitary framework in which appar-

ently contradictory, antagonistic pieces of the whole can nonetheless

be brought into harmony. Model building, like love, is inclusive and
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unifying. This goes to the heart of why it is such a valuable tool in build-

ing a dignitarian world. Not only can we use it to anticipate indignities,

but the end product—a synthesizing model—reveals everyone’s contri-

bution to the whole. Wrote English novelist John Fowles:

“I’m still defeated by the conundrum of God.

But I have the devil clear.”

“And what’s he?”

“Not seeing whole.”4

With the advent of a dignitarian world, humankind will set war aside

like children putting away their toy soldiers for the last time. We will

honor all those who fought for us as we now honor pioneers and

explorers. They were pushing into the unknown on our behalf, in the

only way we knew how at the time. But now we have a better way—one

that will spare the men and women at the front from having to make the

ultimate personal sacrifice in our collective quest for truth.

People give up power only to grasp greater power. They abandon a

familiar game only to take up a better one. Model building is a better

game than war.5 Compared to the dialogues of model builders, the slo-

gans of demagogues sound like the braggadocio of adolescents. Com-

pared to model building, war is not only clumsy; it is boring.

What About Bad Guys?

Over the last century, wars do appear to have been declining, both in

frequency and intensity.6 But even if aggression is becoming less likely

with the passage of time, it can never be completely ruled out. Any group

can choose to destroy the peace and may well do so if it thinks it can get

away with it. This means we must always be prepared to face such an

opponent—whether it be an individual committing a crime, a group

engaging in terrorism or genocide, or a nation declaring war—in a more

elementary struggle wherein brute force determines the outcome.

The durability of any post-rankist framework is bought at the price

of preparedness to meet “bad guys”—those who refuse to play by the
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new rules—on their own turf. To make and keep the brute force option

unappealing, a credible superior force, willing and able to disqualify or

dominate aggressors, must be kept in readiness and in sight. Just as ref-

erees and umpires prevent cheating and police deter crime, so a strong

defense—national and/or supranational—is required to deter rogue

organizations or states.

From the perspective of human social evolution, we can see ourselves

as now emerging from a long history of predation, as suggested by sta-

tistics on war-related deaths given in footnote 6 of this chapter. As we

make this transition, it’s all-important that we erect steep barriers to

slipping back into our old ways. By doing so we should in time be able

to make transgressive criminal lapses rare. The most important thing

we can do to avoid having to resort to force, however, is to make sure that

everyone has an opportunity to contribute to the whole.

Malrecognition and Counterterrorism

Trying to identify a single “root cause” of terrorism is a futile endeavor.

Indeed, it is clear that the psychological, political, cultural, and religious

motivations of the individuals who actually plan and execute acts of

terror are complex and varied.7 As the Russian novelist Dostoevsky put

it: “While nothing is easier than to denounce the evildoer, nothing is

more difficult than to understand him.” Fortunately, we do not need to

understand the precise motivations of terrorists to mount a defense

against their activities.

Why? Because the reasons that bystanders sympathize with terror-

ists and ennoble them as “martyrs” are not so difficult to understand,

and by addressing those reasons we can marginalize the activists. Sym-

pathizers generally see the activists as protesting chronic indignities

with which they, too, identify. Regardless of the individual psychology

of the activists, a developing wisdom suggests that terrorism, as a strat-

egy, is adopted in reaction to what is perceived by a larger group of

sympathizers as organized dominance behavior that is to their detri-

ment. Although bystanders generally limit their own protests to pas-

sive resistance and noncooperation, they are not displeased when those
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they see as their oppressors are made to suffer at the hands of their

activist compatriots.

In the aftermath of an act of terrorism it is often possible to catch a

glimpse of the extent of the latent support for activist perpetrators. Fol-

lowing the attacks of 9/11, thousands of disenfranchised young Muslims,

many with little concern for the precise political aims of the Al Qaeda

leadership, celebrated in the streets of foreign capitals. This often hap-

pens in instances of domestic terrorism as well. In the weeks following

the shootings at Columbine High School, throngs of school outcasts all

over the United States voiced complaints about intolerance, humilia-

tion, and bullying. Similarly, when an employee goes “postal,” brow-

beaten workers from near and far, while distancing themselves from the

violence, begin urging their employers to appoint ombudspersons.

The extent to which active terrorists depend on passive sympathiz-

ers for material and psychological support varies from one situation to

the next. But for there to be a renewable supply of purveyors of violence

and suicide bombers, volunteers for such missions need to feel they are

making a statement on behalf of a group whose members regard them

as heroic martyrs. They want to believe that their sacrifice will not only

bring recognition to themselves personally but will also draw attention

to indignities suffered by the entire class of people with whom they

identify.

Any cause that can draw significant numbers of passive adherents

out of their latency poses a grave threat to the status quo. The Gandhi-

led struggle for Indian independence, the American civil rights move-

ment, and the people-power revolutions in Soviet satellites (including

Poland, Hungary, and East Germany) and former republics (the Baltic

nations, Georgia, Ukraine) showed the world what happens when those

suffering in silence find a way to act out their resentment.

For centuries, African Americans stoically resigned themselves to

slavery and, after their emancipation, to menial jobs in a segregated,

racist society. Protest had to remain covert because open rebellion was

summarily punished. In the 1960s, under the leadership of Dr. Martin

Luther King, Jr., the Gandhian strategy of nonviolent civil disobedi-

ence gave millions of people who were passive sympathizers an accept-
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able way to cross over into activism. Huge numbers of them marched

in the streets and subjected themselves to arrest and police brutality

while the world watched with mounting apprehension.

As the ranks of nonviolent protestors swelled, Congress had no

recourse but to begin dismantling deeply entrenched segregationist bar-

riers to equal opportunity, and initiated a series of reforms to elimi-

nate degrading societal practices. Faced with escalating disruption,

Americans realized that evil lay not in the protestors but in the racism

that fueled their outrage.

To combat terrorism, societies must of course pursue and neutralize

violent extremists just as they do criminals within their borders and

aggressor nations. Governments will have to learn to counter the open-

source, guerilla strategies employed by terrorist networks with innova-

tive methodologies of their own.8 But no matter how sophisticated the

counterterrorist strategy, the ultimate outcome of the struggle hinges

on preventing a wholesale shift of passive supporters to active terrorism.

As New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman writes, “The greatest

restraint on human behavior is what a culture and a religion deem

shameful.”9 We’re unlikely to succeed in eradicating terrorism unless

we alleviate the systemic indignities that depreciate lives and lead

onlookers to ally themselves with extremists. However, once that sym-

pathy is gone—and with it, all manner of psychological and material

support—the chances of shutting down terrorism improve greatly.

We inhabit a world in which millions of individuals, informed by

radio and television, can see that their potential to contribute to the

world is being thwarted—by whom matters less than that regrettable

reality. There is nothing more combustible than hordes of bored young

people suffering from chronic malrecognition. Embittered and with

nothing left to lose, they are shopping for an identity in which they can

take pride. Unless they can lead better lives—lives of engagement and

recognition—they remain ready recruits for violence, even if only as

supporting players helping to carry out the agenda of a leadership

whose incentives and motives may well be different from their own.

Terrorists can also be drawn from the ranks of a relatively privileged

but alienated and angry middle class if they can be persuaded they
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would be acting on behalf of a greater good. The London suicide

bombers of July 2005, like the March 2004 bombers in Madrid, joined

the global jihad after radicalization by extremist Islamic teachings. The

willingness to kill innocents is dependent in part on the belief that one

is connected to a cause larger than oneself.

Terrorism itself is an extreme manifestation of rankism. Eliminat-

ing it will require removing sources of chronic, ill-considered provoca-

tion. The reforms spurred by the civil rights and women’s movements

opened doors to education and jobs that had previously been closed to

blacks and women. Opportunity worked before, and it will work again.

Opportunity is really all that ever works because without it there can be

no dignity. But now it must be provided the world over. Facilitating

this internationally and conforming the foreign policies of developed

countries to such a goal will be difficult, but not impossible. Among

other things, it requires systematically identifying and eliminating

rankism in relations with other societies, cultures, and nations.

In a world where the weak can threaten a superpower—a world in

which experts warn that an act of nuclear terrorism is likely—it is a

vital part of self-defense to ensure that national policies are manifestly

respectful, fair, and just. Wherever there is domination, paternalism,

condescension, exploitation, occupation, or colonization—in short,

wherever there is humiliation and indignity—there will be indignation,

and a few of the angry will volunteer for what they and their admirers

see as martyrdom. Passive aggression and violent outbursts in the work-

place and schools, computer sabotage, terrorism, genocide, and war all

have their origins in chronic malrecognition.10

Seeing terrorism in such a light does not excuse it any more than

attributing a theft to poverty does. Nor can it prevent some individu-

als from committing isolated acts of terrorism for reasons of their own.

But without taking into account the effects of systemic malrecognition

on maintaining a supportive base for terrorism, any counterterrorism

strategy is incomplete and doomed to fail. It’s like addressing dysen-

tery with high-tech antibiotics while ignoring the fact that the water

supply is contaminated.
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Eliminating malrecognition is a generational task, like going to Mars

or ending world hunger, and in some ways is even more complex.

Whereas malnutrition cripples individuals and occasionally rises to the

level of famine, it is not contagious. In contrast, malrecognition spreads

because when our dignity is offended, our first impulse is to reciprocate

in kind. The twentieth century demonstrated that war, unlike famine,

can leap easily and quickly from one continent to another. So can ter-

rorism. Indeed, it already has.

By pursuing nonrankist international policies that safeguard the dig-

nity of all, we can support a nonviolent democratic approach to the

inescapable challenge of the twenty-first century: achieving global social

justice.

Handling “Domestic Violence”
in the Global Village 

Just decades ago, the proverb “A man’s home is his castle” was inter-

preted to mean that what the head of the family did within his home

to his wife and children was none of the public’s business. If someone

took it upon himself to intervene, that person was regarded as a med-

dler or vigilante. Now there are laws—and the willingness to enforce

them—that apply to family matters. When it comes to domestic abuse,

the burden of proof has shifted from the presumed victims to the

alleged victimizers. One phone call is all it takes to have the police

knocking on, or knocking down, the door to the home of a spouse or

parent suspected of violence.

As the world becomes a global village, it is natural that what have

been regarded as sovereign national domains become subject to the

watchful eyes, and under dire circumstances, the forceful intervention,

of neighboring states. A famine in Ethiopia or Somalia; a genocide in

Cambodia, Uganda, Rwanda, Bosnia, or the Sudan; an earthquake in

Iran, Turkey, or Pakistan; a tsunami in Southeast Asia; the HIV-AIDS

pandemic; a hurricane like Katrina—all are rapidly becoming every-

body’s problem and everybody’s business.
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At what point does our responsibility to fellow human beings war-

rant the abrogation of a nation’s sovereignty? In the late twentieth cen-

tury, we grappled with this question as it applied to our neighbors down

the street and decided that the rights of battered spouses and abused

children outweighed those of the “man in his castle.” In the twenty-first

century we have to answer the same question as it applies to the neigh-

bors with whom we share this ever-shrinking planet.

An important step toward a dignitarian world is to fashion rules that

tell us under what circumstances to override state sovereignty and inter-

vene. And we need to create the global analogue of standing municipal

Emergency Response Teams—variously referred to as Rapid Response

Forces or SWAT teams—to enforce the rules governing intervention.11

In the case of natural disasters such as earthquakes and floods, the

victims and their governments usually invite outside assistance. But for

man-made horrors such as torture, murder, and genocide associated

with despots and police states, there is not only the resistance of the

perpetrator but typically disagreement among outsiders about the

proper course of action.

Former President Clinton now regards not stepping in during the

Rwandan genocide as the biggest mistake of his presidency, and he has

formally apologized. In the final weeks of his term of office, President

George H. W. Bush did order the military to enter Somalia and a geno-

cidal famine was halted. Estimates are that this saved the lives of hun-

dreds of thousands, notwithstanding the view of many Americans that

the mission was a failure due to the subsequent loss of life and horrific

broadcast images that followed the shooting down of a Black Hawk hel-

icopter. If powerful nations have the ability to stop a genocide, it is hard

to make the case that the right thing to do in dire situations is nothing.

But just as with the police who knock down the door to a man’s

home to stop him from beating his wife, when sovereignty is breached

and intervention undertaken, it has to be done correctly. Great care

must be exercised to minimize the harm done to innocents. The FBI

raid on the Branch Davidian compound at Waco, Texas, in April 1993,

in which seventy-six cult members died, is an example of a failed inter-

vention, one that linked SWAT teams with the use of unnecessary force
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and tarnished their reputation across the country. But in truth, despite

some notable excesses, the majority of these teams consist of highly

trained professionals who represent society’s frontline response to

volatile situations and who exercise great skill in delicate and danger-

ous circumstances.

Obviously, it is not always wise or even possible to become involved,

especially in the internal affairs of a state. The price may be too high, the

risk of doing damage too great. Every case must be decided in light of

the particulars. As with domestic abuse, there is no single formula for

right action, but it’s better to do nothing than to make a bad situation

worse. Sadly, the latter has often been the case in international interven-

tions, in part because some states have used the alleged misbehavior of

others as a pretext to advance their own agendas.

But in recent decades there has been increased willingness, for rea-

sons unique to each circumstance, to confront abusive regimes in other

countries. The Vietnamese intervened to stop the Khmer Rouge’s geno-

cide in Cambodia in 1979; the Tanzanians did so to put an end to Idi

Amin’s despotism in Uganda; and more recently, NATO stepped in to

halt ethnic cleansing in Bosnia and Kosovo.

In 2005 the United Nations acknowledged limits to state sovereignty

by adopting the principle that states have a responsibility to protect

their citizens from war crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide.

More to the point, the U.N. recognized that if a state fails to do this, the

international community has an obligation to act. In other words, the

U.N.’s so-called responsibility-to-protect principle creates a legal and

moral framework for intervening in the next Rwanda, Somalia, Kosovo,

or Darfur. The U.N. Security Council now has an explicit mandate to

act as the world’s policeman, but unlike the standing police forces of

cities, these international “cops” are hired and deployed on a case-by-

case basis and only as the Council sees fit.

One thing is becoming obvious. To be effective, military interven-

tion usually needs to be multilateral and also part of a larger package

that includes humanitarian assistance, economic development, and

subsequent rebuilding of social and civic institutions. The analogy with

domestic abuse holds. After an intervention, social workers try to ensure
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that net harm does not befall the family as a result of removing the

offending party.

Creating a ready multinational capability to intervene in a timely

fashion in the sovereign affairs of nations guilty of abusing their own

citizens remains one of the great unfinished tasks bequeathed by the

twentieth century to the twenty-first. It will take dignitarian states to

field global emergency response teams in a fair and proper manner, but

doing so is an essential part of owning the power that is ours.
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RELIGION IN A 
DIGNITARIAN WORLD 11

If there is no God,

Not everything is permitted to Man.

He is still his brother’s keeper

And he is not permitted to sadden

his brother,

By saying that there is no God.
—Czeslaw Milosz, Polish Nobel laureate in literature

This century will be defined by a debate that 

will run through the remainder of its decades: 

religion versus science. Religion will lose.
—John McLaughlin, American talk show host

The eye with which I see God is 

the same eye with which God sees me. 
—Meister Eckhart, thirteenth-century German mystic

Religion is at once humanity’s consolation and its divider. As indi-

viduals, we turn to religion for solace. The concept of the soul invests

our existence with a kind of transcendence and helps us cope with the

harsh reality that, as Thomas Hobbes famously wrote, life is often

“nasty, brutish, and short.” The idea of God not only serves as a repos-

itory for all we do not yet understand—and there will always be plenty

of that—but also provides us with a certain dignity. For that reason

alone, religion cannot be omitted in discussing a dignitarian world.



Religion: Dignifier of Humankind

Religions the world over teach the sanctity of human dignity. Theistic

religions go further and proclaim the existence of a personal, caring

God. Given the supreme importance of dignity and our own spotty

record when it comes to according it to each other, it’s the rare person

who, when all worldly options seemed exhausted, has not wished for

divine intervention. In extremis, even skeptics are apt to question, if

not suspend, their disbelief. Under dire circumstances, they, too, are

prone to hope, if not pray, for some sort of suprahuman or supernat-

ural source of respect. As the “dignifier of last resort,” God comforts us

through all the stages on life’s way.

But despite, or perhaps because of, its place of privilege in the human

heart, religion has also been the root of much conflict. It has divided

individuals, groups, and entire cultures one from another, and has been

invoked as a rationale for violence and war.

These diametrically opposed uses of religion—to confirm the dignity

of those who share the faith while sanctioning indignity toward people

of a different faith or no faith at all—have led to a polarization of atti-

tudes regarding its role in society. Its potential to trigger debate and

sow discord—not only between religion and science but more signifi-

cantly among the various religions—has a long history that continues

into the present. Some observers are even warning that religious con-

flict may escalate into a “clash of civilizations.”1

It is impossible to picture a dignitarian world in which these divisive

struggles are not resolved. The model-building perspective illuminates

the complementarities of the conservative and progressive positions in

politics. On the international front, it suggests a better game than war.

How might it help assuage the contentiousness that has for so long been

associated with religion?

Religion and Science

In previous chapters I’ve used quotations as pithy summaries of com-

plex ideas. The McLaughlin epigraph at the head of this chapter serves
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a different purpose. Like much punditry, it’s a provocation. Sorting out

what’s right and what’s wrong about the prediction of this onetime

Jesuit priest will help us identify the vital role that religion has to play

in a dignitarian society.

When religion embraces a particular nature model, it usually does so

fixedly. As a consequence, when science moves on to a new model, as it

invariably does, religion is left advocating outdated beliefs. That’s the

position in which the Catholic Church found itself in 1600 in defending

Ptolemy’s earth-centered model of the solar system against the sun-cen-

tered Copernican one. It’s the situation in which supporters of creation-

ism—and its offspring, intelligent design—find themselves today.

Religion is not likely to win an argument with contemporary science

by championing an earlier science model. Many religious leaders know

this and cheerfully cede the business of modeling nature to scientists.

Neither they nor the scientists who study these matters, many of whom

are themselves people of faith, see any contradiction between the peren-

nial wisdom embodied in the world’s religions and, say, Darwin’s the-

ory of evolution, the geological theory of plate tectonics, or the Big

Bang theory of the cosmos. For example, Tenzin Gyatso, the Dalai

Lama, wrote in an op-ed piece in the New York Times, “If science proves

some belief of Buddhism wrong, then Buddhism will have to change.”2

That any of the scientific theories mentioned just above could, in

principle, be incorrect or incomplete is taken for granted by the scien-

tific world even though, as of today, there is no evidence that contra-

dicts them unambiguously. Darwin’s theory of evolution, Newton’s

laws of motion, and quantum theory are, of course,“just theories.” But

each of them is an extremely useful and accurate one. Applied within

their domains of validity, they all work well. No society can fully avail

itself of modern technology without the guidance provided by these

models.

As long as religion doesn’t take positions on nature models, it can

avoid ending up stranded with a set of obsolete convictions, and find

itself defending an old nature model against a new, improved one. If

that’s what McLaughlin meant, he’s right, but he isn’t telling us any-

thing Galileo didn’t know.
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Religion and Values

Just as religion finds itself challenging science when it identifies with par-

ticular nature models, so, too, when it enters the realm of values and pol-

itics, must it expect to compete for hearts and minds with evolving social

and political models. Here the case is not as clear-cut as with nature mod-

els because it is typically much harder to demonstrate the superiority of

a new social or political model than it is of a new nature model. The evi-

dence is often ambiguous, even contradictory, partly because intangible

personal preferences play a much larger role. As everyone who has argued

politics is aware, the “facts” cited by partisans in support of their policy

choices are often as debatable as the policies themselves.

Like nature models, political and social models are shaped by human

experience, and as experience accumulates, models by necessity change.

Religious models could, in principle, keep pace, but generally they tend

to lag behind the emerging social consensus. Why? Because the morals

espoused by religion have usually proven their worth over very long

periods of time. Hence, the first impulse is to insist that behaviors that

contradict these ethical models be forced into conformity with them.

This conservative stance not only avoids risk but also affirms the power

of the presiding authorities, just as the church’s opposition to the

Copernican model did.

The fact that tradition is often, but not infallibly, right goes to the

essence of the eternal wrangling that has long divided empirical and

ecclesiastical teachings. Resolving this schism will close an open wound

that must be healed in order to firmly ground a dignitarian society.

What is now traditional was not always so. To see inherited values as

absolute truths handed down from on high fails to recognize that they

earned their stripes in competition with alternative precepts that lost

out. It’s important to acknowledge that millions of lives were sacrificed

to establish the values we now live by. The bloodiest wars, however hor-

rible, often played a part in forging our human identity and its many

cultural variations.

In this view the term “moral” does not gain its legitimacy as “received

wisdom” set forth in holy writ or passed down from divine to human
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hands. Rather, it is a prescriptive model based on close observation,

intuition, and extrapolation. Prophets like Moses, Buddha, Lao-tzu,

Mo-tzu, Jesus, Muhammad, Sankara, and others are seen as extraordi-

narily perceptive philosophers with an uncanny knack for the long view

(in particular, for discerning behaviors that foster long-term social equi-

librium).3 Then and now, moral precepts can be understood to be

grounded in an empirical knowledge of cause and effect.

Take, for example, the commandment, “Thou shalt not kill.” It is

not hard to imagine that witnesses to tit-for-tat cycles of revenge mur-

ders concluded that “not killing” was the way to avoid deadly multi-

generational feuds and that someone—in this case, Moses—

enshrined this realization for others and posterity. From a model-

building perspective, it’s plausible that all the Ten Commandments

were assembled from the combined wisdom of a number of people.

Drawing on the oral and written history of past and present genera-

tions and bearing close witness to their own psychodynamics, they

realized that certain individual behaviors ran counter to personal sta-

bility or group solidarity, leaving oneself or one’s community vulner-

able to exploitation and domination. They labeled these practices

“immoral,” anticipating that over time economic, psychological,

social, and political forces would bring about either their elimination

or the decline and disappearance of individuals or groups who coun-

tenanced them.

These nuggets of moral genius, and many others of comparable signif-

icance, are recorded in the world’s holy books. Distilled and refined

through the ages, they constitute the ethical foundation of society. If some-

how they were to disappear and we had to start over, we would, by trial and

error and with much bloodshed, gradually rediscover them from scratch

(think of William Golding’s novel Lord of the Flies4). They are neither arbi-

trary nor is it mandatory to attribute them to revelation, though one is

perfectly free to do so if one wishes. But we may equally suspect they were

unearthed in the same way we discover everything else—through an ardu-

ous process of inquiry and testing. Having demonstrated their worth, they

were then elevated to special status in a process similar to that which results

in the formulation and promulgation of scientific models.
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Understanding morality as evidence-based amounts to tracing general

behavioral guidelines back to a complex set of empirical observations.

Once we have done so, a given moral precept can stand as shorthand

for the whole body of observations and reasoning that lies underneath.

The ethical formulations of religion represent an accumulation of such

proverbial phrases, which function as reminders and guides.

As with all models, these are not infallible. Further scrutiny can lead

to their modification. More often, however, additional experience val-

idates them. Exceptions have long been allowed to “Thou shalt not

kill”—for example, capital punishment and warfare. But Moses may

yet have the last word. As we move into the twenty-first century, the

global trend to abolish capital punishment is unmistakable and the

pressure to eliminate war is mounting. It’s not even out of the question

that someday—as we develop alternative sources of protein—we’ll

decide that this ancient commandment applies not only to our fellow

human beings but to the animal kingdom as well.

Religion is the chief repository of the time-tested wisdom of the ages,

the preeminent teacher of precepts that have acquired the mantle of

tradition. But as every reformer knows, tradition has its downside. Old

moral codes can stifle progress by strangling in the crib inklings of a

better world. While the heavy hand of custom saves us from our worst,

it too often seems to keep us from our best.

Together, tradition and precedent, sometimes fortified with asser-

tions of infallibility, constitute a high hurdle that any new social or

political model must clear. A case in point was the twentieth-century

shift in the prevailing societal consensus on issues like race, gender,

marriage, divorce, and sex. Only after decades of debate and strife did

new values displace older ones. Where religious doctrine failed to

adjust, the public gradually stopped paying it much attention. This has

likely been a factor in the precipitous decline, since World War II, of

church attendance in much of Europe. Over the long term, people

increasingly looked not to their church, synagogue, or mosque for their

views on how to live and how to vote, but rather to culture and politics.

As the distillation of centuries of learning, religion has much to offer the

modern world. But when it attaches itself rigidly to certain social or polit-
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ical models it eventually loses relevance in those domains because mod-

els of any stripe that are not allowed to evolve are invariably abandoned.

To summarize, McLaughlin’s prediction that religion will lose out to

science by century’s end is right in the trivial sense—already recognized

by many religious leaders—that science typically espouses newer, bet-

ter nature models than does religion. Similarly, when religion allies itself

with a partisan political doctrine—no matter if it’s left or right—it weds

itself to the values of a particular time. That is what churchmen who

supported Nazism did when they invoked their religious beliefs to fur-

ther the state’s nationalistic and anti-Semitic agenda. It is what reli-

gious supporters of segregation did in the American South. And it is

what defenders of genital cutting are doing today. Political models and

cultural values are evolving rapidly, and whenever religion aligns itself

with partisan social models it can’t expect to retain its hold over the

young, on whom the weight of tradition falls far more lightly. To chain

theology to the ship of state is to go down with it when it sinks.

What does this perspective suggest regarding the current debate about

same-sex marriage? In the end, the matter will be decided not by the

victory of one or another interpretation of scripture, but by reference to

emerging social values, very much in the way the disagreements over

slavery, and a century later, over segregation, were decided. As it became

clear that second-class citizenship was indefensible, attempts to justify

these practices through religion were abandoned, and instead, religious

values were enlisted on behalf of emancipation and desegregation.

On the other hand, if either science or politics believes it will succeed

in marginalizing religion, it is mistaken. Religion is vulnerable when it

encroaches on others’ turf, but not when it sticks to its home ground,

which is the self and its transformation.

Religion and the Self

It would be a mistake to conclude that a drop in church attendance means

that interest in spiritual matters is diminishing. Despite the public’s lack

of fidelity to various nature and social models embraced by religion, it still

holds a very special place in a great many hearts. Why is this?
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When it comes to knowing the self and mapping its transformations,

nothing holds a candle to religious models. The only competitors in

the Western canon are to be found in literary classics such as those by

Dante, Cervantes, Shakespeare, Milton, Melville, and Dostoevsky, whose

works serve as handmaidens to the world’s holy books.5

Examples of religious insight into the nature of the self and of the cre-

ative model-building process can be found in all the religious traditions.

I’ll cite just two here, drawn from Christianity and Hinduism, respec-

tively—the doctrines of “resurrection” and “reincarnation.”As applied to

the physical body, these tenets are arguable. Nonbelievers reject them out-

right and even some believers take them metaphorically, not literally.

But as applied to the model-building process, they are profound and

powerful. Models must “die to be reborn,” none more dramatically than

our self models. We who live by them, identify with them, and some-

times cannot separate our persona from a particular, familiar one, may

well experience the disintegration of a self model as a kind of death. The

struggle to come to terms with the loss of a partner or child, or with a

sudden change in our status or health, can feel like what St. John of the

Cross described as a “dark night of the soul.”

From the model-building perspective, resurrection and reincarna-

tion are evocative descriptions of the metamorphoses of identity that

most of us experience over the course of a lifetime. Yes, the process

occurs within one’s lifetime rather than connecting one life span to

another. But where can we find more luminous and consoling guid-

ance for making life’s most hazardous journeys than in the Bible, Tal-

mud, Koran, Upanishads, and Sutras? That the core teachings in these

books provide the most accurate guide to inner transformation is the

reason they are deemed holy.

During those perilous passages wherein one self dissolves and

another crystallizes in its place, we are at maximum vulnerability, like

a crab molting its shell. When an old self begins to disappear, our

defenses are down, and our dignity at high risk. At times the commu-

nity we normally depend on to shore up our self-respect, even the fel-

lowship of friends and family, can fail us, and we may find ourselves

utterly alone.
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When others deny our dignity, religion upholds it. For many, the idea

of a personal god assures them that even in the darkest of times, when

they may feel bereft of human support, they are valued, respected, and

loved. This accounts for the relatively greater commitment to religion

among peoples whose survival is precarious as well as for the common

phenomenon of conversion during a life crisis.

Granted, individual priests, rabbis, roshis, and mullahs have some-

times failed to respect the dignity of those to whom they minister,

adherents to other faiths, or of nonbelievers. But in their essential teach-

ings, every religion testifies to the inviolable, sacred dignity of human-

kind, at all times and under all circumstances.

Religion is the tool of tools when it comes to becoming a new some-

body. It combines art, literature, and theater in the context of commu-

nal fellowship to effectively transmit truths about the self and its

transformation that are vital to maintaining our balance and creativity.

No other body of knowledge offers more relevant and resonant teach-

ings on what is one of humanity’s most precious faculties—the inti-

mate, intricate process of building models of ourselves. For this reason,

the role of religion in a dignitarian culture is secure.

The Eye of God

Through an open skylight over my bed, I can see the phases of the

moon, the stars, an occasional plane, and at dawn, soaring birds. A few

sparrows have flown inside and soon found their way out again. Now

and then a squirrel peeks over the edge. But apart from these locals, I

do not feel seen as I spy on the cosmos.

On cold winter nights I sometimes imagine that I’ve drifted out the

aperture and am floating in the near-absolute zero temperatures of

empty space. In that subarctic infinitude, the earth is an igloo and we

are all Eskimos. If other beings exist, we seem beyond their reach and

they beyond ours. In any case, my thoughts go not to aliens but to the

stars and the lifeless emptiness holding them.

Peering into its infinitude, I have no sense that the universe returns

my gaze. Its eye is cold, if not blind. See someone seeing you and you
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exist. Look long enough into a fathomless void and you begin to ask,

“Who am I? What am I doing here? Does anyone out there care?” My

lifetime an instant, my body a speck, myself unremarked. The universe

seems uncaring, the cosmic indifference of infinite space a blow to my

dignity.

But then the old saying that “God helps those who help themselves”

pops into my head. And President Kennedy’s variant thereof: “Here on

Earth, God’s work must truly be our own.” If instead of gazing out-

ward, we turn our attention inward, we discover that the universe does

indeed have a heart—in fact, it has lots of them. They are beating in our

breasts.

Any inventory of the cosmos that omits human beings is like a sur-

vey of the body that overlooks the brain. In evolving the human mind,

the universe has fashioned an instrument of self-understanding and

empathy. We are that instrument, and since we are part of the cosmos,

we err if we judge it to lack kindness, love, and compassion. If we believe

the universe is heartless, it’s because we do not love.

But what if the impersonal forces that extinguished the dinosaurs

should hurl a comet at us? There’s a crucial difference between that

time and now. The demise of the dinosaurs made room for the appear-

ance of mammals and thus for Homo sapiens. In the sixty-five million

years since the dinosaurs vanished, there evolved a creature possessed

of sophisticated model-building skills. If we use our talents wisely, they

will enable us to avoid all manner of potential catastrophes—those of

our own making as well as hurtling asteroids with our names on them.

The passage to a dignitarian world will take time, and it will not

always be smooth. We have yet to lift a billion people out of poverty,

social injustices still abound, and each year millions of children die

from malnutrition and preventable diseases. But despair is unwar-

ranted. The universe cares as much as we do. It has a heart—our very

own. We are at once compassionate beings and model builders, the

questing knights of Arthurian legend. In that eternal pursuit lies the

imperishable dignity of humankind.
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THE STEALTH 
REVOLUTION 12

Have patience with everything unresolved in your heart and try

to love the questions themselves. . . . Live the questions now.

Perhaps then, someday far in the future, you will gradually,

without even noticing it, live your way into the answer.
—Rainer Maria Rilke, German poet

It’s impossible to foresee exactly when one social consensus will

give way to another. Even after the fact, it’s impossible to put your 

finger on precisely when this happens. Some would argue that the assas-

sination of Martin Luther King, Jr. in 1968 marked such a tipping point

with regard to race in the United States; others would say the revolution

pivoted on the passing of the civil and voting rights acts. But although

not everyone agrees on exactly when it occurred, few dispute that some-

time around 1970, America and the rest of the world underwent a pro-

found social transformation. The sixties grip the imagination because

they mark the onset of the collapse of the prevailing social contract on

race, gender, age, disability, and sexual orientation.

Stories in this book suggest that the dignity movement is already

under way and quietly gathering momentum. As a dignitarian culture

forms in the crevices and shadows of the current social consensus and

institutions restructure themselves, another tipping point approaches.

When will it be reached? Ten years from now? Fifty? No one can say.

With prior movements, there were decades when nothing seemed to

be happening and then, without any perceivable warning, weeks of



momentous change. Most movements begin stealthily, and the one for

dignity is no exception. But in due course, all of them end up in our

face. One day, not too long from now, the dignity movement will be

equally plain to see.

A Cautionary Note

Of course, when set beside current events, the model of a dignitarian

society drawn in these pages may very well sound utopian. Emerging

social models always do until moments before a new consensus displaces

a prevailing one. As it turned out, King’s “I have a dream” speech was not

a pipe dream. It was a timely prophecy of America’s imminent emer-

gence as a multicultural society, with global ramifications as well.

As a counterweight to long-range optimism, however, a dollop of

short-run pessimism is prudent. A sober assessment of the prospects for

a dignitarian society must acknowledge two things. First, in the event of

a natural catastrophe, drastic climate change, pandemic, or the use of

weapons of mass destruction, the advent of a dignitarian world will surely

be slowed. Depending on the circumstances, the delay could be years,

decades, or longer. In a worst-case scenario, all bets are off.

Second, every movement must deal with the reaction of those who

believe it to be against their interests. In this case, as it grows in num-

bers,“nobody liberation”—the movement for dignity—will be opposed

by somebodies using all the tactics arrayed against earlier uprisings.

These range from ridicule to violent suppression, censorship to sabo-

tage, agents provocateurs, fifth columnists, and co-option. In the end,

however, the power elite will lose its will to resist and adopt the “If you

can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em” position.

The Long-Range View

A model of the stages through which all movements pass and the

response of powerholders at each one is laid out in stunning clarity by

Bill Moyer in his classic Doing Democracy: The MAP Model for Organiz-

ing Social Movements.1 Moyer’s model supports what common sense
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suggests: as it gains force, the dignity movement will encounter every

dirty trick in the book and face every weapon in existing arsenals. My

guess is that the opposition will exceed in every aspect that mounted

against the civil rights and other liberation movements. Simply said,

establishing a dignitarian society will be no tea party.

But nothing can suppress forever the will to dignity, not even the will

to power. As asserted in the epigraph that opens this volume, “Dignity

is not negotiable.” In the long run dignity, like liberty, cannot and will

not be denied. Indeed, liberty and dignity go hand in hand and neither

will be secure until both of them are.

As dignitarian societies demonstrate greater creativity, productivity,

fidelity, resourcefulness, and satisfaction than the alternatives, the ideal

of dignity for all will become harder and harder to oppose. In the eigh-

teenth century, few would have foreseen that the United States would

turn out to be the beacon of democracy that it became for many dur-

ing the twentieth. Likewise, it’s now difficult to identify which nation

will first establish a dignitarian society that the rest of the world will

come to emulate.

As has already been pointed out, searching for the one “correct” strat-

egy for the dignity movement is futile. Institutional and cultural change

are both essential, and individuals gravitate where they will. It’s not

uncommon for someone to focus on personal change one day and later

pursue organizational reform. Cultural advances prepare the ground

for institutional ones, and vice versa.

In addition to cultural and institutional fronts, there are local,

national, and international arenas. Rankism exists up and down the

ladder, operating between nations in much the same way as it does

within them. This book has tried to make the case that tolerating

rankism in our national affairs is no less corrosive to the American spirit

than was our long, sorry accommodation of racism. As we prune

rankism from our domestic institutions, attention will turn to exorcis-

ing it from our relationships with other nations. As discussed in chap-

ter 10, we must avoid those behaviors that others experience as attempts

to dominate, thereby sparing ourselves “blowback” in the form of ter-

rorism and other untoward reactions. This means systematically iden-
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tifying and eliminating rankism in relationships with other cultures

and nations. There is nothing more important to global peace and pros-

perity than becoming alert to international rankism in all its forms and

weeding them out of national policy.

The ability to carry dignitarian principles beyond national bound-

aries will be furthered by the development of a national dignitarian

culture. This is yet another reason to focus on cultural change in con-

junction with institutional reform. It almost never happens that one

culture treats another better than it treats itself. Nor is any society

inclined to enforce international laws that would criminalize what is in

fact common practice among its own citizens.

Absent cultural support, simply having laws on the books is not

enough to bring about compliance. Consider the American South after

the Civil War. Though there were statutes against vigilante justice, it

was virtually impossible to convict a white person of lynching. And

since passage of the landmark civil rights legislation of the 1960s, there

has been a lot of foot-dragging when it comes to according equal dig-

nity to people of color. Similarly, there has been considerable resistance

to complying with the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990.

But as a dignitarian culture takes hold, this situation will change.

When juries become less reluctant to convict executives on charges of

corporate corruption, the penalties for defrauding people of billions

will no longer be milder than those for petty theft. The public will be

more likely to hold celebrities to the same standards as ordinary peo-

ple, and voters will shoo rankist politicians into retirement.

An example of the interplay between institutional and cultural

change can be found in our attitudes toward political correctness. No

one defends the use of epithets now deemed politically incorrect, at

least not out loud. Yet almost everyone finds people annoying who

make a show of enforcing political correctness. That may be because the

“PC police,” as they are derisively called, sometimes assume a posture

of ethical superiority, and we resent the rankism inherent in that stance.

It has never been easy for targets of abuse and discrimination to con-

front their tormentors, and to do so without pulling moral rank on

them is doubly difficult.
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When formalities and legalities get ahead of popular culture, people

continue to have prejudicial thoughts, but they bite their tongues to

avoid being caught crossing the PC line. That’s not a bad thing. It’s what

my parents did instinctively with regard to race. My grandparents’ gen-

eration openly used the n-word but my parents never did—at least not

in front of me and my brothers—so we didn’t pick it up and have to

unlearn it as adults. Political correctness may feel burdensome to the

generation under pressure to break old habits, but it can be liberating

to the next.

Democracy’s Next Step

Right now, dignitarian changes are occurring every day, in every walk

of life and in all parts of the world, and people are absorbing them with-

out even noticing. Thousands of workers are standing up to rankism in

the workplace and increasing numbers of them are doing so without

losing their jobs. Antibullying projects are springing up in schools the

world over and antibullying Web sites proliferate. The conviction and

incarceration of priests for sexual abuse and executives for corporate

misdeeds could herald the beginning of the end for two kinds of

rankism that have long been condoned if not encouraged.

To take hold, such changes need the support of a broad dignitarian

culture, one that is as different from today’s status quo as the current

consensus on race is from that of the Jim Crow era. One can’t imagine

the social changes of recent years apart from cultural milestones like

the films To Kill a Mockingbird, Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner?, In the

Heat of the Night, and To Sir, with Love. Or television shows such as All

in the Family, The Mary Tyler Moore Show, The Cosby Show, and Ellen.

No society has offered a more stark example of the complementarities

of political and cultural change than South Africa. Without Nelson Man-

dela to personify postapartheid multiculturalism, South Africa’s political

transformation would most likely have been violent.

Many ordinary people are manifestly dignitarian. They not only take

care to protect the dignity of those with whom they interact, but also

bear witness to, and protest, the indignities they see around them in the
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world. Such enlightened individuals correspond to the few whites who

spoke out against racial bigotry during the era of segregation. Everyone

knows a dignitarian or two and, famous or not, they are treasured. But

there are those who still act as if rankism is the norm and an indelible part

of human nature. The purpose of this book is both to show that this atti-

tude is unwarranted and to suggest a more effective and fulfilling alter-

native.

Human beings are model builders. Give us a little time and we’re

shrewd enough to understand that we can harness more power via

cooperation than through domination. We’re clever enough to recon-

cile our partisan political positions within a larger, more effective syn-

thesis. We’re wise enough not to impose our personal religious beliefs

on others. And we’re intelligent enough to discern where our nature,

social, and self models apply and where they do not, thereby avoiding

fruitless conflicts between religion and science and perilous clashes

between one religion and another.

In ever greater numbers, people are standing up for their dignity,

and once they’re on their feet, it won’t be long until they march for jus-

tice. Targeting rankism is the conceptual bridge that joins the liberation

strategies of identity politics to the age-old quest for equity and justice.

Building a dignitarian society is democracy’s next evolutionary step.
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AFTERWORD

ALL RISE FOR DIGNITY

If there is no struggle, there is no progress.

. . . This struggle may be a moral one, or it may be a physical

one, and it may be both, but it must be a struggle. 

Power concedes nothing without a demand. 

It never did and it never will.
—Frederick Douglass

Getting Started

The dignity movement is in its infancy. Yet for every example

described in this book, there are thousands more. Taken together, they

illustrate that the place to stand up for dignity is right where you are.

For those who are ready to do this, I conclude with a list of some

simple suggestions drawn from the full text of this book.

% Break the Taboo on Rank

If you run an organization, make it safe for everyone involved to ques-

tion the rightful role of rank, the authority vested in specific positions,

and the prerogatives associated with the various gradations of rank.

Explain to them that you’re not doing this to unleash hostility or incite

jealousy, but rather to create fairness, and that this may well take multi-

ple “passes” spread over several years’ time. Transparency, particularly

in the form of open budgeting, is an invaluable tool for reducing

rankism, which thrives in dark places. Freedom to speak up or “blow



the whistle” without fear of retaliation is essential to dignitarian organ-

izations. Mutual accountability—everyone to everyone else—is their

hallmark.

% Understand the Roles of Others and 
Support Equitable Compensation

Wherever you find yourself in the ranks, take responsibility for know-

ing what others do and understanding how their job fits into the whole.

Then recognize their contributions and support compensation that

acknowledges the part they play in fulfilling the organizational mis-

sion. There aren’t many rules yet for determining the monetary worth

of one job as compared to another, but clearly rankist self-dealing over

the years has produced a gap between rich and poor that is incompat-

ible with the values of a dignitarian society.

% Keep Your Promises to Somebodies 
and Nobodies Alike

One way to tell if you are using the somebody-nobody distinction

invidiously as a rationalization for rankist behavior is to notice to whom

you keep your promises. In a post-rankist world, we’d all feel as obliged

to keep our promises to those whom we outrank as we do to those who

outrank us. If you’re not sure you’ll keep a promise, don’t make it.

% Create “Indignity-Free Zones”

Teachers are increasingly sensitive to the harm done to students by indig-

nity. If you’re an educator, you can bring this awareness into the open

and communicate it to those students whose bullying and humiliation of

peers unconsciously mirrors that of adult society. An insult to a student’s

dignity is more than a mere discourtesy. It’s an attack on one’s status in

the “tribe” and carries the implicit danger of ostracism and exclusion.

Status has historically been a matter of life and death and remains a deter-

minant of whether we prosper or decline, so an attack on status is expe-

rienced as a threat to survival. Schoolchildren begin the school day by

reciting the pledge of allegiance to the flag. Perhaps it should be amended

to conclude “with liberty, justice, and dignity for all.”

174 all rise



% Enlist Your Patients as Partners

If you are a health care provider, you can help your clients make the awk-

ward transition from patients to partners. Ridding health care of its legacy

of dehumanization and infantilization is simply good medical practice.

You can also insist on respect throughout the organization in which you

work. If you are a patient, have compassion for your doctors. It’s not easy

to give up one’s “deity status,” and many of them are doing so with

remarkable grace. Moreover, remember that they’re victims of rankism

themselves at the hands of HMOs that often treat them less like the pro-

fessionals they are and more like pieceworkers on an assembly line.

% Recognize That Servers Are People, Too

If you’re patronizing a store or restaurant, avoid the mistake of think-

ing that because “the customer is king” you’re allowed to act like a

tyrant. The majority of servers and clerks are doing their jobs as best

they can, often under trying conditions and a great deal of pressure. If

you’re a salesperson waiting on a customer whom you find unaccept-

ably rude, you may be able to persuade your boss to back you in refus-

ing service. The halo goes to the clerk or salesperson who can devise a

dialogue that will induce rankist customers to become aware of their

own destructive behavior and change their ways.

% Be Aware That Rankism Begets Rankism

If you humiliate those who are abusing rank, they’re likely to take it out

on their subordinates—often, family members—so there will be no net

reduction of rankism in the world. If someone insults your dignity, see

if you can break the cycle of rankism begetting rankism. Every situation

requires a tailor-made solution and they are often hard to devise. Com-

ing up with something after the fact is not in vain. There will almost cer-

tainly be a chance to use it on another occasion.

% Have Respect for the Other Team

If you’re a coach, you can forbid trash talk, on and off the court, among

your players and to your opponents. Show your team that they are
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capable of more—not by humiliating them but by teaching and inspir-

ing them. Rent the 1973 film Bang the Drum Slowly and show it to your

athletes. Its punch line—“I rag on nobody”—puts it in the anti-rankist

hall of fame.

% Exemplify Rather Than Exhort

If you’re a religious leader, you can refrain from pulling “spiritual rank.”

You can do more for your flock by listening and providing them with

a personal example worthy of emulation than you can by invoking

higher authority, which is often little more than a claim that God shares

your politics. So, too, with other professions.

% Respect Your Children So They Will Be Respectful

Today’s speakable n-word is “nobody.” If you’re a parent, you can avoid

using it in front of your kids. Parents who listen to their children and

who don’t belittle them or anyone else are preparing their offspring to

inhabit a dignitarian world.

% Adopt a “No Nobodies” Policy in the Schools

Students may want to see if their friends are interested in adopting a

schoolwide policy of “No Nobodies.” They could make a list of all the

forms that “nobodying”takes and see if others will agree to toss them out.

Equally important, however, is having a plan for dealing with slip-

ups. Old habits die hard, and how you go about correcting relapses can

be trickier than the pronouncement of noble resolutions. Remember,

you can’t cure rankism with rankism. When somebody nobodies some-

one else, it won’t improve things to shame the perpetrator. To make the

transition from a rankist environment to a dignitarian one, you have to

protect the dignity of perpetrator and victim alike as new habits are

established. So the real meat and potatoes of a “No Nobodies” policy is

not the policy itself, but rather securing agreement on what’s to be done

when violations of it occur, which they most certainly will. For starters,

the person who is nobodied can gently describe to the perpetrator how

it feels. Doing this periodically in a public forum (in the manner of

instructor Stephanie Heuer’s “I feel like a nobody when. . . .” exercise
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described in chapter 5) is a remedy that often suffices to change what is

deemed acceptable behavior by the group.

% Be a Susan B. Anthony of the Dignity Movement

In the nineteenth century, Susan B. Anthony traveled a million miles by

train and gave twenty thousand speeches advocating the enfranchise-

ment of women. Sadly, she did not live to see the success of the suffra-

gette movement she spearheaded—but her image is on the dollar coin! 

If you’re an organizer, create a chapter of the dignitarian movement

in your area. Coordinate with other chapters and make them a national

force under a slogan like “No Rankism” or “Dignity for All.” Programs

to help the poor or end poverty will continue to fall short until those

trapped in the underclass have found their voice and together insist on

respect and equity. Do what Susan B. Anthony did for women and Rosa

Parks and Martin Luther King, Jr. did for African Americans: help the

victims of chronic indignity find an effective way to give voice to their

plight and change the status quo.

% Bring Dignity to Law Enforcement and Conflict

If you’re a police officer, protect citizens’ dignity as you already protect

their lives. If you’re a soldier, protect the dignity of your foes, if only

because by so doing you’re reducing the chance of them seeking

revenge.

% Show the World Dignity Through Your Profession

If you’re an artist, expose rankism; put dignity on exhibit. If you’re a

philosopher, define dignity. If you’re a psychologist, demonstrate the

consequences of malrecognition and show us how to heal its wounds.

If you’re a historian, chronicle the many forms that rankism has

assumed over the centuries. If you’re an economist, calculate its cumu-

lative impact on social class and the distribution of wealth. If you’re a

comedian, make us laugh at the double standards that apply to some-

bodies and nobodies. If you’re a filmmaker, give us heroes who over-

come rankism without resorting to rankism. If you’re a songwriter,

write an anthem for the dignity movement. If you’re a TV producer,
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stop exploiting humiliation and celebrating rankism. Sooner than you

think, the current staple of TV entertainment—humiliation—is going

to play the way racism now does.

% Honor Your Inner Nobody and 
Your Inner Somebody Alike

If you’re “just” you, don’t be ashamed of the nobody within. It’s really

a genius—at least, it’s your genius. Your inner somebody is dependent

on it for new ideas, so don’t let your somebody put your nobody down.

Remind your somebody that despite all the attention it gets, it’s a pla-

giarist and in grave danger of becoming a “smiling public man.”1 Our

somebodies are all guilty of stealing intellectual property from our

nobodies. Likewise, if you disparage your inner somebody, you’re trash-

ing your meal ticket. It’s best to remember that your somebody and

your nobody thrive or starve together. Their proper relationship is like

that of the masculine and feminine principles we carry within us—

peaceful coexistence and mutual respect. As our internal nobodies and

somebodies make peace and each gets the recognition it deserves, we

typically find ourselves better able to extend to others the dignity we’re

granting ourselves.

% Remove Rankism from Politics

If you’re in electoral politics you can point the way to a dignitarian soci-

ety, even if your colleagues aren’t yet ready to embrace your ideas. Treat

your opponents with dignity. Don’t sneer, mock, or condescend. Avoid

patronizing or posturing. When politicians affect moral superiority,

they extend rankism’s lease.

Since rankism is an attack on both liberty and dignity, denounce it

along with the other isms. Explain to your constituents why you’re

against it—in all its forms—and then go after them one by one. Be the

leader you wanted to be when you first imagined running for office. Be

willing to lose an election for your dignitarian convictions. If you do,

run for office a few years later, and win! 

To paraphrase Victor Hugo, dignity is an idea whose time has come.
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