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i

Foreword

“It can be difficult at times for sure, but being a marginalised woman can 
also give a degree of freedom to speak that I might not have had if I were 
trying to win people’s approval all the time. Like folks already hate me, I 
may as well speak my truth.” 

– Twyla Baker

“The only way to deal with an unfree world is to become so absolutely 
free that your very existence is an act of rebellion.” 

– Albert Camus

“When another person makes you suffer, it is because he suffers deeply 
within himself, and his suffering is spilling over. He does not need 
punishment; he needs help. That's the message he is sending.”

― Thich Nhat Hanh

“When I dare to be powerful – to use my strength in the service of my 
vision, then it becomes less and less important whether I am afraid.” 

– Audre Lorde

“To be beautiful means to be yourself. You don’t need to be accepted by 
others. You need to accept yourself.”

― Thich Nhat Hanh

“even mild otherisation primes people for aggression”

– Kathleen Taylor

“It is easier to build strong children than to repair broken men.”

– Frederick Douglass
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“When you plant lettuce, if it does not grow well, you don't blame the 
lettuce. You look for reasons it is not doing well. It may need fertilizer, or 
more water, or less sun. You never blame the lettuce. Yet if we have 
problems with our friends or family, we blame the other person. But if 
we know how to take care of them, they will grow well, like the lettuce. 
Blaming has no positive effect at all, nor does trying to persuade using 
reason and argument. That is my experience. No blame, no reasoning, 
no argument, just understanding. If you understand, and you show that 
you understand, you can love, and the situation will change”

― Thich Nhat Hanh

“Talking about cruelty makes it easier to be cruel – unless one’s talk 
incurs swift punishment. Acting out the otherising ideas, especially in a 
group whose members compete for status and egg each other on, can 
push people into extreme otherisation with remarkable speed.”

– Kathleen Taylor

“Freedom is not given to us by anyone. We have to cultivate it ourselves.”

– Thich Nhat Hanh

Any errors in this book, including in my descriptions and interpretations 
of other people’s work, are mine (unless they are caused by strange 
technological hiccups). Also, I often generalise in this book, but I feel 
that going into more detail would have taken me outside the scope of 
this book. This book is meant to make you think before you judge and 
take personal responsibility for what happens in the world around you. 
It is not trying to prove anything. Neither is its purpose to offend anyone, 
but it is intended to do some shaking up and get a few things off my 
chest.

– Angelina Souren
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1. Introduction

This book is not about me and it is not even about migrants, but I wrote 
this book from the perspective of a badly marginalised yet at the same 
time highly educated and equally capable woman in a hostile 
environment and I need to introduce you to that background before I 
take you into the rest of the book. 

Among other things, many English people have really fucked-up views 
on women and on people over a certain age (in practice, that’s 35 or 45) 
and focus obsessively on external attributes. Such as what car you drive 
and what the colour of your hair is. I learned a long time ago that 
nothing was ever “right”. No matter what colour my socks were or what 
kind of coat I was wearing or what colour of bank card I had, many 
English people would always find fault with it. (And they are so terribly 
easily offended. Bloody hell, it’s like having to walk on egg shells all the 
time!)

As things got worse and worse and worse, I found myself getting angrier 
and angrier and doing my best to keep it all in, push it all down, that 
anger. Anger can be energizing but only if you can use it as a tool to do 
something with. If you feel powerless, you tend to push it down, anger, 
because you don’t want it. You don’t want anything to do with anger. 
You just want to be allowed to live your life and be who you are. There is 
no place for anger in your life – or so you think.

It was native-American women in the US and women of colour in the UK 
and in the US who made me realise that instead of continuing to insist 
that I deserved the same position in British society that I occupied in my 
home country, I had to accept the fact that I don’t and never will. It was 
time to start carving a new niche for myself. In the eyes of many people 
here, I am like something disgusting that fell from an overflowing 
rubbish bin (garbage can) and I have to accept that I cannot change 
that. It means that anger is an accepted part of my life now. It reminds 
me of Laurie Penny’s tweet “Most of the interesting women you know are 
far, far angrier than you'd imagine.” of 18 July 2017. I am certainly not 
alone in my anger, not even in England.

I also have to stop smiling so inanely at random people to reassure 
them, to let them know that I am really not the acid-throwing dangerous 
kind. It became a habit. It’s ridiculous. “I just smiled at your kids, 
Madam! So I cannot possibly be dangerous.” 

caradult
Sticky Note
Should have been spelled "energising" :)AS
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At other occasions, I do my best not to smile at all, lest that is 
misinterpreted or simply because it allows me to keep to myself as much 
as possible and not attract any attention. 

When you’re a marginalised person, you feel that you constantly have to 
watch your own back. Being part of minority means that you have little 
power and that makes you vulnerable. Easy to abuse and so on. The UK 
government is not very kind towards migrants and anyone else who does 
not move in Theresa May’s and Boris Johnson’s circles. Ignoring that 
fact would be stupid. Boris Johnson governs exclusively for people who 
are like him. 

It appears that when I left Amsterdam and moved to England, I somehow 
signed away my humanity. I signed away the first 44 years of my life and 
everything that I had accomplished in those 44 years. I also signed away 
my future and found myself confronted with a bleak present that I didn’t 
like much. 

When I cried and cried and cried over what I perceived as the loss of my 
life and purpose, cried my heart out in anguish, my English downstairs 
neighbour yelled “I can love you too-hoo!”. The only thing any woman 
wants, the English think, is a man. Because women are defective 
humans and need a man to complete them? Because women have no 
value on their own, nothing to contribute? Well, go ask people like 
Deborah Meaden, Stella Creasy and Laurie Penny how they feel about 
that! Or Carol, who used to drive a Royal Mail van but never learned to 
read and write properly and who divorced her abusive husband back 
when divorce was totally not done. 

Losing my life and my purpose was never the plan. But that is often 
what happens after you arrive in England as a highly educated and 
capable professional woman from abroad if you do not fit the rigid 
English moulds of what you are supposed to look and sound like and 
what you are supposed to do at which times of the week, I suppose. You 
will be destroyed. Or at least pushed out or kept out. I am certainly not 
the first foreign woman this has happened to. I remember a lawsuit 
started by a furious top accountant in London. She too discovered the 
hard way that when you move to England, you may in essence have 
signed away at least your professional identity and your right to be 
respected as a human being. It should not have to be like that. In fact, a 
lot of it is against so many English laws, too. But who cares? 

Please don’t tell me that I am wrong because my experiences are not the 
same as yours. That’s the point, isn’t it? 
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I am part of a minority. I was persecuted, even. As a result, I have no 
access to all sorts of resources that are available to indigenous white 
British people or that would be available to me in my home country. I 
have no conventional power of any kind here, no influence, no contacts 
and no friends to go have coffee with. (I often feel that I live the life of a 
zombie these days. Am I a person who refuses to accept that she is 
dead? No way!) Of course, matters are nowhere as bleak as they could 
have been. I wouldn’t have survived without the support of certain 
resources, but my point is that I should not have needed to rely on those 
resources for so long. The longer you are trapped in hardship, the more 
it shrinks your world, including your opportunities.

I own very little. The latter, in principle, is okay with me as I am not into 
consumerism anyway and our drive to buy buy buy whatever we think 
we need instead of making something. (Not running out to buy a new 
expandable curtain rod, but making use of things I already have is a 
good example. If you live in countries like Panama, that comes natural. If 
you live in the US or UK, it does not. Unless you are poor. Using the 
materials you already have is often frowned upon, looked down on. 
Why?) 

Not having what I needed has often hampered me badly in practical 
ways in the past decade, however. In a world where appearances count, 
that can matter greatly, but it went way beyond that. Not having what I 
needed was the result of a shitload of otherisation by the English. All 
kinds of otherisation. There was even undeniable deliberate sabotage. 
And I never saw it coming. It does not mean that people hate me, mind 
you. They’re just being English. (At least, that’s what I have been told.) 
Most people around me have no idea who I am. They don’t care. They 
don’t know my name, my age or where I am from, whether I have 
children or siblings or parents. It’s enough to be one of “them”, any kind 
of “them”. They know me as that woman that everyone gossips about in 
the pubs. Yeah, that one.

In the Netherlands, I was a self-employed individual who was part of the 
international scientific and business community. I functioned at the 
national and international level. I wasn’t a high-flyer and there were 
people who looked down on what I did, for example, because they did not 
see it as real science, as I was not doing any lab work of my own, or 
because I wasn’t making tons of money but there were also plenty of 
people who thought that what I was doing was super cool. And being my 
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own boss meant that I had a tremendous level of freedom in my life. My 
point? I was not marginalised. I did not feel hated. I did not feel 
particularly well at home or encouraged greatly either, but that is a far 
cry from being marginalised and dehumanised. 

My fifteen-and-a-half years in England have shown me a country that is 
often vastly different from how many of the English seem to see it and I 
can’t write a book about cruelty without talking about this. This book 
did come about as a result of my time in England after all, a country 
with a stigma-riddled culture with a fabric of insularity that often 
borders on downright paranoia. It results in a lot of harm that the 
English do to each other yet blame others for. Such as the EU and 
people from the EU. Because they don’t even see what they are doing to 
each other and, thereby, to themselves. They believe that only other 
people do that kind of thing. Stigmatise each other, ostracise each other, 
make each others’ lives difficult. 

It also explains the phenomenon of keeping up with the Joneses, 
everyone scrambling desperately to do whatever it takes to remain part 
of the in-group and avoid being pushed out. It’s why when one family 
bought a trampoline for their kids, all the other parents in the same 
street rushed out to buy a trampoline, regardless of whether their kids 
wanted one and ever were going to use the damn thing. English people 
are simply too terrified of being pushed out of the in-group if they don’t.

Some migrants are afraid of that too and start spouting rubbish like “you 
know how older women are”, followed by words that almost seem to 
express that they wished that all older women would just simply die 
instead of continue to live. They certainly are not allowed to love life. 
Older adults? That would be pathetic. Ridiculous! Don’t they know their 
place, these older folks? That is not what they would have said in their 
home countries, such migrants, but they must keep up with the Joneses 
now. Some of them ridicule women behind their back. (“Wants to get into 
the school board, ha ha ha. Who does she think she is?” A highly 
educated and capable young Englishwoman, actually. Yes, a female.)

Group differences play a huge role in England and this is emphasised – 
and manipulated – non-stop. You see it in the sometimes downright 
pathetic miniature uniforms with utterly ridiculous hats that march 
through England’s streets in the morning before school starts and after 3 
pm. It does not matter how bizarre some of the kids look in their little 
uniforms, as long as it emphasises that the kids are one of us, not one of 
them. Symbolism. From a young age, kids are taught that they can get 
away with just about anything as long as they make sure they do it to 
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someone from another group, to someone who is different. Do it to one of 
them, not one of us. You see it everywhere. They hear it at the breakfast 
table. They hear it in high school. They hear it at Eton and at 
Cambridge. They hear it at Highbury College.

When I moved to England, fifteen-and-a-half years ago, which was only 
supposed to have been for a few years, I moved into a bloody guerrilla 
war zone with lots of deep poverty as a result of massive inequality. Daily 
life here is often like war, with every day a fight for survival for most 
people. I didn’t see that coming either. I certainly had not pictured me as 
being perceived as “the enemy” by many and I kept hoping that I was 
merely imagining it, that England couldn’t possibly be as hostile as it 
appeared to be. But it was. And it is. 

For the Southampton University professor who recoiled as if it was a 
poisonous snake when I wanted to hand him my business card, it 
appeared to be my foreignness that scared him, in spite of the fact that 
he had a Greek student with him. For the RSPCA employee to whom I 
had explained what my background was and why I wanted to volunteer 
and who then said “It’s not as if you’d get to handle money or drugs you 
know”, it certainly was. 

For the ophthalmologist who made fun of me when I asked him about 
side effects of a medication, it was not. Mustn’t strain my pretty little 
brain by thinking about such complicated matters. Much better to focus 
on long-lash mascara. I am pleased that I inadvertently put him in his 
place with my off-the-cuff retort. But I should not have needed to.

My foreignness was not a problem either for the woman who 
spontaneously handed me a fiver at the Lidl when I’d run out of cash. 
She didn’t see any major boundaries between the group she was in and 
the group I was in. It seems she thought that I was probably just like 
her. Or that she felt she had enough money and could easily spare it, so 
why not. 

I too give money to strangers. There was a time when I thought that I 
had to be rich first before I could help people financially. I pictured 
myself as a successful businesswoman and, among other things, 
starting a foundation that would help fund the academic careers of 
disadvantaged women. Now I know that handing someone 50 pence may 
enable that person to buy the cheapest loaf of bread that day. 



IS CRUELTY COOL? 6

The others, it’s not as if they hate me. They’re just afraid of me and they 
just want to make sure that I know I don’t belong here. Boris Johnson 
has said it too. None of us should ever think that we can feel at home 
here. How dare we insult the English by feeling at home here. (In the 
run-up to the December 2019 elections, he stated that migrants from 
Europe had treated the UK like 'their own' country for too long.) We 
must stop pretending that we are one of them, mustn’t we. So often in 
the past decade, I have been reminded of the requirement for Jews to 
wear a star on their sleeves so that everyone knows that they are one of 
“them”. We are vermin, we foreigners. And don’t you forget it. But it’s not 
even always about foreigners. It’s just about being one of them, not us, 
or being us, not them. 

As anyone can tell you who has experienced war situations, war goes 
hand in hand with cruelty. War is the ultimate “us versus them” 
situation. You can easily see more cruelty in a few years in England than 
in ten lifetimes in various other countries…

It became high time to let go of who I was, embrace my new position of a 
badly marginalised and often demonised Dutchwoman in England. (I’ve 
borrowed that word – demonised – from one of the journalists of The 
Guardian, who used it to describe how the older generations are treated 
here. Older adults are too often treated with utter contempt. It’s 
downright shocking.) 

As one of your inevitable questions will be to ask me what I am still 
doing here then, let me assure you that I have literally tried to escape a 
few times. Twice I left on foot. I was penniless but so desperate to claw 
my life back and leave all the gratuitous cruelty and deep poverty and all 
of England’s misery behind me that I was willing to walk to Dover, 
hoping to catch a lift there (or perhaps a bit earlier along the way). I 
made two more attempts to escape, by bus. But while I had the position 
of a war refugee or asylum seeker fleeing from persecution in the UK, I 
did not have the status of a refugee or asylum seeker because I hold a 
Dutch passport. Extremely desperate to get my life back, or at least have 
a life again, I even shot an e-mail off to the United Nations at some 
point. What can I say? I am still here.

I can’t blame everything on everyone else. There was an occasion in 
2013, when I could have gotten out and probably should have. My years 
here have taught me that I am an incurable optimist, to my surprise. 
Maybe it is about tenacity. As medical physicist Mireille Oud once very 
astutely commented when we were discussing a book about what drives 
people, if you give up, by definition, you do not succeed. That is why not 
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giving up is such a crucial requirement for succeeding. (That does not 
make you a masochist!) 

Yes, if you look at it from a modern western point of view, then you may 
well see England as an often barbaric country, even though it is easy to 
admit for me that there are also many good things here. I am critical of 
my home country too and living in England may be showing me some of 
the more hidden darker sides of the Netherlands. (Never mind the US 
under Donald Trump. Various practices that were instated by Donald 
Trump have been normal in the UK for a long time.) And living in wait of 
being able to bolt at the earliest occasion is not much fun and does not 
empower either, however. Like I said, certainly not everything is bad here 
and I am highly aware that every weakness also represents a strength. I 
can be a very different person here and I am starting to feel that shaping 
the new me. But it is starting to sound as if this book is about me. It is 
not. But I can’t talk about cruelty in England without also talking about 
me. Because by talking about me, I lend you my eyes and I show you 
who exactly the woman in the photo on the front cover is. 

To bring this discussion about cruelty closer to home, here where I live it 
is perfectly acceptable that someone delivering envelopes and packages 
throws them away instead of delivering them. I estimate that I get about 
10% of the regular mail intended for me. It was sheer coincidence that I 
noticed an envelope with an Amazon swoosh in a side alley on my way 
back from Aldi, decided to go pick it up and turned it over a week or so 
ago. I saw, to my astonishment, that it was addressed to my downstairs 
neighbour – I can read addresses – so I took it with me. It contained a 
COVID test, my neighbour told me, because he needs to take one to be 
allowed to go back to work. The test was still intact. To him, it seems 
weird that I am appalled that postal mail gets callously discarded by lazy 
delivery people. Most people here seem to think that they do not deserve 
any better, and worse, that they would likely do the same. Who cares. (A 
lot of delivery people do care, thankfully.)

Two of my own packages have just gone missing too. Contact lenses and 
Gorilla glue. Callousness – yes, this kind too, of throwing someone else’s 
postal mail away – is a form of cruelty. I repeatedly ran into the same 
brand of callousness when I was preparing to move to England in 2004. 
It cost me a lot of money. (A few thousand pounds. I consider that a lot 
of money. That statement alone pushes me into some in-groups and 
some out-groups. It would not do that in my home country.) I have since 
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learned that, without giving it even a second’s thought, many landlords 
here inflict the same brand of callousness – cruelty – on their tenants 
through sheer carelessness and blame the results of it on their tenants 
who they will often vilify behind their backs when speaking with other 
tenants. I can’t help but wonder about the purpose of the latter. Is it 
done to “prove” to the other tenants what a wonderful landlord someone 
really is? If so, wake up! These tenants have the same landlord! How can 
well-thinking, well-balanced people treat each other like that? (And how 
is that the fault of the EU?)

Anyway, I got a little bit tired – understatement! – of having to convince 
English people all the time that I am who I say I am and that I am not 
some kind of dangerous wild animal, possibly carrying rabies and about 
to bite. Or about to attack and take off with their wallets. I was fed up 
with it and I won’t do it any longer. You continue to keep pushing me 
out. Fine. I am out. I won’t even make the slightest effort any longer to 
connect with you lot or trying to convince you that I am who I say that I 
am and not wanted by Interpol for an acid attack in Paris and a major 
drugs deal in Barcelona and a robbery in Rome. 

It was time to draw a line in the sand in my mind. It was also time to 
accept that many people here will continue to demonise me and gossip 
about me behind my back, regardless of whether they even know my 
name, occupation, age or nationality. The craziest rumours have already 
been spread about me behind my back here and I am still alive. I’ll 
survive. So I straightened my back and liberated myself.

I can write, unapologetically, proudly, boldly. Being marginalised does 
not define me, even though many people around me seem to be of the 
opinion that this means that I just don’t know my place and that that is 
one of the many things that are wrong with me. A few quite literally feel 
that I would not even be able to operate a coffeemaker if it jumped up 
and bit me in the face. Too complicated for me, you see, just like wiping 
down tables. (Yep, that too is considered a major challenge for me.) 

So what. The pandemic has changed things anyway. 

And at least the English are very tolerant. Even of people who don’t 
know how to make coffee!

When it opened again, I went to the public library and borrowed 
Kathleen Taylor’s “Cruelty. Human evil and the human brain.” (As my 
resources are limited, I sometimes borrow a book rather than buy it, but 
I often still buy it later.) I had borrowed this book before, but someone 
else had gotten into it since and used a highlighter to mark passages in 
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the book. On page 17, he or she had marked the phrase “Cruelty is 
clearly a moral concept” almost as if to say “I get to define what cruelty 
is”. That’s exactly right. The problem with cruelty is that whether we 
consider something cruelty or not depends on who it is done to, in the 
eyes of the person who inflicts it, observes it or who is given the facts, for 
example in a courtroom setting, and has to judge whether what 
happened constituted any wrongdoing.

The problem of cruelty, Taylor wrote on page 10, shows us otherisation 
at work. She calls it otherisation, but the phenomenon goes by various 
different names. Parochialism is one of them, but I like “otherisation” 
because it indicates so well what it is. (There are slight differences 
between the various concepts, but they are not of importance in this 
book.) I could call it “themisation” in the sense of declaring other people 
part of them, not us, but that would be confusing because of the 
apparent association with “theme”. Otherisation, I now realise, is also 
what I described in my book "We need to talk about this" when I gave 
examples of how utilitarian reasoning can be deployed to disadvantage 
and even harm people. 

Parochialism is probably what happens when my English vet expects me 
to trust him blindly with my beloved pets yet appears to have no faith 
whatsoever in my academic credentials. “I don’t know you.” “We don’t 
know you.” Well, you know what? I don’t know you either. Next time I 
need a professional, I will fly someone in from the States or from my 
home country, then. (Is this why so many Polish people fly back to 
Poland for their dental care?) Rarely is there even a semblance of an 
extension of professional courtesy (collegiality) among strangers. (“I am 
English; therefore I am who I say I am. But you?”) An English trainee 
dentist told me approvingly that my country had a high standard of 
dental care. (For a banana republic?) That all other western countries 
are backward and cannot automatically be expected to have equally high 
(low?) standards as the UK, that’s apparently still being taught in 
dentistry school as we speak. But I am sure that the trainee actually 
meant well and said it as a way of reaching out, wanting to let me know 
that he knew something about my country. 

In the US, it once (once) happened to me that medical professionals 
spoke very loudly to make sure that I understood them. (Do smile now.) 
A handful of Americans associated me with drugs and prostitution. One 
guy told me with some frustration that we Dutch women were all so 
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difficult. But to be fair, all around the world migrants – as we are called 
now while we were still humans back then – have met with a shocking 
decline in how they are seen and treated. A migrant, that’s like a turd. 
Less smelly, perhaps. It depends. In other countries, that’s a recent 
development, but in the UK, it’s not. There, migrants are just like poor 
people, lower-class people, disabled people, people undergoing mental 
health treatment, people wearing white socks, people wearing sandals, 
people of the wrong gender, people wearing the wrong jeans, people of 
the wrong age and whatnot. Like excrement. Less smelly perhaps. It 
depends. But associated with disease and to be avoided. Like excrement.

Otherisation is what resulted in the atrocities committed in the days of 
Nazi Germany, by people who had convinced themselves that just about 
everybody else presented lethal danger, was the enemy who therefore 
had to be destroyed. The mass killings themselves soon became reason 
for continuing them because if the Germans lost their battles, they 
expected the revenge from any survivors to be overwhelming. They could 
no longer afford to let anyone live who was not part of their own group. 
The killings seemed to have been mostly considered a sheer necessity, as 
Taylor indicated in her book, approached with what the Germans 
thought was superb rationality. Sadism against members of the hated 
out-groups was publicly condemned by the Nazis and perpetrators of 
sadism were often sentenced and punished, Taylor found. That did not 
stop sadism from taking place, though.

Cruelty – the infliction of true atrocities – is something people all over 
the world respond to in the same way, says Kathleen Taylor in her book. 
She mentions rage, grief, pity, horror and disgust. Sadness and 
hopelessness are other examples. But cruelty is so much more than we 
usually think of when we hear the word. Taylor goes on to define cruelty 
as a voluntary and unjustified (unjustifiable?) and intentional behaviour 
that harms an innocent and undeserving victim. You can see several 
problems with that and Taylor is aware of them too. Who defines what 
“justified” is, and what “voluntary” is? And who defines what 
“undeserving and innocent” is? 

When you stop to think of this for a moment, you can already tell that 
we are all capable of cruelty even if we think it is something only other 
people do and even if we think that whatever we are doing is perfectly 
normal. You are a kind person. Not a cruel one. Cruel people, that’s 
other people. Other people are cruel. Not you.

Are people who have done nothing wrong but who have been kept at 
Guantánamo Bay for more than a decade innocent and undeserving 
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victims of the US government or is the mere fact that they are citizens 
from a certain nation or were encountered in a certain location at a 
certain time enough to justify the cruelty that they are exposed to? The 
act of depriving them of their freedom on the other side of the world is a 
gratuitous act of cruelty. The various acts of torture – globally agreed on 
as being acts of torture – that many have been exposed to at the hands 
of Americans representing the US government come on top of that. 

Do the American individuals who are keeping foreign nationals 
imprisoned at this American naval base on the island of Cuba inflict this 
cruelty voluntarily? Does the voluntary action of signing up to serve in 
the US Army or Navy or Air Force mean that from that point on, all other 
actions within that role are voluntary actions or does it, by contrast, 
mean that they have ceased to be voluntary from that point on? “It 
wasn’t us. We were just following orders.” You could say that they could 
have quit, but you could also say that if they had left their jobs, they 
would have left the prisoners in the hands of people who considered 
them undeserving and anything but innocent. Honour-bound to defend 
freedom? Not so much! 

What does “innocent” mean in daily life? Does it mean something along 
the lines of “mentally impaired”? Is an innocent person someone who 
has the mind of a three-year-old? It turns out that being perceived as 
members of a group that is felt to be a threat to one’s own group of 
people can already make them lose their innocence in the eyes of those 
who are supposed to judge someone from their own group who 
committed an act of cruelty against someone from another group of 
people. In the right circumstances, that’s you.

If a random indigenous white English person is attacked while sitting on 
a park bench on a sunny day, is that person innocent and undeserving 
of the attack? What if the person in question is a refugee or asylum-
seeker, a drug addict, a drug dealer or mentally ill? Or wearing very 
dopey-looking glasses and badly in need of a haircut? Does it matter 
whether the person is wearing a smart suit or paint-spotted coveralls?

I want you to step up and interfere if you ever see a person on a bench 
getting attacked. Stepping up carries a certain risk. You could be 
perceived as part of the same group as the victim and you might want to 
avoid that at all cost. You might even get attacked too, so you have to 
take your physical strength into account including your ability to run 
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away fast. You might discover that the person who looked exactly like 
you and who was being attacked is schizophrenic and taking 
medications for it or undergoing some other kind of mental health 
treatment. You might also learn that the person in question is in the 
terminal stage of some form of cancer and therefore appeared to be a 
“worthless benefit scrounger” to the people who attacked him or her. Is 
someone on unemployment benefits more deserving of getting attacked 
while sitting on a bench than someone who will soon die from cancer? 
Should it make a difference? 

Those are the kinds of questions that I want you to think about. I want 
you to define for yourself what you would like to see never happen to you 
or to any of your loved ones and I want you to decide that if you see such 
an act being done to someone else, regardless of who or what the person 
is, you will step up and do what you can to either prevent or limit harm 
done to that other person. I want you to be fearless – free from irrational 
fears such as what the neighbours or your pals might think if you 
stepped up, not stupid as in “facing five guys with blazing machine 
guns” – when that time comes.

I also have a tip for you. When you see a situation that looks like it 
might escalate – say a conflict between exes or police officers stopping a 
car and you wonder if what they’re doing is right – announce yourself 
very loudly as a witness. You can do that without uttering a word. You 
stop in your tracks and turn towards the scene. Make yourself tall, not 
small. Show no fear. Become a highly visible observer. Make yourself feel 
and look authoritative. If you need to imagine that you are wearing a 
cop’s uniform to achieve that, do that. I have found that approach to 
work remarkably well quite often. After a few inquisitive and puzzled and 
sometimes annoyed glances in my direction, the person will usually 
decide to move on. What I’ve also done a few times was yell “Hey! Get a 
grip! Get. A. Grip.” Not angrily. Not in a high squeaky voice. 
Authoritatively. Telling people what to do because that can be all it 
takes. It’s like you serve as their conscience. You too bear the daily 
responsibility for what happens in any society, you know. (That’s one of 
the reasons why I have actually been quite reluctant to run away from 
the UK.) 

As Taylor points out on page 22, the act of doing nothing can also harm 
people. So if you have the power to interfere and relieve or prevent 
someone’s suffering yet decide to look the other way or turn your back, 
you are also doing harm. Taylor repeats it again. “Cruelty is clearly a 
moral concept.”
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Whether we see something as cruelty or not therefore reflects our values, 
so whether we step in to stop or prevent cruelty does too. Taking 
personal responsibility in such situations means that you can no longer 
point the finger at someone else. “It wasn’t me.” It wasn’t you, indeed. 
You were merely the one who walked away. Taking personal 
responsibility in such situations means that you are changing the world 
towards making it a better place for everyone. That’s what I want you to 
do.

It means that you may have to explore who you are, so that you know 
what your own personal weaknesses are and aren’t afraid of them. 
Weaknesses are only weaknesses if we let them be just that. All 
weaknesses have the power to be huge strengths. 

You see, as Taylor explains as well, cruelty obviously also often affects 
anyone who observes it. Is something only cruelty when you observe and 
you feel empathy for the victim and disgust for the perpetrator? If you 
look at it that way alone, you instantly see why cruelty is such a difficult 
concept. Like beauty, cruelty is in the eyes of the beholder. Observers of 
cruelty – in other words, you – may also feel disgust for victims of 
cruelty. That disgust – or even the mere lack of empathy – comes from a 
place of weakness within you. Disgust and fear are closely related. 

That disgust probably plays a role in how victims of trafficking are 
treated, particularly if they were abused in the sex trade. Now you know 
what I meant when I said that you may have to explore who you are so 
that your own personal weaknesses won’t hold you back when it is time 
to step to the plate and defend someone who is not one of your own but 
equally undeserving of any treatment he or she is receiving. Oh yeah, 
you know what I mean!

Whether it is getting attacked while sitting on a bench, continuing to be 
kept prisoner on US soil while having done nothing wrong, being 
mistreated by your own government or getting bullied at work.

This means that this book is also for those who have carried out acts of 
cruelty in the past and, for example, for people who are currently 
workplace bullies. Bullying and other acts of cruelty come from a place 
of weakness. If you turn that weakness into a strength, you’ll become 
who you were meant to be.
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2. It wasn’t bullying

On 25 May 2017, I ran into an article in Metro UK about a young man 
who had killed himself because of extensive bullying at his place of work 
in Reading. Bullying is a highly deliberate public form of inflicting 
cruelty. Bullying is tied to a location or environment. Workplace bullying 
is related to work, bullying at school is related to being a student or 
pupil, and internet or cyber bullying is related to the internet and 
electronic means of communication. Handsome George Cheese often 
came home with holes in his clothes and bruises on his body, cracks in 
his soul and tears in his sense of safety. The holes in his clothes were 
the result of his colleagues setting him on fire. He was mocked after he 
stood up for himself after he had been locked into a car boot (trunk). He 
was prescribed antidepressants. He was held down and punched. He 
was ridiculed.

Here, we see a glimpse of a problem that I initially had no answers for. 
Why does it sometimes have the opposite effect than what you’d expect 
when you stand up for yourself? Where does it come from that people 
then ridicule the victim even more? From the victim’s point of view, the 
behaviour of the others who are misbehaving towards you is shameful 
and seeing those who misbehave becoming glorified can be infuriating 
and baffling. Are victims of bullying supposed to crawl into a corner and 
quietly lick their wounds, pretend nothing is going on? 

I have had similar experiences in England (which I will come back to 
from time to time in this book) and I couldn’t have been more baffled. I 
wasn’t able to explain what was going on to friends and colleagues 
abroad either and eventually, some of them started wondering if I might 
be suffering from early-onset Alzheimer’s or some other form of 
dementia. I can’t blame them. Because it all made absolutely no sense.

In a way, this actually pointed to the heart of the problem, but I didn’t 
realise it back then and I was not aware that I too was trying very hard 
to distance myself from the bullying. I was not only baffled by it, I was 
probably also ashamed of it. Other people get bullied. Weak people get 
bullied. Silly people get bullied. Children get bullied. But me, as an adult 
self-employed professional woman? That made absolutely no sense. 

I now know that whether you are perceived as a suitable target for 
bullying has to do with whether you are seen as one of us – part of the 
in-group – or as a member of some other group. Not one of us. You don’t 
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even have to be part of a different group. Merely being perceived as such 
is enough. Not one of us. 

Back to the story now.

Utterly flummoxing was the statement that Simon Wright, the immediate 
superior of Mr Cheese, apparently gave to Metro UK.

“I was in the workshop when a prank was played on George

and he was set on fire. It did not go too far.”

“We knew where to draw the line. It was not bullying.”

After some contemplation, I realised that these statements seemed 
mostly about the risk that he, his bosses and colleagues thought they 
ran. To understand what I mean by that, consider the following. 

“I was in the workshop when a prank was played on George

and George was stabbed with a knife. It did not go too far.”

“We knew where to draw the line. It was not bullying.”

A relatively small cut may not get the perpetrators in trouble as it will be 
the perpetrators’ word against the victim’s word and a small cut can be 
explained away by a thousand things. An incident that directly lands the 
employee in hospital, however, is quite another matter.

It reminds me of how utilitarian reasoning can be applied to justify 
incidents like these. The damage and discomfort on the side of the victim 
are seen as negligible when placed next to the joy experienced by the 
perpetrators and any passive witnesses. It was just a prank. We all 
laughed about it. At the expense of someone else. 

It’s like eating the weakest member of the crew in a lifeboat after a 
shipwreck in the middle of the ocean and hunger taking over when the 
food runs out. It was a necessity. We all filled our bellies. At the expense 
of someone else.

(You do see the difference between those two situations, don’t you?)

The coroner conducting the inquest ruled that the employer, an Audi car 
dealership, was not to blame. Audi UK posted a tweet with a link to a 
statement on its site. That statement has disappeared, but the critical 
responses on Twitter, one calling the statement “the weakest I have ever 
seen” and others using words like “poor”, “unacceptable” and 
“hypocritical” have not. Not one of them was in support of Audi’s 
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statement. I asked Audi UK for a copy of that statement, both on Twitter 
and via e-mail, and to its credit, it did dig up the statement for me and 
sent it to me.

This is what this 26 May 2017 statement said.

“At Audi UK, we remain deeply saddened by the news of the tragic death 
of George Cheese in 2015 and wish to reiterate our heartfelt condolences 
to his family and friends.

The inquest heard very personal and painful accounts of events leading to 
George’s death encompassing all aspects of his life, including his time 
working for Sytner at its dealership in Reading. We are very sorry for the 
huge loss felt by all those so tragically affected.

The inquest concluded that a number of factors contributed to George’s 
death. However, we want to make it clear that both Audi UK and Sytner 
absolutely condemn any behaviour which is detrimental to the well-being 
of employees in any of our franchises.”

That sounds appropriate to me, certainly in view of what the coroner had 
ruled. (That the coroner may have erred is another matter.) Caring, 
carefully phrased, clear and at the same time diplomatic in the sense of 
not pointing fingers at specific individuals. It is my understanding that 
some kind of training took place at the dealership in question and that 
likely was up to that dealership, not up to Audi UK. I decided to ask 
these good folks how they have been faring. At the time of writing, I have 
not heard back from the dealership yet, however.

I too have had a colleague who committed suicide, not very long after I 
went to a garden centre with him to pick out a gift. If I remember 
correctly, his birthday was a few days before mine and he and his wife 
had just moved into a new home. That suicide had nothing to do with 
bullying. I think I had just left the company in question – this was 
shortly before I emigrated to the US – and the company informed about 
the suicide, which I highly appreciated. We were all in shock, back then. 
So I imagine that (some of) the employees at the dealership may have 
needed counselling in view of what had happened. I sure hope that 
they’ve seen the error of their ways with regards to the pretty vicious 
bullying that went on there. (Because folks, that is what it was.)

To come back to Mr Cheese, it appears that the coroner put more 
emphasis on the declined mental health of Mr Cheese than on the 
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crimes committed by the colleagues and employers of Mr Cheese. On 
page 51 of Taylor’s book, in the first and also second paragraph under 
the heading “Liking and bias”, you can read more about how that can 
play out in real life. The coroner also sent a report to Mr Cheese’s GP 
practice, among others mentioning the prescription Mr Cheese had 
received after he started working at the car dealership, more or less 
suggesting that if Mr Cheese had not hanged himself, he might have 
swallowed all of his pills. Was the coroner suggesting that the medical 
practice was at least partly responsible for what went on at Mr Cheese’s 
place of work, then? Apparently, one of the people at his place of work 
had actually told him that he should hang himself. (That’s what he did.)

A year later, a similar story caught my eye. Someone set a colleague on 
fire at work in Bristol. The victim, Harry Hayward, was in hospital for a 
week because of injuries to neck, arms and legs (13.5% burns). In 
addition, Mr Hayward contracted PTSD. His colleague was sentenced to 
18 months in jail, suspended for two years, as well as ordered to pay 
£7,500 compensation and carry out 200 hours of unpaid work. 
Apparently, the suspended sentence came very close to an immediate 
one. Prison time. 

In this case, the intention supposedly had not been to set Mr Hayward 
on fire, but to alight fluid that had been poured into a toilet cubicle while 
Mr Hayward was using the toilet. That almost sounds too good to be 
true. We’ve all watched scenes in TV series and films in which this 
method is used to set fire to a house or factory. How on earth can you 
expect someone whose trousers are on his ankles not be set on fire when 
he is surrounded by flames coming from the floor all around him?

Particularly the first case was about the enjoyment of cruelty, pure and 
simple, however. It was sadistic. The second case sounds more like sheer 
stupidity. 

Mr Cheese was doused in brake fluid and then his clothes were set on 
fire. Mr Hayward’s burns were caused by brake and clutch fluid that had 
been set on fire. Mr Hayward got burned and contracted PTSD. Mr 
Cheese got burned and became depressed. The main difference may 
have been that Mr Cheese seems to have suffered more – or rather a 
different kind of – mental health damage and Mr Hayward suffered more 
physical damage. Wait a minute. Mr Cheese is dead, while Mr Hayward 
is still alive.

In Mr Hayward’s case, the judicial process assigned blame to not the 
employer, but to the specific colleague who caused Mr Hayward’s 
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injuries. His place of work, however, had a tradition that explained how 
the injuries came about, except they had run out of spray cans and 
unless you happen to be sitting on a toilet, the flame coming from a 
spray can – does that make it a flamethrower? – may be easier to dodge. 
You can jump out of the way. Mr Cheese’s place of work and colleagues 
went scot-free.

Yet in Mr Hayward’s case, there had been no intent to harm him while 
there was a clear intent to harm in Mr Cheese’s case. In fact, he had 
been pushed onto the floor and punched on at least one occasion, 
leaving him with bruises. They had locked him in the boot of a car and 
had deliberately set him – the clothes that he was wearing – on fire. Do 
you see the difference? There is nothing to jump out of the way from 
when you are locked into the trunk of a car or if your clothes are on fire. 
That makes it the deliberate infliction of harm. Not horseplay. Horseplay 
requires all parties to be willing participants. 

What appears to have happened was that even after his death, Mr 
Cheese continued to be seen as “not one of us” and that this was 
considered a good enough reason to do to him what was done to him. He 
was no longer there to defend himself.

Why didn’t Mr Cheese quit his job? I can’t help but wonder if the 
following played a role besides a possible scarcity of jobs. (He was 
reportedly over the moon when he got hired.) When we experience 
physiological stress, which he most certainly did, we tend to 
underestimate real danger. This is a mechanism of the endocrine system 
to protect our health as long-term serious physiological stress is usually 
very harmful to the body. 

As a result, Mr Cheese may have been telling himself that things weren’t 
really that bad, that he could handle it and he may have blamed himself 
more than he blamed his work environment. “I am being bullied at work 
so something has to be wrong with me. Please, fix me so that they will 
stop bullying me.” All it may take to remedy such a situation is one 
person who says “Quit the damn job! Quit! There is nothing wrong with 
you, it’s those jerks that have a problem.”

(It appears that he had been trying to get into the army, though. I 
deduce that from the report the coroner sent to Mr Cheese’s GP 
practice.) 
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A while after that, I came across a case of community bullying in which 
a family with several autistic family members was being targeted 
relentlessly. I think this was somewhere in Somerset. The local council 
then, supposedly accidentally, sent a confidential file on the targeted 
family to the bullying party. This could only have been an accident if the 
family that was being targeted received papers intended for the bullies. It 
is very hard to imagine how highly specific postal mail intended for me 
somehow accidentally ends up being addressed to people who live two 
doors or one street away from me unless both parties receive each 
other’s mail from the same sender, so that it clearly was accidentally put 
into the wrong envelope. I have been living in England long enough to 
know how these things are often played out in practice. It was the family 
that was being bullied that was forced to move. It’s never the bullies. 

Next, I read about a Newcastle case in which a family was being bullied 
in a similar way as the family in which several people are autistic. 
Different about them is that they have red hair. That small difference 
alone seems to have been enough to trigger massive community bullying. 
They too were forced to move as the bullying included smashed windows 
and graffiti. You can live with graffiti, but you can’t live with smashed 
windows.

21

3. How does anyone become a target for 

cruelty?

Now I need to tell you who the woman in the photo on the cover is. It’s 
Janice Morris. (It’s also me. I’ll get to that.) Ms Morris was 49 years old 
when five young people poured water and flour over her and threw eggs 
at her while she was sitting on a park bench. She was spat at, too. One 
of the five attackers took that photo and shared it online. It has since 
been shared so widely by the media that I consider it part of the public 
domain now. Apparently, that attacker was also the only one whose 
name became known as he turned 18 shortly after. That is how I know 
that he later still went to prison after he attacked someone else, Matthew 
Banks, who the media described as a vulnerable man. That later attack 
was carried out with one other person (someone who has a namesake 
who went to prison for attacks in Kent, by the way, but the names of 
these attackers are not important).

According to the media, most of Ms Morris’s five attackers supposedly 
came from “good”, middle-class families, which in itself speaks volumes 
as it seems to convey a character judgement based on one’s 
socioeconomic status. (So often, the suggestion is made that so-called 
lower-class people don’t love their kids. Excuse me?!) Their parents all 
seem to have said that the attack was the fault of one of the other 
attackers. It was one of them. One of them caused all this. Not one of us.

By the time that fifth attacker, the eldest of the five, was sentenced for 
the next attack, he supposedly was “of no fixed address”. He lost his job 
and his college place after the first attack. Next, apparently his family 
kicked him out, which may have happened to him before as he was 
described as “back with his family” after the first attack. (I am curious 
about his background.)

If this guy and his buddies had not shared the image material on social 
media and if it had not gone viral, chances are that nobody would have 
given a damn, though. The attack would likely have had no 
repercussions for the attackers and Ms Morris might well have become 
the target of more attacks while everyone around her merely shrugged 
about it.

I was 47 when I was attacked while sitting on a bench, just like Janice 
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Morris. Five thugs, younger than the ones who attacked Ms Morris as far 
as I can tell, threw water and sand over me and pelted stones at me. Two 
stones hit my head. It happened in Southampton. I had been sitting on a 
bench reading and annotating a report on the practice of forensics in the 
Netherlands as I was working on the Dutch version of Forensics for 
Dummies at the time. 

The weather was lovely and I wanted to work outside in the sunshine. I 
often went to the nearest Costa Coffee to work on the terrace there, but 
this time, I decided to stay closer to home. There wasn’t anything even 
vaguely approaching a Costa Coffee in my neighbourhood, so I perched 
on a low wall on the left bank of the River Itchen. Some lads started to 
hassle me. I told them off, but I didn’t feel comfortable around them and 
I decided to relocate so that I could concentrate. I found a bench along a 
road. The location was not as good as the other one, but being able to 
work in peace made up for that. However, the lads apparently had gone 
in search of me when I relocated – or maybe even followed me – because 
shortly after, they showed up with a few more buddies and attacked me. 
I had not seen them arrive as I was concentrating on my report and the 
attack came completely out of nowhere. I felt glad that I had not been 
working on my laptop. It likely would have been ruined. 

I was utterly baffled and scared. Angry, too. I was fuming. Furious. What 
on earth could have motivated a bunch of young people to attack me 
while I sat working on a bench? What concerned me perhaps even more 
was the degree of approval there appeared to be among the adults in the 
community around me. The youngsters felt so secure that they parked 
their butts on the low wall surrounding the property in which I was 
living one or two days later. They had never done that before. They 
seemed to be making a point. They were part of the in-group and would 
be absolved of any wrongdoing no matter what they did. And I was not. 

I was in my fifties when stones were being thrown at me on the beach in 
Southsea in Portsmouth, near the South Parade Pier. While it had the 
semblance of coincidence, it also had the threat of something much 
darker as the rest of the entire beach was clear. Why throw stones in my 
direction? I walked away calmly. Just in case. A bucket containing, 
presumably, water was emptied over me very deliberately along 
Kingston/London Road near Kingston Crescent one Sunday afternoon. (I 
took a shower and washed my hair afterward, taking the possibility into 
account that the liquid thrown over me had not been water.) These are 
two examples of things that sober people do to complete strangers in 
England, all the time. This too is bullying. Cruelty carried out in public 
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in what is formally a non-war setting (in spite of me having called 
England a war zone at the beginning of this book).

I have had so much trouble wrapping my head around the fact that 
cruelty – including attacks such as on Ms Morris and me – appears to be 
accepted by default in England until or unless public opinion swings 
against it, for example, when something goes viral on social media and 
people are appalled (beyond the small circles in which such incidents 
take place) or if someone happens to die such as when Ernest Norton 
was attacked. Like I said, I am pretty sure that if the photo the attackers 
took of Ms Morris had not gone viral and there had not been an online 
outrage, the police would have done nothing. That the case went to court 
and that the five attackers were sentenced is highly exceptional, in my 
experience.

Now it is time for me to be very blunt. The current British Prime Minister 
time and time again signals that this kind of behaviour is perfectly okay 
when he spouts verbal abuse at random groups of people who he 
considers inferior. EU citizens. Gay people. People from Africa. Does he 
really believe that it gives him edge? Me superman, bwah-ha-ha. Me hurl 
abuse.

Most English people will disagree with what I am about to say, just like 
most whites in England believe that there is very little racism here while 
the experiences of non-whites here contrast strongly with that idea. 
Large chunks of England are fiercely misogynistic, viciously 
gerontophobic – with English newspapers using words like “demonised” 
to describe the rampant hate for the elderly which in practice can be 
anyone over roughly the age of 45 – and harbours laughable colonial 
views about everyone and everything located beyond Dover. All you find 
there are banana republics with fake universities and fake degrees. 
They’re all thieves and liars who are out to get you, those foreigners. No, 
this is not my personal view. It’s what British insularity often works out 
as in practice. I am from the Royal Banana Republic of the Netherlands, 
myself.

However, there is also a high level of distrust against everyone whose 
parents are from anywhere else even if that is only 20 miles down the 
road. This level of insularity often approaches paranoia. It can express 
itself as xenophobia towards foreigners but I think that it is often not 
discrimination of foreigners as such but of people who are perceived as 
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“not one of us”. Strangers. 

The emphasis on group differences in England may also have led to a 
tendency to go after anyone perceived as “weak” or “vulnerable” in any 
way, such as people with any kind of physical disability, people with 
Parkinson’s and autistic people. Or people with red hair, which may be 
related to the idea that red-haired people are Irish. The image below 
comes from London in the 1960s. Maybe one day someone will explain to 
me what the English had and perhaps still have against Irish people. 
Was it the mere fact that they were immigrants? Or could it still have to 
do with a fear of strangers carrying the plague in the Middle Ages?

The above image, does that express cruelty, too? The children, 
presumably, were added to the list, almost as an afterthought, for the 
same reasons many landlords don’t allow pets. Children and pets are 
seen as loud and messy. It is more or less the same reason why you 
can’t run a pub from your home. Pubs are loud and messy. But people of 
colour? Irish people? That’s otherisation. Discrimination. Cruelty? Yes. It 
hurts not to be allowed a place to live.

It has been my impression that most of the people who have been 
gunning for me locally did that because they thought I was learning-
disabled or autistic or perhaps “schizophrenic or something”. I have gone 
into a few local shops where people made small mistakes in the amounts 
due that they mentioned to me. Then they looked at me with some kind 
of expectation and curiosity in their eyes and on their faces. (The English 
rumour mills always have plenty of wind in their sails.) 

Let’s go back to occurrences such as the attack on Janice Morris and the 
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bullying of George Cheese. As a highly educated woman who is not 
“vulnerable” (which in practice seems to mean “mentally impaired or 
having a mental health condition”) – other than perhaps PTSD after a 
barrage of bullying that has had pretty severe consequences and in fact 
matches the description of sadistic stalking by forensic psychologist 
Lorraine Sheridan – I know all too well how impossible it is to stand up 
for yourself in such cases. The mere fact that you are being targeted 
seems to convey that you deserve to be, that you have earned it, that 
there is something wrong with you, that you are “vulnerable”. Complain 
about what is being done to you and you are likely to find yourself being 
covertly assessed for how likely you are to carry out, say, an acid attack. 
I wish I were kidding. The mere fact that you are being interfered with – 
bullied, sabotaged – signals that there has to be something “wrong” with 
you, that you are “not right in the head”. 

And people who are “not right in the head” are considered potentially 
dangerous. 

Attacking someone, on the other hand, gives you edge among your peers 
and beyond. Attacking someone who appears to be “vulnerable” and who 
is not expected to stand up and fight back is relatively risk-free.

This is strengthened by what I already mentioned, the fact that if the 
victim does protest, it often works against him or her, also in the eyes of 
those who merely observe. The fact that you were attacked works against 
you, perhaps particularly if you are a woman and aren’t crying like a 
lovely young weak damsel in distress but put your foot down and say 
“This is not right. In fact, this is wrong!” It does not earn you empathy. It 
often earns you disgust and rejection. It has to do with those perceived 
differences, those differences that do not even have to be real, but can be 
purely imagined.

The mere fact that I was a single woman over the age of 35 seems to 
have served as a sign that I was “not right in the head” and thus 
deserved to be attacked when I was sitting on that bench in 
Southampton. Being self-employed and working from home is so easy for 
people to mistake as “therefore” being on (disability) benefits if that is 
what people want to see. Something similar seems to have occurred with 
regards to the attack on Ms Morris.

I don’t like the way the media have been harping on about Janice 
Morris’s supposed “disability” and “vulnerability”. I don’t like the way 
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surprised local people respond when they learn that I am not learning- 
disabled and not autistic and not “perhaps schizophrenic or something”. 
(And, yes, I graduated with distinction.) It should not make a difference. 
We all deserve to be treated with the same human respect. I don’t 
deserve greater respect because of my intelligence and because I went to 
university. (I do deserve that people do not instantly assume that I am 
either making it up or am delusional when I mention my professional 
background. I do deserve breathing space and not being mollycoddled 
and fussed over and messed with as if I were a five-year-old who just 
tumbled down the stairs.) I did nothing to earn my intelligence. It was 
handed to me on a platter when I was born. Similarly, the fact that I am 
not married does not mean that I am mentally impaired and therefore 
deserve to get hassled and do not have the right not to get hassled. 
Bullied. 

The prosecutor in Ms Morris’s case apparently said in court “Effectively 
the whole world can see the photograph, which is quite humiliating for 
the victim in this case.” But this photo should have been seen as 
humiliating for the attackers! Why are these attacks considered 
“humiliating” for the victims? Because it confirms their lowly status in 
society? Why is it considered to be humiliating for the victims to come 
forward and be open about these attacks? 

I may have an explanation for this. Let’s look at another example. It did 
not matter to the attackers who exactly were present in the Twin Towers 
on 11 September in 2001 and none of these people had done anything 
wrong. The attackers perceived them as representing a group of people 
that were a threat to their values and to the people in their own group. 
You cannot say that because the people working in those buildings were 
perceived as being from a different group than the attackers, they 
deserved to be attacked and it surely would have been wrong if any of 
the survivors first would have needed to prove that there was nothing 
“wrong” with them before receiving any kind of help. 

So what is different about these two situations? (Attacking people who 
are sitting on a bench and attacking people working in a building?) It is 
all about whether the people around them are able to identify with them 
or not. If they are not able to identify with them, they can reassure 
themselves and say that nothing like that will ever happen to them or 
their loved ones. If they are able to identify with them, however, it will 
provide a very strong urge to provide help and also to do something 
about it to ensure something like this will never happen to them or to 
any of their loves ones. Attacks on individual people sitting on a bench 
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have a feel of being more personal and, therefore, perhaps deserved. As if 
anyone ever deserves to be attacked while sitting on a public bench.

Americans bombed a trauma centre operated by Médecins Sans 
Frontières in Afghanistan in 2015, not in retaliation for the 9-11 attack 
but in the course of doing what they were doing there all the time. But 
there was not a heck of a lot of media noise about those victims, was 
there? 

This too, of course, all has to do with perceived group differences. There 
is this idea that there is a group of people who behave in a safe way and 
hence will be protected from certain kinds of harm and that there is 
another group of people who exhibit risky behaviours and are more 
vulnerable as a result. That there is not really such a division in groups 
plays no role. Was their nationality the mistake those people lying in 
hospital made? Did that make them deserving of being bombed while in 
hospital? “Something like that will never happen to us, then, because we 
are Americans.” And if it did, they would hit back.

I first became aware of this phenomenon after I was raped many decades 
ago. The responses from different people around me were quite 
intriguing and I noticed that in spite of my state of distress. I also found 
that those who were most supportive seemed to be people who had been 
through similar experiences of harm, misfortune or injustice themselves, 
situations in which they bore no responsibility for what had happened to 
them, such as having developed a brain tumour and ending up with a 
partially paralysed face (and without husband – because he left). They 
were able to identify with me much more closely. 

Up to that point, I too had probably never given a thought to the 
phenomenon of rape or how it might be experienced by the victims and I 
too had probably done a great deal of unaware victim-blaming up to that 
point. Rape was something that happened to other people. Not to me. 
Never to me. How could I ever be raped? I was, for example, very careful 
to walk on the well-lit side of the street if the other side was dark when I 
had to walk somewhere after dark. 

I had however, been molested on a train while commuting from Baarn to 
Amsterdam one morning and I certainly had not seen that coming either. 
I had been dozing in my seat – it may have been 5 or 6 in the morning – 
when someone suddenly grabbed one of my breasts and squeezed it very 
hard, left the carriage and jumped out of the train. I counted myself 
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lucky that I had been wearing a bulky tweed blazer that day. We take 
these things in stride. It goes with being a woman. You don’t want to pay 
any more thought to it than you have to. You feel lucky that it was not 
worse and you move on. I am not sure that I ever even told anyone about 
that incident. It is part of the price you pay for being female. You take it 
for granted. 

For the record, I was safely asleep in my own bed when a few years later, 
another stranger fell on top of me, yanked away my panties and raped 
me. Hopefully that will shake up a few people’s beliefs about the kind of 
“risky” behaviours that get people raped.

(Sadly, I know only too well that this is also exactly the kind of story too 
many English people get off on. Some seem to feel that there can never 
be enough violence against those sweet English roses, let alone against 
uppity foreign females with radical feminist ideas who might disturb the 
beliefs of too many a good Englishwoman and wreck all that demure 
docility. To have been a victim of violence gives you “edge”, in England. 
That’s sick, in the old meaning of the word. Disgusting. Not cool. But 
perhaps more relevant is that the majority of women have “edge”, then.)

And in spite or because of that, there is still a heck of a lot of victim-
blaming in England with regards to rape too, isn't there? We’ve been 
seeing it for decades. “If you didn’t exist, if you weren’t somewhere at a 
certain time or if you had not been wearing white socks instead of navy 
socks or black socks, it wouldn’t have happened.” But they’ll say the 
same thing about the person wearing the navy or black socks. ”If only 
you’d worn white socks.”

If you keep in mind that people do this to reassure themselves and keep 
themselves (feeling) safe, it becomes easier to have empathy and 
compassion. You then also realise that if you address people’s fears, you 
should be able to overcome such mechanisms. 

You can even see victim-blaming in a description of suicide within a 
bullying context (bullycide), which “often occurs with children who 
cannot cope with the chronic abuse of bullying, and seeing no other way 
to escape it, die by suicide to end the suffering.” There is a complete 
disregard for the practical aspects of bullying within a school context. 
Bullying can make your life impossible to live for purely practical 
reasons. Think of the self-employed person who discovers that she can 
no longer make phone calls, send and receive e-mails or send and 
receive texts because one or more of her local bullies happen to work at 
the provider she uses. Then think of the boy whose schoolbooks just got 
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taken and thrown into the pond because he comes from a poor family. 
What is he to do now?

Attacks such as the one on this imaginary schoolboy or on Ms Morris are 
not about the victims but about how others perceive themselves and how 
they perceive their victims in relation to that. 

When a rapist or serial killer sits at a table in a cafe and observes the 
people walking by, he often chooses the victim because her gait and 
posture convey a degree of vulnerability. 

However, the selection of targets for the infliction of cruelty in a public 
setting with witnesses – bullying – is more complicated and a matter in 
which we all play a role and bear responsibility.
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4. The words alone

Some words can make your spine tingle in a bad way and that 
association can be hard to lose. Cruelty is one of those words, yet long 
before I moved to the UK, the Dutch word for cruel (“wreed”) acquired the 
urban slang meaning of “cool, wicked, awesome”. The word “wicked” 
(“morally bad”), of course, seems to have undergone a similar evolution, 
as has the word “sick”. 

Where do the words “cruel” and “cruelty” come from? Not surprisingly, 
as so many words in English and other Germanic languages have that 
origin, they were derived from old French and Latin. They are related to 
“crude”, which seems to suggest that cruelty goes hand in hand with a 
certain lack of sophistication. 

Cruelty is a behaviour that causes physical or mental harm to another 
person.

What about humiliation? What is that? As I mentioned before, I noticed 
with surprise that Lucy Miller, the prosecutor in the cowardly attack on 
Janice Morris, stated that the photo of Ms Morris – the one that I have 
used for the cover of this book – caused a great deal of humiliation for 
her. Why? I said that I felt that this was merely Ms Miller’s own view. I 
suspect that for her too, as it was for me until it happened to me, getting 
attacked on a bench is something that happens to “other people”. People 
who are different. People who are “vulnerable” or “disabled” or “autistic”. 
I can’t help but wonder if it was humiliating in Ms Miller’s eyes because 
being targeted by that kind of thing “confirms” you as a lesser human 
being, the kind of person who gets targeted by that kind of attack. In my 
eyes, the photo humiliates the attackers, though. Prior to my own bench 
attack, I might have seen it differently

According to the media, Ms Morris was concerned about attracting more 
unwanted attention. (So was I after I had been attacked.) Ms Morris was 
not wrong to be concerned. Having a photo of you go viral does not help 
if you want to draw less attention to yourself. The Frenchwoman who 
stepped up in the context of the murder of Lee Rigby and subsequently 
was on TV a few times had been bullied as well (eggs and stones were 
thrown at her house) and the bullying became worse after she had been 
on TV. 

The word “humiliation” is related to the word “humility” but they are 
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strangely opposed. (Remember the word “humility” because I come back 
to it at the end of the book.) Humiliation, the internet tells me is “to 
cause a painful loss of pride, self-respect, or dignity”. Is a victim’s 
perceived humiliation supposed to make up for someone else’s 
pathological lack of a sense of self-worth?

How is one’s pride, self-respect or dignity supposed to be affected by 
what someone else does? 

The principle of humanity is that every human being has a right to life in 
dignity, but as I discussed in “We need to talk about this”, dignity is 
highly personal and can only be defined for oneself and by oneself. It is 
often related to a loss of control, however, for example, when needing to 
be on a ventilator, needing to be fed or needing to be helped with the 
activities that you and I carry out in our bathrooms several times per 
day without giving it much thought. 

So humiliation seems to be about taking someone else’s control away?

Was I supposed to feel humiliated when I came home after having gone 
for a walk, found the door to my flat not only unlocked but ajar and 
hairs glued onto the flattened end of the bar of soap in my bathroom? 
(This happened in 2019.) To me, it was an utterly crazy thing to do, but 
it has the feel of an English “prank”, that unfathomable brand of 
humour that only English people understand and that, yes, apparently 
is supposed to make someone feel humiliated or embarrassed. Why on 
earth is that? To me, it is just as nuts as going into someone’s flat and 
write “I am Napoleon” or “My name is Tony Macaroni” on the kitchen 
wall. In bat blood. Yet protesting against this kind of thing got me 
stigmatised as “vulnerable” and “potentially dangerous”.

I’ve been exposed to this kind of experience for over a decade now. (I 
could fill pages with the stuff.) Was I supposed to feel humiliated when 
someone took a rotary cutting tool to three birds, killed one, left another 
one relatively untouched (but it was attacked in my home while I was 
out) and the third one in terrible pain and with a permanent scar? The 
latter also happened in 2019. How does it make me the bogeyman when 
I say that I want this kind of activity to stop? 

Was I supposed to feel humiliated when local police officers in two, three 
cars (and me on foot) played Pac-Man with me in the streets with the aid 
of the dense CCTV network? Or when they spread nasty rumours about 
me behind my back, which I discovered through sheer coincidence? 
(They see themselves as the go-to experts on local businesses. Should I 
have thanked them for inspiring so much trust in me among the locals?)

The words alone 33

In July 2020, someone went into my flat while I was out, took five to ten 
pairs of dirty socks, dropped what may have been cigarette ash into the 
laundry basket and damaged two items. One of those damaged items 
could have caused me to injure myself mildly or badly. Thankfully, I 
caught it in time.

In my eyes, shooting yourself in the foot in a dare with friends is 
embarrassing and humiliating. Shooting a stranger in the foot in a dare 
with friends is equally embarrassing and humiliating. For the shooter, 
not for the victim. 

Lexico.com, an online dictionary powered by Oxford University Press, 
explains “humiliate” as “make (someone) feel ashamed and foolish by 
injuring their dignity and self-respect, especially publicly”. It also says 
that the original meaning was ‘bring low’. That seems to refer to the 
sense of hierarchy experienced on the side of the perpetrator of 
humiliation and cruelty.

It seems to indicate that you cannot make someone perceived as a lesser 
human make much lower than he or she already is and the cruelty to 
which people perceived as less are exposed is a confirmation of their 
lowly status, something to “put them in their place”. That certainly 
seems to have been the case when Janice Morris was attacked. She was 
being hassled and stood up for herself. The hasslers then went into a 
nearby Spar, bought eggs and flour and returned to attack her. 

To put someone in their place is to remind someone of his or her 
position, to bring somebody down or to humble or rebuke. Was it an 
exercise of retaliation, then? Retaliation for not adhering to how one is 
perceived? To “teach a lesson”? Perhaps.

How is this related to a certain lack of sophistication? How is this crude? 
It is very tempting to write point-blank that any person with a degree of 
sophistication not only knows that all people have the same rights but 
also would never do anything as stupid as to attack a woman who is 
sitting on a bench.

I dare say that someone like Boris Johnson sees himself as highly 
sophisticated, however. I also dare say that many people confuse money 
with sophistication. Boris Johnson has a history of verbal abuse towards 
people he perceives as lesser human beings, thereby signalling that 
when you’re a person in power, you can get away with any degree of 
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name-calling that might get anyone else prosecuted. He is crude and 
“boorish”, the opposite of sophisticated, and has often made people in 
his company feel terribly embarrassed about his elephant-in-a-porcelain-
shop style. (With my apologies to the gentle giants.) People like Boris 
Johnson are negative role models for how to behave, but their position of 
power and their financial means make them immune to criticisms 
similar to how police officers used to get away with abusing and 
murdering people whose skin isn’t the colour of ivory until black lives 
finally began to matter. (The battle for the survival of black people is far 
from over yet, mind you.)

The word “boorish” alone seems to confirm that. It appears to come from 
the 13th-century word for “herdsman” and herdsmen were seen as not 
having refined manners, and “sophistication”, says the online Oxford 
dictionary, means “having, revealing, or involving a great deal of worldly 
experience and knowledge of fashion and culture”. That is a very limited 
view of the word.

Sophistication also means something much more far-reaching. A 
sophisticated person, says another website, “is a person who is able to 
understand the nuances of a wide range of principles, concepts, 
situations, and vocabulary. Sophisticated people understand the bounds 
of their own knowledge, but are comfortable speaking with someone who 
is far more knowledgeable in a given subject than they are.” 

Boris Johnson calls people with any degree of sophistication “girly 
swots”. I’ll spare you some of the more shocking utterances he has 
issued. Words can have a big impact and very deliberately chosen words 
are often used when politicians attempt to otherise groups of people. As 
Kathleen Taylor pointed out, “even mild otherisation primes people for 
aggression”. Does Boris Johnson know that?
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5. Workplace and community bullying in 
England

Could workplace bullying be linked to a country’s cultural style within 
Geert Hofstede’s classification, the extent to which it is masculine or 
feminine? As the traditional views of masculine and feminine are 
changing and masculine may become synonymous with aggressive, 
obstinate, expensive and obstreperous and feminine may become seen 
as effective, efficient, results-oriented and smooth, maybe Jacinda 
Ardern’s style will take the world by storm next and set a new standard 
for leaders. What a wonderful ripple effect that might have.

New Zealand’s culture, however, scores high on the masculinity 
dimension. So that’s not it. What it does score low on is “power distance” 
(inequality) or what I probably often call “the English class thing”. 

That clicks, doesn’t it? Cruelty after all is about the victim’s perceived 
place in someone else’s hierarchy. About being put in your place, being 
seen as not knowing your place and being punished for being seen as 
not knowing your place. About being seen as a danger or as not worthy 
of life. It often comes from the person’s own feelings of inadequacy. The 
cruelty and bullying are desperate attempts to gain, maintain or regain a 
higher rung on the ladder.

Is there a lower incidence of bullying in New Zealand, then? Data from 
Statistics New Zealand state that 11% of New Zealand workers reported 
being bullied or harassed in 2019, but other studies found a higher 
percentage. 

Of course, when talking about bullying and comparing numbers between 
countries, it is important to define it properly and calibrate the data. 
Some professions have a higher incidence of bullying than others and 
what is considered acceptable in one country may not be at all in 
another. As workplace bullying is a costly global problem, there is 
increasing awareness and a growing understanding, however, and it is 
likely to have a very similar meaning in western English-speaking 
countries. 

Wikipedia defines it as “a persistent pattern of mistreatment from others 
in the workplace that causes either physical or emotional harm”. That 
boils down to cruelty. As the setting is the workplace, workplace bullying 
could just as easily be called “workplace cruelty”.
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In the UK, there does appear to be a much greater incidence of 
workplace bullying than in New Zealand, at a percentage of around 30 
(2015, Trades Union Congress), with 71% of disabled women reporting 
some form of abuse and 91% of workers stating that bullying in the 
workplace wasn't being dealt with appropriately. The Chartered Institute 
of Personnel and Development (HR professionals) found a percentage of 
15 for the years 2017, 2018 and 2019 yet added that more than half did 
not report bullying. Most bullying at work in the UK appears to take 
place in London and the South East; most bullying is carried out by 
someone higher in the hierarchy. In a study by Kew Law (employment 
law), 71% of the employees at 131 companies in the UK stated that they 
had either been bullied or witnessed bullying. 

If employees were to stand up for each other and call the bully out on 
the bullying, a lot of the bullying might stop because the bullying would 
then likely be perceived as a loss of face on the side of the bully. This is 
where that imaginary metric “power distance” becomes important 
because it probably determines whether fear has the ability to hold 
colleagues back. 

There is more than financial (socioeconomic) and political power alone, 
though. There is also power in numbers. So there is power in the 
number of colleagues who stand up against workplace bullying. We also 
see this when photos and videos of bullying are shared online and go 
viral, when the consensus swings against the bullies. It can even 
motivate the police to take action and lead to the prosecution of bullies. 

Prosecution then becomes the act of putting a bully in his or her place. I 
can’t help but wonder if that is likely to acerbate the problem in some 
cases and make the bully spin out of control later, which appears to 
have happened with one of the attackers of Janice Morris. If you let a 
cruel bully run around unchecked, however, he or she may do more and 
more damage as it is seen as confirmation of the person’s power and 
invincibility. We have seen that with Harvey Weinstein. Too many people 
protected him. Jeffrey Epstein’s may have been a similar story. 

Bullying is the crude infliction of cruelty. It is linked to hierarchies and 
power imbalances, which can be real or merely perceived. Bullying 
usually takes place in public and is intended to degrade someone in the 
eyes of others, whereas sheer cruelty can also take place in private with 
no witnesses. Bullies often team up, too. Cruelty, on the other hand, can 
also be a secret indulgence by one person that the person may even be 
deeply ashamed about.
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It is important to pay attention to that distinction between these two 
main kinds of cruelty, the kind of cruelty that is carried out by people 
such as George Cheese’s former colleagues within the context of bullying 
– let’s face it; it was bullying – and the kind of cruelty inflicted by a lone 
wolf who may torture individual animals and humans without anyone 
else knowing about it. Are they related? Sure they are but they may 
come about differently and they certainly usually seem to present very 
differently to the outside world. I’ll come back to the other kind in 
Chapter 7.

Some bullies merely are after a sense of belonging. In his book “This is 
marketing”, Seth Godin refers to the strange phenomenon that some 
people stick to wildly contrasting beliefs, such as believing that Princess 
Diana is still alive yet also believing that she was murdered. They appear 
to do this because it affords them membership of a very select club of 
people. This way, they gain significance, but it not the main thing they 
are after. They also want to feel that they are unique. 

You can achieve that uniqueness in a healthy way and you can do that 
in a way that actually damages your sense of self-worth. It must be 
devastating to be aware that you are a bully.

There are healthier, more effective and much more joyful and enjoyable 
ways to achieve greater significance than to bully someone else. Many 
people who were considered utterly worthless as children have gone on 
to change the world in very positive ways. The creator of Cats, now a 
wealthy woman, was suspected of being learning-disabled when she was 
a child. She was lucky, in the sense that the psychologist she was sent 
to realised what was going on. 

If you are a workplace bully – and you will very likely know whether you 
are or not – go find the essence of your significance and pursue that. It 
does not matter if you are the only person who sees your significance at 
this point. It is entirely up to you to be who you want to be and deserve 
to be. If you keep pursuing that goal of becoming the true you, your 
actions alone will eventually show people who you are. 

Take me, for example. I was often seen as an empty-headed chatterbox 
in the past, yet when I was a teenager, people would frequently comment 
that I was quiet and ask me what was wrong. I probably got fed up with 
that at some point and developed the chatterbox exterior to stop people 
from bugging me about being too quiet. (If that was the case, it wasn’t a 
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conscious decision.) But the writings that I published here and there 
showed people that I was not quite the empty-headed and always 
cheerful chatterbox that they thought I was. So it didn’t matter that 
those people did not see my significance. What mattered was that I 
pursued it. 

I’ve never cared much about what people thought of me because their 
thoughts could never change who I was. On the other hand, when people 
think you’re a nincompoop or think you don’t know what you want, they 
are not very likely to ask you for a job you might really like. What you get 
in exchange for that, ultimately, is a tremendous sense of freedom, 
however. Be who you are. Don’t let externalities determine that for you.

There were also undoubtedly people who were put off by my high level of 
energy and enthusiasm, the same way I used to be put off by Tony 
Robbins and Gary Vaynerchuk until I began to listen to what these two 
were saying. My middle sister was one of them. But I also think that a lot 
of people make too many assumptions about other people and for 
example had no idea that I can be incredibly patient too and sit starting 
at waves for hours and, just like a very loud quaker parrot, am actually 
quiet most of the time. As quiet as I used to be before people started 
pestering me about how quiet I was? 

See? You can’t please everyone. Be yourself. It’s enough. You have 
nothing to prove. The fact that you exist, that you breathe in and 
breathe out, it’s enough. 

While there was a moment in my teens when I was about to hit my 
youngest sister but stopped myself in time, I’ve never been the bullying 
type. When I was still a younger kid, a few children tried to bully me – 
my overly protective mother had a lot to do with that and, to a lesser 
extent, my self-employed father’s position in the local community – but it 
had zero effect on me. So it was never pursued beyond a single slap in 
the face (my classmate Sylvia’s older sister), some occasional comments 
about my clothes (too old-fashioned and the skirts too long) or a single 
weirdly exploratory conversation in my last primary-school year by 
children who had trouble figuring me out. I knew who I was and for me, 
that was enough. I seem to have radiated that. They couldn’t get a rise 
out of me. 

Why they tried it? There must have been something going on in their 
lives that made them feel unappreciated and they were looking for a way 
to get noticed and feel that they were special. I never thought about it at 
the time. I thought it was really strange to hit someone in the face very 
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suddenly for no reason at all. I had read something in the bible about 
turning the other cheek, though, and I thought that it meant in practice 
that you simply did not respond. (I went to a Roman Catholic school and 
had lots of nuns as teachers.)

To come back to workplace bullying in England, it sounds like it should 
be possible to remedy such situations by making sure that the people in 
question feel uniquely appreciated. But how do you do that without 
having to play nanny and watch someone every minute? Talk with the 
person, informally, while still making clear that your interest is purely 
professional. Share nothing of your own life and only very little of your 
own role in the organization. Show interest. Ask questions, about work 
and about the role the person plays at work, the specific tasks he or she 
has. Are there any problems? Merely listening may have a giant impact. 

Most workplace bullying comes from higher-ups, though. So, you are the 
bully’s superior. You run the place even though the bully may think that 
he does. Act decisively if you know you need to. Don’t tell yourself 
fairytales as an excuse so that you don’t have to take action.

If all else has already failed... Experiment! What have you got to lose? A 
bully could simply be bored. If you think that that might be the case, 
give the guy a challenging task with a tight timetable, a task that cannot 
be delegated to others and see what happens. Promote the man or 
woman into a really challenging position that has him or her running 
around all day trying to keep up. Don’t side-rail him and put him in a 
lonely office all by himself. That will just make him bitter and he will find 
ways to let you know about it. 

Realise, also, that each personal strength you can think of is also a 
weakness and that the reverse often goes for bullies. Can you see the 
advantage, the positive side, in many of the annoying things the bully 
does? Could the bully be the person you have to put in charge of 
scheduling, for example? Someone who is always highly punctual might 
easily lose it and scream bloody murder when others aren’t, but they 
might also be great for getting that time table back on track. Whatever 
you do, make sure the bully is busy, that his mind has no time to dwell 
on unproductive indulgences.

You could try to probe that by asking a question like “You really like it 
when things are running like clockwork, eh?” Explore! What have you 
got to lose?

caradult
Sticky Note
 ‘starting at waves’ should be ‘staring at waves’AS
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If you see someone behaving like a bully, you could try to redirect the 
behaviour so that it turns into the other side of the same character trait. 
Someone who comes across as aggressive may be very competitive, 
which is a great trait to have in some roles but not in others. Someone 
who is controlling may be very precise. 

If you are being bullied at work or witnessing someone getting bullied, 
an approach I saw Christine Lagarde take in an interview with the 
Washington Post may work well. Imagine that you witness John bullying 
Arnold at your place of work. “John, I have something important that I’d 
like to talk with you about. Let’s go into the staircase (or lobby or onto 
the terrace outside) so that we don’t interrupt anyone else.” This stops 
him from losing face in front of the others. Moreover, it may make him 
feel important. Don’t mollycoddle him. Consider starting your critique 
with “I am going to be extremely biased, John.” That way, you’re taking 
some of the wind out of his sails and at the same time, you make clear 
that you have nothing to apologize for or be embarrassed about. 

“I’ve been observing how you treat Arnold and it constitutes workplace 
bullying. You know that our company has a very strong policy against 
that kind of thing. Unless you change your approach and stop your 
mistreatment of Arnold, I am going to have to report you.” I think it 
would be very good to add “Is there anything I may be able to help you 
with?” That way you create an opening for John to voice a problem that 
he just does not know how to deal with in any other way if that is the 
reason for his behaviour.

Cruelty and bullying are often expressions of powerlessness, desperate 
attempts to gain some sort of power, some sort of significance. 
Powerlessness is a strong driver, but it does not always drive people in 
the right direction. Helping a bully solve a problem that he does not 
know how to solve on his own can go a long way toward resolving 
tension. It could be that he needs a piece of equipment that he does not 
have and does not know he needs or it could be that he needs to talk to 
Janice on the third floor to get the information he needs to complete a 
project. It could be that someone moved his desk. It could be that he 
needs reading glasses. It could be that he needs an Excel course. You 
won’t know unless you start to explore that angle and you do not have to 
be John’s boss in order to be able to do it. You can also be a supportive 
colleague who resolves a tense situation. 

If you are the superior of someone who bullies colleagues, it could be 
that you need to place that person in a team that has at least one person 
with a very strong personality who you expect to be able to hold her 
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ground against the bully. (This once happened to me. I was teamed up 
with someone because I was considered strong enough to be able to 
handle her. That person became my friend.) 

Bullies perceive themselves as weak. But our weaknesses are also our 
strengths. So, paradoxically enough, a solution for cruelty and bullying 
may be to empower the cruel bullies. Not in the sense of supporting the 
behaviour that has a negative impact on the people in their 
surroundings, but in the sense of channelling their energy. Most of us 
want to have a certain sense of momentum. We also want to feel 
significant, and see that our actions make a difference. That goes for all 
of us. Including bullies.

Please note that I wrote this chapter without having any personal 
experiences with bullying at work. 

When I was 15 or 16 and had a summer job at an office products store, 
the owner once got visibly angry with me and more or less literally threw 
something into my face. (A linen bag.) Not only had I revealed in front of 
a customer that we had a certain product while he had just told her that 
we did not, but he was also often tortured by very bad backaches, I later 
heard. The latter explained a heck of a lot. It had nothing to do with 
bullying or cruelty. 

I also vaguely remember a job I had stacking shelves – after hours – 
while I was working on my Master’s. This was at a supermarket where 
the supervisor, a young lad, seemed to be particularly interested in 
snapping at older women and bossing them around. I have no idea 
whether he was a bully as I did not stay long enough to find out, but he 
may well have been. I had worked at a different supermarket doing the 
same work for years, but I had moved to a different address and after 
some time, travelling to the supermarket that used to be around the 
corner from where I lived became problematic. It was not so much the 
distance. It was the weather. Having to cycle through rain and then work 
inside the cooled secluded dairy section and having to cycle back again a 
few hours later was not a heck of a lot of fun. But the work was. The 
atmosphere was great. Work at the second supermarket was anything 
but fun, though, and it had a lot to do with that supervisor. Perhaps he 
was merely still too young to be in charge of the crew of shelf stackers. 
That’s the entire extent of my experience with workplace bullying. Zero.
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6. Exceptionalism and insularity as excuses 

for laziness

Not only people who believe that Elvis is dead and alive want to feel that 
they are part of a unique elite. The English as a nation have this fierce 
desire to be unique too. A lot of words have been written about British 
insularity and British exceptionalism, also within the context of COVID-
19. It’s often said that this insularity came about because Britain is 
separate from the European continent, but if you keep in mind that 
Ireland is an island too and consider that Scotland did not vote in favour 
of Brexit and that the pro-Brexit vote in Wales may have predominantly 
come from English migrants in Wales, you have to conclude that it is 
likely more accurate to speak of “English insularity” and “English 
exceptionalism”. So something else is going on.

Insularity also occurs within England, where many people are wary of 
anyone who is not local and where you can have been living in a town for 
35 years and still be seen as a stranger. 

The English often strike me as hopelessly insecure because they get 
furious at displays of normal healthy confidence, particularly in women. 
This was explained as a fact of life in England to Bilyana Apostolova, a 
Bulgarian London-based contestant in The Apprentice UK during the 
BBC program show that dissects what happened after a candidate has 
left The Apprentice. You could say that what she was subjected to was 
mild bullying as punishment for being perceived as not knowing her 
place. That the childish, deliberately uncooperative attitude of the other 
women ruined the outcome of the tasks did not seem to matter even 
though it meant that the entire team lost. Booyah. We have taught the 
bitch a lesson. (Have we? Haven’t we simply shot ourselves in the foot?) 

It was also interesting to see the response this caused in Ms Apostolova. 
I recognise it. You end up responding in kind at times, out of sheer 
powerlessness.

Why do the English doubt and distrust everyone? Why do the English 
hate confidence in others? In these virus-laden times, I have to wonder 
whether it could be that the English once experienced confidence as a 
sign of someone’s immunity from disease and hence a potential carrier of 
something they might succumb to. (Is there something in their history 
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that might confirm and explain this?)

The desperate need for significance is the root cause of a lot of negative 
behaviours all over the world, however. So maybe most of the English 
really do merely feel (pathologically?) insecure and hence threatened by 
anyone who is not like them. Because it means that they don’t know 
what to expect and how to deal with the other person. 

I link it to one of my favourite pet peeves, the English class thing. 

If I think about the attacks on Ms Morris, Mr Norton and myself and 
combine it with the case for which I heard the sentencing in court, the 
similarity is not whether someone was sitting on a bench (Ms Morris and 
me), was perceived as different (Ms Morris and me and perhaps Mr 
Norton as well), whether stones were thrown (Mr Norton and me) or 
whether the attack took place outdoors (Mr Norton, Ms Morris and me) 
but whether there was a perceived diminished sense of significance on 
the side of the attackers. 

67-year-old Mr Norton had been playing cricket with his 17-year-old son 
when he was attacked. I can’t help but wonder whether playing cricket – 
which I have only ever seen being played when I visited affluent 
Chichester – made his attackers perceive him as being from another 
group, a group that possessed something that the attackers did not 
have. I was in touch with Mrs Norton for a while, but I know relatively 
little about the circumstances of that attack and what on earth could 
have motivated the attackers, so this is pure guesswork on my part.

Community bullying – often anonymous – also appears to be very 
common in England. This too at first sight seems to come from the 
visceral fear that someone might be carrying a contagious disease. It is 
the only way to explain it that makes sense because the fight for 
significance generally does not seem to play a role here. 

How do you gain significance from throwing a rock through the window 
of a family living three streets away from you, after all, if nobody even 
knows that it was you who did it? What joy does the postie get out of 
throwing the postal mail for random strangers in town into the gutter 
instead of delivering it? It is unlikely that he says to himself “Booyah. I 
have taught them a lesson. Now they will surely go back to the banana 
republic they came from.” No. It has to come from fear, from the gut, and 
it has to be a fear experienced as a danger to one’s own life. 

An Englishwoman once told me that they’re still very afraid of strangers 
here because of the Vikings who came to the country where they raped 
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and plundered. Yep, the Vikings. As far as I know, that happened 
between 793 and 1066. They did more besides raping and plundering 
and the Brits themselves have done a heck of a lot more raping and 
plundering in foreign lands since then. In other words, that’s BS.

An Englishman once greeted me with the words “I know you hate men” 
but in spite of that he reached out to me and I hugged him. The first 
time I met him, I had hugged him as well. So where his remark about me 
hating men came from? I had no idea at first. It would have been 
different if he was joking but he was not. I suspect that he felt afraid of 
me, was intimidated by me. One of his favourite descriptions for his 
favourite actresses is that they have that “girl-next-door” quality. 

Is that insularity?

English insularity is irrational. The English can’t even explain it to 
themselves. They don’t know why they are so afraid of strangers and 
why it results in so much cruelty. So I struggle with finding solutions for 
it.

The “wotsinnitferme” attitude, however, is also very common here – not 
surprising for people for whom every day is a fight for life – and 
ultimately will hurt a society. If everyone is only interested in getting and 
nobody is interested in giving, the result can only be lack and 
deprivation. 

The “wotsinnitferme” attitude, sadly, is even visible in attempts to help 
the poor. The poor are often asked to applaud the volunteers, for 
example, or sing Happy Birthday for one of them because it is his 
birthday. Does anyone know the birthdays of the poor who rely on the 
food? The occasional leeches hang out at these places too, people who 
bolster their own sense of self-worth by surrounding themselves with 
people they look down on and who they can treat with contempt. (It is so 
easy to make fun of some people at their expense, certainly if you are 
educated and they are not and they don’t get your words.) For many 
others, it‘s just good PR. A photo-op, as long as none of the poor are in 
the photo. 

Deep poverty is not deserved, however, it is inflicted. As Philip Alston has 
said, poverty is a political decision.

That wotsinnitferme attitude, however, may also indicate that for some, 
otherisation in England may be less the result a primitive fear of others 
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who may carry a contagious disease than an ingrained sense of 
entitlement combined with laziness and blaming the results of that 
laziness on others. Where that comes from? I have no idea. I do know 
that enthusiasm is not done here, and that goes hand in hand with 
confidence, to some degree. Other than enthusiasm clashes with the 
idea of keeping a stiff upper lip, no, I do not have the foggiest where that 
comes from either.

I have spoken with people in market stalls in Southampton who said 
that they would much rather hire someone from Poland or such places 
than anyone English because English people they had hired felt much 
less of an obligation to turn up at work and would frequently find 
excuses to avoid showing up. That’s not something that you can afford if 
you need to keep a business running and provide customers with what 
they require. So you hire the cooperative people whose common sense 
supports you. 

And even Boris Johnson has said it. One of the reasons he gave in 2013 
for "why a rational person might consider staying in the EU" was the 
following. “We can no longer blame Brussels. This is perhaps the most 
important point of all. If we left the EU, we would end this sterile debate, 
and we would have to recognise that most of our problems are not 
caused by “Bwussels”, but by chronic British short-termism, inadequate 
management, sloth, low skills, a culture of easy gratification and under-
investment in both human and physical capital and infrastructure.”

It’s cheap, childish and cowardly to blame the effects of this laziness and 
sense of entitlement on everyone who is from the EU and everyone who 
has a tinted skin that was not acquired in Hibeetha or at a tanning salon 
or whatever other excuses indigenous white English people come up with 
for condemning complete strangers to the kind of misery the English 
condemn them to without realising that they also condemn themselves 
to it when they do that. Yes, that was one sentence. Read it again.

Douglas Kruger believes that one of the reasons why Jewish people are 
often successful – hence hated by others – is simply that they make a 
much greater effort and work and study harder. They are probably what 
Boris Johnson might call “girly swots”. The same Boris Johnson. It’s 
“Damned if they do and damned if they don’t” for the poor English.

Perhaps thereby aptly demonstrated by Mr Johnson, it seems to me that 
the English have turned their beloved stiff upper lip into an excuse to be 
obstinate and obstructive rather than cooperative and constructive. 

So maybe this is the real reason or a part of the reason why there is so 
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much cruelty in England. 

Rather than taking personal responsibility for the results of their actions 
and their inaction, they blame them on others and unleash their 
frustration on them. Why else do English people love to indulge in 
whingeing? No other culture does that, to my knowledge. 

And why do English people often apologise as if I have just told them 
that I am about to receive ten whip lashes or drink vomit when I say that 
I need to get back to work? Why am I supposed to be ashamed of doing 
work or dislike it? 

I felt that these bits that came after I wrote the expression 
"wotsinnitferme" probably mostly represented my own frustration. I did 
sense a connection to workplace bullying in it, though.

The justification for this chapter revealed itself unexpectedly in Chapter 
13. There is definitely a connection. The English don’t do revolutions, 
but they feel miserable and undervalued, not to mention underpaid and 
as a result entitled and obstinate, and too often beyond caring. The 
bullying and cruelty are also a form of rebellion for many against a 
system that does not work for them and a government that does not care 
about them. They have to be.

Humility on the part of the UK government is part of the answer. I quote 
Philip Alston again. “Poverty is a political choice.” The poverty in Britain 
is whopping. Deep. Shameful. Cruel. Massive. Embarrassing. So bad 
that I have on occasion wanted to run out of my local Tesco screaming 
when I couldn’t stand the desperation of all the people who were 
counting their coins to see what they could afford. It gets to me, yes, the 
misery of those around me and there are so many utterly miserable 
people in England. So, so many. 

What do we get when we combine that political choice to keep so many 
millions of people trapped in deep poverty with a government’s decision 
to keep many more people feel powerless – disenfranchised, worried, 
tense, anxious, fearful – and to sow as much division as possible? 

The humility also has to come from all the other people who consider 
themselves better than anyone else, such as that “establishment” (“a 
term used to describe a dominant group or elite that controls a polity or 
an organization. It may comprise a closed social group that selects its 
own members, or entrenched élite structures in specific institutions” 
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according to Wikipedia). Britain’s toxic inequality is doing the country in. 
Stop it. Stop it already.

49

7. Does cruelty bring joy?

Although most of us think the opposite, we are all capable of cruelty, if 
we are pushed enough. Few of us feel joy when we bite off someone’s ear 
or stick a knife into someone’s stomach, though. Some do, but even 
those people may be kidding themselves and not even the 
neuroscientists may realise that.

I warn you that I am about to get personal again. 

Don’t put the book down yet. It’s probably not what you think.

For over a decade, anonymous English people have exposed me to so 
much deliberate cruelty – including in my own home - that my body’s 
physiology could no longer handle the related stress and started 
changing its physiological response to cruelty at some point. You see, I 
constantly was on edge for what would be next. Had they picked the 
locks again and gone into my home again? Had they carried out 
vandalism again or loosened another electrical wire, flipped a switch, 
loosened a valve? What important postal mail had they stolen from me 
this time that had required me to take instant action, hence likely to be 
leading to further havoc down the road? Which animal were they going 
to attack next? Were they going to kill it or merely maim it? That its only 
sin was that it served as a suitable tool to get to me left me with a 
terrible burden of guilt again and again. 

My body couldn’t handle this level of stress any longer and specifically 
changed its response to animal cruelty. I had noticed it before – I sign 
many petitions, including many related to animal abuse and cruelty; 
they contain photos of animal cruelty – and had been fighting it. 
Because it felt like joy. And I hated it. It made me so angry. I was furious 
with the anonymous English people around me who had exposed me to 
so much cruelty that my body had felt that it had no choice but to 
change its stress response to cruelty. 

This may also have happened to many people in Nazi Germany. 

Cruelty breeds cruelty. 

Another thing that I had noticed a few times was that when someone 
walking in front of me was using a crutch, I found myself thinking the 
horrifying thought “What if I kicked the crutch away?” I hated that too. 
That kind of thought never crossed my mind before. It’s a recent 
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development. (Mind you, most of the time I think nothing of that kind at 
all while I do notice it when someone seems to have a really achy back or 
painful feet and then all I feel is sorry for them and the hope that they’ll 
be doing better soon.)

Cruelty breeds cruelty, though. The more often you think cruel thoughts, 
the lower the threshold becomes toward acting on them, Kathleen Taylor 
explained to me in her book. So if you endure cruelty, that happens too 
because it is very hard not to think of cruelty when you’re subjected to 
it.

This, apparently, is also part of the goal (or at least result) of a 
phenomenon known as sadistic stalking. To “spoil” someone, to take a 
happy, good and content person and ruin that person. But that too has 
to come from a terrible place of powerlessness, hasn’t it? 

In my opinion, inflicting senseless cruelty, perhaps particularly on 
animals, can be like a loud cry of powerlessness, a screaming of “This 
much is how I hurt!” for people who have no other way to express hurt. 
They fling it away and inflict it on others so that they still get to share it 
with someone. (Could it be related to self-harm phenomena such as 
cutting?) 

In my deplorably bleak fairly typical English life, there were very few 
sources of joy left. I am sure that also had something to do with the 
change in my response to cruelty. I used to socialise, for example. No 
more. There is nobody left in my life to go have a cup of coffee or lunch 
with or share a pizza and watch a film with. Just about everyone who 
used to be in my life has been bullied out of it. (Okay okay, a few people 
have passed away.) 

I have also learned the hard way, however, that even the simplest act of 
helpfulness or expression of politeness – wanting to help someone being 
able to use their laptop (as in “a piece of electronics”) and making an 
appointment with them at a Costa Coffee to that end or saying 
something about the weather – is often misinterpreted in England as me 
being after them for sex and/or a relationship. Fuck that.

It’s certainly more complicated than that, though. There were a few 
weeks, some years ago, when my own landline played the message “You 
have reached the mailbox of at death’s door” followed by the 
announcement that there was no more space, every time I lifted the 
receiver. There have been many times when I couldn’t reach anyone that 
I wanted to reach yet I have also received plenty of prank calls. E-mails 
often don’t go out and I sometimes receive postal mail and also e-mail 
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that may be up to a year old or even older. So just about everything that 
used to give meaning to my life was gone. Yeah, I am pretty sure that 
that too played a role. It compares to the circumstances of a tiny child 
that is being abused to lots of cruelty, doesn’t it? There is often nothing 
else. Only the cruelty.

Eventually, I realised that what I was feeling when I for example saw 
images of gore and cruelty was not joy at all. It was a physical sensation 
that I was associating with joy. It felt like the veins and arteries in my 
body relaxing instead of contracting, which they would do in fear (fight 
or flight). It was a solar plexus kind-of feeling. 

Emotions come from within our body and they tell us what we need to 
avoid or seek out. If it becomes impossible to avoid something, as has 
been the case for me for at least a decade now, something may have to 
change after a while. The body may have to decide that cruelty is all my 
life is still about now and I had better start enjoying it because I might 
die of a heart attack or suffer a stroke if I don’t. It’s not joy. It’s despair.

So now I know that just like certain physical phenomena such as an 
increased heartbeat can make some people think that they are scared 
and in danger when they are not, and thus trigger a panic disorder, the 
reverse can occur too. I don’t know what happens during joy, 
physiologically speaking, but during stress, the veins contract and blood 
pressure goes up and whatnot. We all know that. (By the way, the 
correct term for what I call joy here may be “excitement”.)

As it turns out, when we are physiologically stressed, we also tend to 
underestimate danger, and that too is purely to keep this physiological 
stress response under control because it’s so damaging to our health. It 
does not happen consciously. It comes from the gut, so to speak. The 
endocrine system. That matches what I have just described pretty well. 
Is that what everyone who lives in England goes through? Is everyone 
here exposed to so much cruelty that they no longer see cruelty as 
wrong? Because they cannot afford to see cruelty as wrong because it 
would ruin them?

I can now also imagine what may be taking place in the bodies and 
developing brains of some young children who are relentlessly subjected 
to repeated cruelty and nothing else. I shudder to think of what that may 
result in and how powerless and helpless these children are. This too – 
child abuse – seems to be part and parcel of living in England, not 
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surprisingly. Cruelty breeds cruelty, after all. A two- or three-year-old 
does not know what I know, that what he is feeling is not joy but his 
body’s desperate attempt to stay whole and so he may learn that 
inflicting cruelty makes him feel better. Because it is all he knows. 

And that is how you can end up with adults, as Sam Vaknin has put it, 
who have as much in common with neurotypicals as they have with 
long-necked giraffes. Their brains develop very differently and these 
babies and toddlers have no control over that. I now have some insight 
in what must be going on in people who do things that can be quite 
shocking to people like me – and how they got to that point. I think I 
have plenty of reason to be grateful that I did not grow up in England 
because I would not have had anywhere near the relative level of 
prosperity that I got used to before I moved here and I very likely would 
not have gone to university either. But perhaps more importantly, it may 
have provided me with a sense of what is morally right and morally 
wrong that makes me see the injustices in England much sharper than 
most of the English. For most of them, it is all normal, after all.

I am a far cry from people like Sam Vaknin, but I’ve had to fight my own 
messed-up response to fear and cruelty tooth and nail after such a 
relatively short while in the UK. What, then, happens to people when 
they live here all their lives? I know that it was just my endocrine system 
trying to protect my health and that is a vital piece of information. There 
is no need for shame. It is not actual joy. Just like a rapid heartbeat 
during menopause does not mean that a woman is genuinely afraid of 
something or is having a heart attack because that is a purely 
biochemical – physiological – phenomenon caused by the actions of 
hormones. 

What I do about the local occurrences? Good question. Local leaders 
(LibDems) have indicated to me that what I am dealing with are cultural 
differences that I will just have to get used to. To me, based on my 
experiences so far, that would come too close to allowing myself to 
become someone who kills kids and their parents at places like 
Auschwitz or who stands there, watches it all and does nothing. No way 
Jose. I ain’t going there. Unh-unh. 

Inspired by what I have read in Taylor’s book, I conclude that there is a 
high likelihood that the person who committed the acts of animal cruelty 
to spite me uses the deployed rotary cutting tool on a daily basis, in 
some kind of construction job, perhaps. That alone would lower the 
threshold toward committing these cruelties because a force of habit 
would have played a role, apparently, and that makes sense. The action 
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is semi-automatic. It could also be someone who slices into meat daily, 
such as a butcher, but I think that the former option is more likely. (Not 
sure why I believe that. It is just a sense that I have.)

The town in which I live has as a reputation for cruelty and is known as 
one of the hardest places in the UK. Some even call it the hardest. Hard 
as in “tough” as in “callous”. Callous as in cruel. My impression, though, 
is that at least one person is involved who has a pathological need for 
attention and significance. One day, after yet another act of cruelty, I 
received a message that read “So what does it take to get your attention, 
then?” This is an example of why I have some misgivings about the off-
the-cuff assessment by the local leaders as to what is going on in this 
town and, more specifically, how my life is getting messed with here. But 
just like them, I can only guess.

All of this got me thinking a bit more about England and cruelty and joy. 
England is often such a joyless place. Could cruelty also somehow be 
related to things like the “stiff upper lip” phenomenon?

For the past fifteen-and-a-half years, I first had to put a lot of effort into 
trying to figure out the often really crazy place that England is. I found 
some explanations in Victorianism and some in utilitarianism. Then I 
started to ponder the stiff upper lip (which came about in England as a 
result of a fascination with the stoics, apparently). It is the opposite of 
taking a Buddhist or Zen approach because that would acknowledge 
feelings without judgement whereas the stiff upper lip approach 
suppresses them completely. It's been described as "unwholesome" and 
as “leading to stunting". Might the stiff upper lip also in part explain the 
massacre at Amritsar?

If you repress all your emotions, which the English appear to believe all 
proper adults should and probably still teach their children as well, 
cruelty can become okay because you will eventually no longer have a 
good sense of what you're doing. You lose touch with your emotions – 
those so important signals from your body that steer you toward or away 
from things – and maybe they stop meaning anything to you. Are 
empathy and compassion still possible when you do not allow yourself to 
feel? Cognitive empathy, yes. We all have that. But what we usually call 
empathy is emotional empathy. If you suppress your emotions, you are 
in danger of behaving like a stereotypical psychopath while seeing 
nothing wrong with it. You think it's normal. You may even think that it 
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is cool, that it means that you are super-tough now. 

Could cruelty then become the only thing that can still evoke an 
emotional response in people and make them feel alive? 

Maybe that is also where that English addiction to drama comes from. 
(The English are drama queens, let’s face it.) If almost nothing still 
makes you feel anything, you may have to make mountains out of 
molehills because it is the only way that you can still feel any kind of 
emotion. Emotions make us feel alive.

Now I am back at the beginning of this chapter. If you grow up not being 
allowed to feel anything but are exposed to a heck of a lot of cruelty, 
maybe it teaches the body (including the brain) that no longer getting 
stressed out means that you are enjoying it. If you grow up, from baby to 
toddler to young child to teenager, with the cruelty being the only 
constant factor in your life, how do you know that other things exist 
such as laughter, hugs or tickles that bring joy? If cruelty is the only 
thing that produces something in your body that feels like joy – even if it 
has only developed to protect your health – how can you avoid not 
pursuing it as the only source of joy that you know?

I am getting into some really dark territory here. 

I am also sure that I am upsetting a lot of people with my lack of 
diplomacy. But if you look into for example the murder of Bijan 
Ebrahimi, you have to conclude that his murder was a lynching and that 
saying that it happened because a rumour was spread that he was a 
paedophile is no more than a weak attempt to explain away a shocking 
level of hate and cruelty. Mr Ebrahimi was kind and gentle, had dreamed 
of an education but became physically disabled. He was also Iranian. 
Enough about him was “different” to cause his lynching and his lynching 
– with the aid of the police, let’s face it – did not take place because 
people thought he was a paedophile. Saying that is just an excuse for 
looking away and doing nothing because the ugly truth is too hard to 
digest.

So I am saying hard things in this book about England and the stiff 
upper lip and its general glorification of cruelty and the tendency to look 
away when bad shit happens to other people. Because if I pretend it is 
not there, I am just using it as an excuse to look away and do nothing 
because I find the ugly truth too scary to face and worry about the 
backlash I may receive. 

Some years ago, I attended a court hearing concerning a man who had 
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bitten off someone’s ear after his girlfriend had been observed flirting 
with the victim in a pub. Biting off someone’s ear can certainly be 
considered the deliberate infliction of harm and is therefore cruelty. That 
man went to prison for four years. Alcohol surely played a role. For 
English adults, this is where the stiff upper lip syndrome can wreak 
havoc, that pathological suppression of feelings which can explode like 
an underwater volcano when alcohol is added to the mix. There is such a 
diminished capacity for dealing with emotions on the side of the stiff-
lipped perpetrator. When alcohol then removes the inhibitions that 
normally result in that suppression of feelings... Kapow! Kaboom! Kaput.

Even that – while it may not always have to result in someone’s ear 
getting bitten off – rarely beings joy. And you certainly do not have to be 
crazy to be cruel.
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8. How disparity and ultimately hate arises

In 2019, neuroscientist Rebecca Saxe gave a talk at the Petrie-Flom 
Center for Health Law Policy, Biotechnology and Bioethics at Harvard 
Law School that had as its topic the neuroscience of hate. She had been 
asked to talk about it. She normally works on human social cognition 
and the development of the human brain, so on topics such as how 
humans acquire Theory of Mind. She dove into the matter and decided 
that the question was “How do we humans tolerate and even perpetrate 
violence against weak and defenceless strangers” as that is most 
baffling. 

The intuitive answer, she said, is that it has to be something like hate 
that causes it. She went on to say that if you look at this kind of 
anomalous behaviour as the result of a form of brain damage, then you 
might also come up with ways to remedy hate from an almost medical 
point of view. That intuitive approach, however, was not the one she 
chose to take. As it turns out, it would not have led anywhere as hate is 
something we are all capable of. So is cruelty.

The tolerance of disparity – treating others as less and the damage it 
results in for them – does not require hate, Saxe had found. Saxe then 
talked about group differences, about parochialism (investing in and 
helping our own as opposed to helping others) and the creation of 
imaginary groups and even imaginary resources to fight for. (Is a 
mother’s first goodnight cuddle worth more than the second? Is the first 
comment on a YouTube video worth more than the tenth? It is if you 
want it to be.)

Is hate an extension of typical human behaviour or is it anomalous?

I have the feeling that Saxe might say that attacks such as on Janice 
Morris and myself are likely not an anomaly but an expression of our 
shared humanity, in the sense that we were both perceived as not being 
from the same group as the attackers and the people around them. That 
boils down to what I have said so far, that we were perceived as different 
and that that was the reason for the attack, not in itself the fact whether 
someone is, for example, disabled. So one way to do something about 
this kind of hate, or to protect yourself, is to do things that cross 
boundaries between groups. 

(By the way, what people call British insularity and perhaps also British 
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exceptionalism – which in reality is mostly and maybe even exclusively 
English insularity and English exceptionalism – sounds like what Saxe 
calls parochialism.)

Breaking through group boundaries can be done in many different ways, 
but before you do this, you first have to have become aware that you are 
perceived as being from a different group. Secondly, people often assign 
you to a particular group on the basis of externalities. I have mentioned 
the fact that working from home can make people assume that you are 
on disability benefits and that you are not married means that you are 
“not right in the head”. It can be simpler. For example, my dark eyes and 
heavy dark eyebrows and dark hair – throw in some glasses to complete 
the “serious” and “intelligent” look – have always made lots of people 
think that I am always in a very serious mood and automatically made 
them assign me to a certain group. Not one of ours. Drinks wine, not 
beer, listens only to classical music, is always working, never sits in that 
lazy chair she has, undoubtedly has dark classic furniture at home and 
probably also, for some, the assumption of “does not like any kind of 
sports”. In the days when people thought I likely had dark oak furniture, 
I had a tech interior with lots of white and steel. And burgundy accents.

Ditching glasses in favour of contact lenses can instantly put you in a 
different group. You know how kids who wear glasses sometimes get 
teased about their glasses? That is the group thing. Wears glasses. Not 
one of us. (The same apparently happens in some countries with kids 
who have red hair.)

When I left the area in which I grew up and moved to the central part of 
the Netherlands, I instantly and inadvertently always announced myself 
as a member from a different group, through my strong regional accent. I 
found that very annoying and was relieved when I started to lose my 
accent. 

As I am typing this, I have a sudden realisation. I used to have a 
beautiful British accent before I moved to the US in the 1990s. Not 
wanting to lose that, I “parked” it in my mind – ditched it – and decided 
to learn American English as a sort of new language. Later, I found 
myself often automatically switching between a British accent and an 
American accent and I’ve even found myself automatically mimicking 
someone else’s broken English on occasion. I found it embarrassing, as 
it might come across as mockery if someone noticed it, but in this 
instance, I realise that what I was doing was crossing that group 
boundary between the stranger and myself. (Do I have a natural strong 
urge to want to cross group boundaries? If so, then it seems to come 
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from me wanting to make people feel accepted or safe.)

In those days when I was still trying to get rid of my regional Dutch 
accent, I experimented a few times with what I wore and how people 
treated me when I went into a shop. 

Several decades later, I accidentally did something similar. I dyed my 
hair blue and turquoise. Gone was the instant trustworthiness I used to 
radiate (yes, in spite of everything!!). I had to make a conscious effort to 
convey the nature of my character. Dying your hair in a certain colour is 
not necessarily associated with trustworthiness. (Why is that? What 
about dying your hair pink makes you less trustworthy?) On trains and 
buses, very different kinds of people would sit down next to me. Certain 
people would spontaneously see me as “one of them” and one guy yelled 
loudly and enthusiastically “Where did you have your hair done?” “Did it 
myself!” Some people were downright wary of me and I have gotten some 
highly disapproving looks from strangers. I also remember one occasion 
when I was using an ATM and an older woman walked up with clear 
hesitation. Eye contact and a smile were enough to break the ice and 
convince her that I was not about to rob her. 

I have also noticed with a sense of pleasure and something akin to 
gratitude that, after I stopped colouring my hair and allowed myself to 
have grey hair again, I became a very safe person for young women to sit 
next to on benches in waiting areas at bus and train stations and in 
public transport. I like being able to provide that source of comfort and if 
I place myself in their shoes and think back to how I used to approach 
various situations, then yes, I realise that I am happy to play that role. I 
have meanwhile gotten into the habit of dying my hair a vibrant henna-
red, though, and that too brings its own responses, depending on 
whether I am wearing my black glasses or not.

Whether my hair is red, grey or blue, it’s me. I am the same person, yet I 
am perceived very differently. That shows you some of the silly ways in 
which otherisation works. Group differences. What group of people I get 
assigned to based on what I look like. Con artists know this very well. 
Catch me if you can. 

In the UK, men and women have their own separate activities and don’t 
socialise in groups, or so I’ve been told. I think that this may be very 
different for younger English people. Also, I know that it’s not entirely 
true as I was a member of an English samba band for a while and it 
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certainly didn’t apply there, although I was the only non-English 
member. When I was a member of an environmental forum, I was again 
the only foreigner. 

What has happened to me several times in England was that I was an 
accepted member of the group within that specific setting and treated 
without any animosity, yet was considered a complete stranger outside 
that setting and any association with me even sometimes clearly felt to 
be embarrassing. The latter had nothing to do with what went on within 
the group setting, so I assume that it came from gossip. From time to 
time, I can tell that a fresh new wave of rumours has been unleashed 
about me in the pub over the weekend, but I never find out what the 
rumours are about. The town where I live – population over 200,000 – 
has been dubbed “the UK’s largest village”. Everybody thinks they know 
everything about everybody else in town. (Except they don’t so they 
make stuff up. The less people know about you, the more likely they are 
to make things up about you in that kind of environment.)

Years ago, when I attended workshops organised by Her Majesty’s 
Customs and Revenues (HMRC; that’s the tax people, for non-Brits, and, 
for Americans, the British version of the IRS) for self-employed people 
and people intending to incorporate a company or just having done 
something peculiar happened as well. I was the only one who handed 
out business cards and engaged in conversation with the others, asking 
them about their businesses and so on (to the amusement and pleasure 
of the guys running these workshops, I should add). This social 
awkwardness is an expression of insularity. It expresses that every 
English person sees himself or herself as an island that must be 
carefully guarded. 

It is very hard to do something about group barriers against a 
background like that. The entire world saw it and continues to see it 
within the context of the Brexit negotiations as well. What negotiations? 
You can sum it all up with a cartoon of an English person crossing his 
arms and stubbornly saying nothing and not hearing a word, proudly 
being an island all by himself on his chair. The thought cloud over his 
head reads: “That’ll show them!”

Schools might play a major role in this. English schools teach this group 
behaviour from an early age. (Ditch the uniforms, for starters.) 

Socialising as a goal in itself is not something the English do a lot of 
either, not within a professional context either, even though they may 
think they do. Networking often is no more here than an expression of 
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the old boys’ club phenomenon in which people rigidly stick to members 
of their own group and only trust and help each other. It’s not 
socialising. It’s an exchange of favours. You scratch my back, I will 
scratch yours. But my neighbour across the road, who is not in our 
social circles, might actually do a much better job scratching your back 
than I as his company provides the services that you need while I don’t. 
Sadly, that is not what it is about, getting a job done well, solving 
something proactively and interactively. It is about gathering favours to 
be cashed in on later. 

You currently – July 2020 – see it with all those government contracts 
going to personal friends of a small circle of people in government 
(several mysteriously enough for the exact same amount). It’s the same 
thing. I am pleased that plenty of people are not happy with these 
injustices at all. For that is what they are. Favours exchanged within a 
small circle of friends are injustices, certainly when public funds are 
involved and when getting the job done well is of no concern. It’s also 
happening in the US and in Canada.

And indeed, Rebecca Saxe said that just the positive effects of what she 
calls parochialism – helping our own kind – can create a massive degree 
of disparity. It does not require any hate or negative feelings towards 
members of another group to cause that group to become hugely 
disadvantaged. All it takes is that one group has more power.

This seems to match well what Daniel Goldberg has said on Twitter (8 
June 2018) about how to tackle stigmas, namely by “addressing 
oppressive macrosocial power structures”. 

Parochialism combined with an over-the-top sense of entitlement also 
explains a lot of the animosity towards the EU and the way the 
negotiations have been going. There was a strong feeling that the other 
members of the EU were part of a different group and a strong feeling 
that membership in the EU had resulted in a loss of sovereignty even 
though the British publicly admitted that no such loss had occurred. 
(That’s part of official government documentation, yes.) It’s British 
exceptionalism all over again. They see themselves as fiercely 
independent and immensely different, then use their own view of 
themselves and their own attitude as an excuse to distrust and reject. 
Entitlement is about the cake. You can’t eat it and expect to still have it 
and keep it. You can’t leave the EU and then demand from the EU that it 
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continues to treat you as if you are still a member and make that non-
negotiable just like you can’t join the EU yet insist on not being a 
member of it. 

Britain wants to feel as unique as the people who believe that Princess 
Diana passed away yet faked her own death and the people who insist 
that Elvis Presley is alive yet at the same time mourn his death. Some 
are convinced that the earth is flat because the planet is so huge that 
they cannot conceptualise its shape. They, therefore, conclude that the 
earth is flat and keep trying to find its edges. Some people die trying to 
prove that, you know.

How can you not form a highly divided country that way, if everyone has 
such a strong urge to want to be part of an exclusive and elusive group? 
It’s a form of poverty to live this way. Self-inflicted poverty.

Education has to be part of the answer. At schools. And at businesses. 
To reveal people’s intersectionality to them and make them realise that 
they have a lot more in common with everyone around them than they 
thought.

Other species also engage in parochialism, explained Saxe, but humans 
do it in a relatively abstract and flexible way. It does not, for example, 
need to be based on genetics (shared DNA).

Against the background of current developments, I feel a duty to keep 
repeating what Saxe said. In-group favouritism – not helping those who 
are not from your own group – can do great harm without there even 
having been any dislike of the out-group. 

This explains why white people in the UK feel that there is no or very 
little racism in the UK whereas black people feel that there is and why 
many of the British see themselves as highly tolerant and certainly not 
xenophobic. They are merely so extremely focused on themselves that 
they push other people out. 

Saxe more or less defined parochialism as at least devoting more 
resources to the in-group than to the out-group. Resources do not have 
to be of a financial nature, but can also be for example empathy. It is 
conscious and explicit. If it is conscious and explicit, isn’t in-group 
favouritism racism, then, if the in-group is “whites”? 

Rebecca Saxe ended up concluding that hate has a lot to do with 
whether people have the feeling that there is enough to go around for 
everyone. A sense of scarcity induces people to want to look out for “their 
own kind” first.
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Greater equality benefits everyone, including those in the top layers of 
society, research by Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett found. They’re 
English. They’re saying the same things that people like Rebecca Saxe 
are saying. (Happy now?) It’s not the EU. And it’s not me. It’s you. You, 
the English, do this to yourself. Because you all want to be unicorns. 
You refuse to accept that you’re as human as everyone else on the 
planet. That you all have the same need for food, shelter and those other 
things you need, like everybody else. In continuing to insist that you are 
unicorns and must be treated with exceptional care and be granted 
exceptional favours, you short-change yourself. That also applies to the 
negotiations with the EU.

If you don’t see how this is connected to the infliction of cruelty, well, 
then I will have to stop by, hit you over the head with a frying pan, then 
hand you the frying pan and ask you to prepare a meal for me, oblivious 
to the fact that you are bleeding from a cut caused by my frying pan.
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9. You do not have to be crazy to be cruel

What Saxe said in her talk more or less matches what neuroscientist 
Kathleen Taylor wrote in her book “Cruelty. Human evil and the human 
brain”. Otherisation, as Taylor called it, can be the excuse that 
overcomes the threshold to cruelty. Cruelty is often only considered 
cruelty when other people do it, certainly when they do it to your kind of 
people instead of to others. Most people don’t see themselves as people 
who are capable of cruelty. But we all are.

This seems to confirm what I felt might be the reason why five lads 
attacked Janice Morris and why five lads attacked me. The mere fact 
that we were perceived as different, probably because we were both 
women in our mid-to-late forties, living alone and not perceived as 
making a lot of money (hence seen as powerless and “not right in the 
head”). That we didn’t fit the pattern of behaviours and appearances that 
we were surrounded by seems to have triggered the attacks. 

What I’ve read in the media about Ms Morris’s response to what had 
happened does not make her sound very different from me, just scared 
and worried and bewildered. I was not “disabled”, I was not “vulnerable”, 
I was merely a woman who was working on the Dutch version of 
Forensics for Dummies at the time and decided to do some of that work 
in the sunshine on the shore along the River Itchen instead of in my flat. 
The circumstances were not really different from those of Ms Morris.

I think that it is perceived otherness – the mere fact that someone 
appears to be different – that triggers this kind of cruelty, that it does 
not necessarily have anything to do with whether or not someone is 
disabled or “quote unquote” vulnerable. 

Why would otherness do that? It must have to do with that sense of 
there not being enough for everyone, then, with wanting to push those 
away who are perceived as “not our kind of people”. It is fed by how we 
talk at the dinner table or while we watch TV about who has moved into 
the neighbourhood, while we forget that our kids are listening. We teach 
our kids that people who are different are bad and deserve to be 
ridiculed, but underneath it all has to be that fear that this person who 
is so different may want or accidentally get a piece of your pie. Can’t 
have that. 

UK politicians have been eagerly feeding into that. It’s not just Nigel 
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Farage. It’s Theresa May, Boris Johnson, Iain Duncan Smith, Priti Patel, 
people like Toby Young and Welfare minister Lord Freud who felt that 
disabled people weren’t real people, didn’t deserve a proper wage and 
could get by on wages of £2 per hour. Even Tony Blair did it so it seems 
to be a habit that’s become ingrained in the English frame of mind for far 
too many people. 

If that is the case, then greater inequality in a country – more poverty – 
might show a correlation with a higher incidence of this kind of 
occurrence. 

A scarce resource that at least one of the attackers of Janice Morris was 
also after, and quite desperately, was a sense of significance, a sense 
that he counted. He seemed to think that he could only achieve that by 
attacking people who he saw as weaker than him. 

Inequality is so much more than just socioeconomic inequality. It also 
causes a heck of a lot of... boredom. I used to have a friend – now 
deceased – who huffed and puffed about seeing TVs in poor people’s 
homes. On TV. Without going into it how they might have acquired such 
a TV cheaply or for free, did she really think that cutting people off from 
developments in society and isolating them would make things better? 
No. She simply had not thought about it much. She was the one who 
gave me the deposit for my flat in Amsterdam after my unplanned return 
from the US and I paid it back so quickly that she had not even realised 
the money was in her account again. (Some of you will smile now 
because people who don’t realise that you have already paid them back 
have plenty of money. It makes people like me feel less guilty for having 
borrowed that money for the deposit because it makes you realise that 
you haven’t caused any kind of hardship. People who have less are 
usually far more willing to help others out than people who have plenty, 
you see. Ask Paul Piff.) I was working bloody hard at the time, working at 
a top law firm as a temp and about to start my first business. 

She was far from heartless, in other words. In fact, she had raised two 
daughters and a son on her own after she divorced her husband, but he 
had been a high-earning airline pilot and paid alimony. While she had to 
cut back considerably and had to set priorities, she probably had never 
really lacked for anything in the material sense. Life hits different people 
in different ways. It spares no one. She lost her son to sudden death 
syndrome when he was barely in his twenties and doing well at uni. 
There are no words to console a mother when something like that 
happens. Other misfortunes, all of a medical nature, struck her 
throughout her adult life. Interesting within the context of this book is 
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that she was half-French. Her mother, a very much with-it Parisienne, 
became bullied badly after she married a Dutchman and moved to the 
city of Utrecht. It stopped after the young couple relocated to The Hague. 
(This happened before I was born. No internet to unite us.)

Now let’s get back to boredom. It may sound ridiculously simple, but 
offering more sports and other activities to young people such as the 
ones who attacked Ms Morris could go a long way towards preventing 
that kind of incident. After the riots in England in 2011, which seem to 
have taken everyone but me by surprise, young people said that they 
could not rule out a repeat, that there was little else for them to do. They 
specifically mentioned sports facilities. 

Could the attacks on Mr Morris and me have been prevented if only 
there had been sports facilities such as a football field where these 
young people were living? There certainly weren’t any playing fields for 
young people where I was living. There was very little to do there for 
bored young people of various ages. I think that if these young people 
could have had something else to do, it might at least have stopped the 
ring leaders in the attacks from having dragged the others into it. 
Perhaps that alone would have been enough to prevent the attacks, for 
two reasons. One is that they would have felt less powerful as there is 
power in numbers. The other one is that they would not have stood to 
gain any increased sense of significance coming from the other members 
in their little group. 

For sure, offering young people the option of engaging in sports won’t 
stop all negative behaviours. That many youngsters play football in the 
field here next to where I live does not seem to be stopping others from 
tearing down the fence around the infant school next to it. But I am 
pretty certain that it stops those kids from pulling the kids in who are 
now playing football enthusiastically instead of walking around bored. 

Saxe explored what can drive people to become more parochial and 
found that this does indeed happen when there is a perceived or real 
scarcity of resources. You can kick people out of such a mindset by 
adding resources, she said; these resources do not have to be of the 
same nature. It is the perception of scarcity, Saxe argued, that creates 
disparity. 

There does not have to be an actual scarcity. You can take something 
that is not scarce and create something from it that appears to be 
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scarce. An example may be that some people post comments on 
YouTube just to be able to post the first comment under a video. They 
seem to have made that into the perceived scarce resource that they are 
after. Is that too an expression of boredom? People having nothing better 
to do? 

There is no way that I can escape the thought that this creation of the 
perception that something is scarce – money, hence food, housing, 
heating, electricity and clothing – is often done very deliberately by the 
UK government to manipulate the voters. Particularly if you combine it 
with the handing out of money later – I have seen a table that shows that 
constituencies that are Tory or have marginal seats (“swing vote”) in the 
UK appear to have received more funding to deal with the COVID-19 
crisis, for example – it can be a very powerful tool to get people to stay on 
your side or pull them towards you. Who, after all, bites the hand that 
feeds?

Saxe added that some people – notably liberals – tend to believe that 
more parochial people are less empathetic, but that is not the case. They 
are merely committed to a different distribution of their empathy. The 
level of empathy they have is just as high.

It suddenly reminded me of the response from a different friend who I 
asked to stop by at my pharmacy or get them from my flat (I think I’d 
simply forgotten to pack them) and send me my hay fever meds while I 
was away in Sweden for a few months. (Hay fever affects my muscle 
strength.) She felt that this was something my relatives should be doing. 
I had two siblings who were both living two-hundred kilometres from 
Amsterdam. She was in Amsterdam, quite close to where my flat was. 
What was the big deal? I didn’t get it. Not back then. 

Now I understand that she probably limited the amount of helping she 
did to her relatives. 

So while such occurrences may make us feel that someone is heartless, 
that does not necessarily have to be the case. In fact, the woman in 
question was consciously preparing to be a vicar’s wife, preparing to be a 
source of support for her husband and his community. So it’s also quite 
possible that she had a strong sense of scarcity – as a result of 
uncertainty and overwhelm – at the time, forcing her to distribute the 
amount of help she gave very carefully. She took her role very seriously. 
Notably her commitment to her husband – who walked in one day and 
said that he was not going to be a vicar after all and announced that he 
had changed his study course without having shared any of his doubts 
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and deliberations with her, which was quite a blow to her – was very 
important to her. This was how she defined herself at the time. She was 
also a very strong and resourceful woman, however, and quickly 
adjusted to her new future in which there would now be more room for 
her own career and personality.

Rebecca Saxe concluded that hate is a natural extension of these 
phenomena, these feelings of scarcity leading to parochialism, that it is 
not an aberration. All over the world, among widely varying groups of 
people of various ages, when there is a scarcity of resources and a 
conflict with another group, violence against that group or, more 
generally, harming that other group is seen as justified, as required for 
the own group’s survival. (She was, in essence, also explaining how acts 
of terrorism come about, without explicitly saying it. Various terrorism 
experts have already said this out loud.)

Thankfully, from a very young age, humans also feel a strong need to 
cooperate and help altruistically. Toddlers will hurry over to open the 
door for a stranger, said Saxe, and love to play cooperative games. So to 
make the world a better place, perhaps we should teach these things in 
schools. How we create disparities in the world without consciously 
setting out to do so, sometimes even without being aware of the 
existence of the disadvantaged group, and how this can ultimately lead 
to hate without us having a clue that we played a major role in the 
creation of that hate.
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10. Otherisation, stigmatisation and 

ostracising of people

Words. They can be so damaging yet seem so innocent. That is why I 
deliberately added “of people” to the title even though the words pertain 
to people by definition. Stereotyping, prejudice, discrimination and 
stigmatisation are as related to each other as otherisation and 
ostracising are, but stereotyping does the least harm.

Stereotyping is when you associate red hair with being Irish. It becomes 
discrimination when you disadvantage all people with red hair on the 
assumptions that they are probably Irish and that being Irish excludes 
or disqualifies them from something. If the latter is according to the law, 
then it’s not considered discrimination as long as you check passports to 
verify whether they are Irish or not, though it is if you were to say 
something along the lines of “I just don’t like red hair” or “I just don’t like 
Irish people”. If you assign for example criminality to all people who have 
red hair or all people who are Irish, then you are stigmatising them 
(though it can also be prejudice). And if you push them out from your 
community or society very deliberately, then you are probably 
ostracising them. If you have red hair (or imagine that you do), what 
would you call it if the chapel on the corner closes its open doors very 
quickly every time the people who are standing at that door happen to 
see you approach on the pavement?

That’s also otherisation, making up any excuse to push someone out. It’s 
what happened in Nazi Germany when only those with blond hair and 
light-coloured eyes were considered okay people.

When I go to a Level 42 concert and security expects me to storm the 
stage to accost bass player and singer Mark King because I am an 
unaccompanied middle-aged woman, that’s the result of stigmatisation. I 
might call it discrimination in real life, but I might not actually care in 
real life as long as it does not interfere with my enjoyment of the concert 
because that would be the point at which someone else’s prejudice 
begins to disadvantage me.

We all engage in otherisation – I do too – yet we are most aware of it 
when others practice it. Both Lloyd-Roberts (The war on women) and 
Taylor (Cruelty) say very little about misogyny and otherisation in 
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Britain. They looked predominantly at what goes on beyond Dover.

The latest UN assessment of the human rights situation of women in the 
UK found an in-your-face sexism that is worse than in any other 
country, however. The difference between calling a woman names and 
hitting her or going berserk even is a few pints. Domestic violence – men 
physically injuring women – soars in England at Christmas time and 
during football matches. 

Again I am reminded of what Taylor wrote: “even mild otherisation 
primes people for aggression”. Does the in-your-face sexism in Britain 
prime people for aggression against women?

Otherisation – it is other people who do this kind of thing, not us –was 
also found by the same UN Special Rapporteur on violence against 
women, its causes and consequences. NGOs in the UK told her that 
there were “serious concerns about the problematic narratives 
surrounding violence against black and minority ethnic women and 
girls.” "This then ignores the harms emanating from other sexist 
practices that are prevalent in the United Kingdom, and which impact 
women and girls of all ethnic and racial backgrounds." 

Here, otherisation spreads the false belief that mainly foreign, black and 
other minority women suffer violence and that English people do not 
engage in violence against women and girls. In reality, the situation is 
worse in the UK than elsewhere.

According to the UN report, “a 2014 Europe-wide survey on violence 
against women found that 29 per cent of respondents in the United 
Kingdom had experienced physical and/or sexual violence committed by 
a current and/or previous partner since the age of 15. This is above the 
European Union average for the survey, which was 22 per cent.”

A hilarious example of otherisation with regards to other species in 
Taylor’s book is that she describes trees as involuntarily causing cracks 
in the pavement but overlooks that humans put the pavement there and 
obstructed the tree’s growth. Sure, blame the tree. Bad, bad tree. (The 
scarce resource is the space taken up by the pavement in this case.)

There is also a more serious display of otherisation at work in Taylor’s 
book. The Amritsar massacre and the praise it initially resulted in is a 
prime example of what both Rebecca Saxe and Kathleen Taylor were 
talking about. Taylor did not mention it though it is part of Britain’s 
fairly recent history. Saxe limited her talk mainly to the here and now – 
with examples such as disparities in the awarding of academic 
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scholarships. She is Canadian whereas Taylor is British. 

Was Taylor carefully avoiding upsetting any apple carts for some reason? 
On page 195, she did discuss the anti-Jewish sentiments that surfaced 
in London in the 1930s – adding that such blatant anti-Semitism would 
not be tolerated today – as well as current irrational fears regarding 
anyone of the Muslim faith surely busily plotting murder in order to turn 
Britain into a sharia state. (Remember that Taylor published her book in 
2009, hence in the aftermath of various extreme-Islamist attacks and 
that most of the present anti-Semitism in the UK had not seen daylight 
yet.) 

There is no word about any of the other atrocities that the British 
inflicted abroad either. The Chagossians driven from their home, the 
destruction wreaked in India’s social system through the deliberate 
application of otherisation, the damage done in African countries, the 
UK’s willingness to go to war over Gibraltar and the Falkland Islands. 

Taylor did not say much about that quintessentially English example of 
otherisation known as the class system, besides that she used the 
phrase “loving middle-class environment” on page 142 to refer to the life 
of a child that had wanted to take a cat for a walk and almost 
accidentally strangled the cat. Maybe Taylor said enough when she wrote 
that, without being aware of it. Taylor also said a lot between the lines 
when she quipped about “uppity” women who attend university and 
choose not to destroy all that invested capital after they graduate but 
have a career in their chosen field.

However, on page 177, she gave the example of the British scientist who 
is likely to feel much more at ease among colleagues from Germany, 
China or Pakistan than with non-scientist Britons (and particularly if 
they are lower class or upper class) “because the shared ‘British’ culture 
is thin compared with the segregating force fields of class and 
profession”. That’s as far as she went, but for anyone who knows what 
she is talking about, it’s enough. 

Taylor stated that she wrote her book in favour of two claims. One is the 
fact that anyone can inflict cruelty, which I think I’ve meanwhile shown 
too without going too deeply into the dark abyss of cruelty. The second 
claim was that “the difference between someone hurling verbal abuse at 
an immigrant and someone beating an immigrant to death is a difference 
of degree, not a difference in kind.” This is exactly why the outspoken 
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animosity prominent Conservative politicians so often displayed towards 
migrants, as we are called nowadays, in recent years worried me. It 
worries me every time I hear a new display of this animosity, regardless 
of who exactly it comes from. The difference between one – yelling at 
someone – and the other – beating someone to death – is a mere few 
pints of beer, perhaps preceded by a quarrel with the wife or with the 
manager at work. 

This kind of otherisation goes so far in England that a Dutch friend and 
colleague and mine who had been living in England a little longer than I 
and had an English partner warned me that people around me were 
bound to be suspicious of me after the July 2007 attacks (because I had 
closed my curtains to keep the sunshine out while I was working at my 
computer and apparently, it was known that these terrorists somehow 
had used a computer and people likely knew I that I had a computer). I 
don’t know whether that was a realistic assessment or the result of my 
friend having become a little too aware of English otherisation, just as I 
had. 

I had already found myself checking online how I could signal that I was 
from the right class – a concept that remains rather alien to me but the 
manifestations of which I constantly run into – and found something 
about keeping your fingernails short. I hung sweaters with university 
logos in the corridor of my flat so that anyone who looked in could see 
that I possessed attributes that went with who I said I was, that I was 
not lying about my background. (Even GPs habitually thought I was 
making it all up and, in reality, probably sat at home drinking alcohol all 
day.)

I have a question about otherisation (group differences) that neither Saxe 
nor Taylor addressed. Men are far more likely to commit lethal acts of 
violence than women. The difference in muscle power provides part of 
the explanation for that. Also in Geert Hofstede’s model about masculine 
and feminine cultures, we see that women are believed to place a much 
higher emphasis on cooperation while men are usually thought of as 
more competitive, fighting for a place in the male pecking order. 

Does this mean that otherisation also predominantly comes from men? If 
so, then this could provide an easy avenue towards making the world a 
less cruel place and prevent the deaths of people like Mr Cheese, who 
clearly was subjected to cruelty at his place of work. 

It is well known that having even one woman present in a setting 
changes the dynamics and can stop men from inflicting cruelty. A 
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woman watching what men do often has the effect of making men 
behave better, as belittling as it sounds towards men. 

As far as I have been able to find – I found a group photo online of the 
team – Mr Cheese had no female colleagues. Could the mere hiring of a 
woman have prevented the development of the apparent tradition of 
setting trainees on fire at Mr Cheese’s place of work? (Do women ever 
engage in practices as daft, cruel and destructive as trying to set fire to 
colleagues?) What was the situation at Mr Hayward’s work?

Taylor seems to believe that otherisation exists to help steer us away 
from pain and towards pleasure. This is partly related, obviously, to 
whether we see others as posing a threat to us. I think that we also saw 
that in utilitarianism. Jeremy Bentham proposed to round up the 
beggars and disabled, along with others whose visible presence 
decreased the happiness of the more fortunate, according to him. He 
wanted them tucked away in workhouses, out of our sight, in an order 
that, also according to him, would reduce unhappiness. He wanted the 
deaf and dumb “next to raving lunatics, or persons of profligate 
conversation”, aged women next to “prostitutes and loose women”, and 
the blind next to the “shockingly deformed”. 

You can see how something like this may once have made sense from a 
biological perspective, our instincts wanting to protect us against 
disease, just like we are now quarantining people who may be carrying 
COVID-19. The difference is that now we let them go if they still haven’t 
fallen ill after their two weeks of quarantine and should they become ill, 
then we will look after them and nurse them back to good health as well 
as we can. (That is aside from the fact that the pandemic highlights 
shortcomings in our societies, including health disparities.)

The idea is that we apply rationality when we quarantine people coming 
into a country, particularly from countries with a known high incidence 
of infection, such as the US. We are not responding with utter paranoia. 
There are no mass demonstrations at airports to stop people from 
coming into the country. (At least, not as far as I know.) Instead, protests 
are going on against otherisation and its massively damaging effects, the 
many preventable deaths as a result of police brutality and health 
disparities.

Yet the colleagues of Mr Cheese treated him as if he had a virus and 
posed a lethal danger to them. Are they aware of that? They reacted to 
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him joining their firm with the crocodile parts of their brain and treated 
him as if he carried the plague. Even setting him on fire is in line with 
that.

We are cruel because we are emotional and insecure, responding from 
our gut rather than from our rational thoughts, no matter what we tell 
ourselves. We are not cruel because we are clever or suave or 
experienced or seasoned. And the more cruelty we inflict, the more 
cruelty we get in return. 

Britain, too, is a country that keeps people caged, not unlike how foreign 
children are separated from their parents in the US and placed in wire 
cages. How can you expect anyone to flourish if you keep them out of 
your society because they are “one of them”? How can you stop a nation 
from eventually emulating Nazi Germany? 

That’s up to us as individuals, each time we see cruelty being inflicted 
on someone else, something being done to someone else that we would 
never want to see happen to us or any of our loved ones. No matter who 
it is. We all have the power and responsibility to stop a nation from 
turning into the new Nazi Germany or simply protect ONE human being 
from harm. And that is super-cool.

77

11. Expectations and beliefs

Do I believe that if everyone were to read this book, the world would 
instantly become a better place? Of course not. Do I expect everyone who 
reads it to understand exactly what I mean, with regards to every 
sentence that I have written? No. I am not perfect and neither is my 
writing.

But beliefs can be changed if sufficient evidence can be shown that the 
belief needs to be adjusted. While people will always continue to try to 
stick to beloved misconceptions, as Kathleen Taylor also points out in 
her book, education helps a lot, she says. But it only can do so much. All 
the people in the world who still believe that the earth is flat have been 
shown plenty of proof that it is not, but it has not changed their belief. 
Because they still want to feel unique.

Did you know that when you challenge someone else’s beliefs, you are 
bound to be experienced as unpleasant and that having one’s beliefs 
questioned can be quite stressful? (I believe that this explains a great 
deal of my experiences in England. In a way, I was the one who kept 
repeating that the emperor was not wearing any clothes.) So the mere 
act of me talking about my experiences is going to make a few people see 
me as an awful woman. As such, this book is risky, but it’s not as if I 
still have a heck of a lot to lose at this point. Plus, I am not alone. There 
are millions of us. 

People who appear to share your values, however... you may experience 
those as related to you and it will be much easier for you to be 
empathetic towards them. So maybe this book can help people reach out 
to each other.

(I can’t mention it in each sentence to which it applies, but in case I 
haven’t made this sufficiently clear yet, let me stress that a lot of this 
comes from Kathleen Taylor’s book.)

Did you know that when otherisation of those who challenge your beliefs 
does not have the desired effect, those whose beliefs are challenged will 
take up their activities a notch and begin to bully and harass and will 
ultimately destroy or otherwise cause the removal of those people?

Did you know that people who do not behave according to what they are 
believed to be like (weak, disgusting, evil etc) are experienced as most 
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threatening? So when people believe that I am likely to throw acid at 
them because they have been told by everyone around them that that is 
what uppity crazy older foreign women like me are like, or whatever, and 
I, by contrast, appear kind and trustworthy, I may be experienced as 
threatening. Because I am upsetting your beliefs. And that is upsetting. 
But that is what people like me have to do and keep doing in order to 
overcome any negative belief you have about me. 

So that is how people like me end up smiling inanely and 
inappropriately, automatically, to convey to you that I am none of the 
evil things you have heard about me. Cheerfully I exclaim things like 
“Sunshine!” when it’s sunny. Me innocent, me harmless, me not 
dangerous. And eventually, I feel like a fool and believe that I am acting 
like an idiot and probably look like an idiot too. But then again, if I don’t 
do that... It’s an inescapable Catch-22. Me and my migrant’s watermelon 
smile. I need to make you like me so that I may be able to overcome your 
disgust for me. 

(So how on earth do I do that? Local people seemed furious with me 
because I was not handing out money to strangers and online causes, 
but they also seemed to ridicule me for occasionally handing out money 
to strangers and online causes. So I no longer try to make them like me, 
which had never before been important in my life and feels very 
uncomfortable to me. I do not need to be liked. I am a peace-keeper, a 
bridge-builder, a repairer, a fixer and a creator. I am who I am. They can 
take it or leave it. My very existence is now an act of rebellion.)

What’s with the disgust, you ask? Well, you have to convince yourself 
that people like me are disgusting – or otherwise objectionable – in order 
to be able to justify to yourself what you are doing to people like me. 
Otherwise you’d be a bad person. Other people are bad people. Not you. 
You, you are only helping rid the world of disgusting and evil people by 
teaching them a lesson and showing them their place. And that’s okay. 
So you are okay. 

I am not. 

And I am not black. 

Janice is not black either.

Many believe that England is an open welcoming nation that knows no 
such thing as racism. I was dumbfounded to see how many people 
commented that the Black Lives Matter (BLM) surge that began sweeping 
the world after the killing of George Floyd had nothing to do with Britain 
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and was a quintessentially American thing. Excuse me?

On 23 June, the CNN website headlined “We have an unhealthy culture 
in the UK that calling out racism is more offensive than racism itself” 
and “The greatest trick racism ever pulled was convincing England it 
doesn’t exist”. CNN added: “Most Black people think that Britain is 
racist, most White people don’t.”

Unwelcome ideas such as the existence of racism in Britain are rejected 
and one’s worldview, if necessary, adjusted to fit the belief that there is 
no racism in England. That black man who was stopped and searched 
after that TV interview in which he talked about racism, well, he clearly 
must have acted suspiciously. That Italian pizza restaurant in London 
that treated one of the world’s top jazz musicians in such an atrocious 
manner because he was guilty of being black, well, they couldn’t have 
known that he was not some kind of street thug, could they? (I do hope 
that Julia Roberts has stopped endorsing the place.) That black man 
who was tasered in front of his own home and who did not in any way 
behave like a suspect but seemed to resemble another black man who 
was a suspect, well, those police officers couldn’t have known that they 
were tasering one of the police’s own race relations advisers, could they? 
After all, he looked like that black suspect.

After that BLM surge began, the first thing I noticed was that one of my 
older tweets was getting some attention and I deleted it, thinking that 
perhaps I might be targeted by yet another bunch of trolls. I regret that 
now. I wished I had kept my spine straight and left the tweet untouched. 

I had noticed two incidents before the death of George Floyd and I had 
tweeted about them. One was a kid – a kid! – who was slammed into the 
ground and handcuffed. (Please don’t tell me that it was “his own fault” 
for “resisting arrest” because I may punch you if you do.) Another one 
was a guy who merely stood on a street corner at some distance when 
police officers attacked a black man, with a woman screaming at police 
to leave him alone and that he had done nothing wrong, when police 
suddenly tore into him too, slammed him into the pavement and 
handcuffed him. Guilty of being black, yes sir. Somebody else happened 
to be recording it all on video but, thankfully, the police officers did not 
notice it. I feel my blood boil when I watch such videos. These are crimes 
committed by police officers, period. The killing of George Floyd may not 
have been premeditated but it was certainly manslaughter. 
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Police officers also attacked an elderly white man shortly after, for no 
reason at all, and left him bleeding from his head on the pavement. His 
crime? He was present at a BLM protest against police officers abusing 
and killing black people and getting away with it.

Remember the video of the dad whose small child apparently took a doll 
from a store without him noticing? Police treated him as if he was a 
suicide bomber with an invisible suicide vest. The target had to be 
disarmed a.s.a.p. In front of his two daughters. But that’s okay, eh, 
because he was black. Not a real human. Not one of “us”.

Racism is a major problem in Britain that costs lives here too. Whether 
you are aware of it and hence believe it exists or expect it to be an 
American thing may, to some degree, depend on who you associate with 
and which accounts you interact with (follow) on social media. (Are you 
still asleep? Open your eyes, dammit.)

Two years ago, when I was making a video course, I looked into tasering 
incidents. That was sparked by a case in the Netherlands that made the 
headlines while I happened to be in Amsterdam. What I was interested in 
was how often tasers were deployed against patients in hospitals. What I 
found was that, in Britain, tasers were also often used against black 
people (people of colour, people whose skin is not lily-white or ivory-
white or milk-white; I hate having to make these distinctions but in 
contexts like these, I have to, and I struggle with it because it shouldn’t 
make a difference). I found that people were dying here as a result of 
police violence and these people were often mental health patients and 
black people. One of them was a trainee security guard who had called 
the police and was subsequently attacked by police. 

White people have to learn to adjust their beliefs and expectations about 
black people just like I want English people also to adjust their beliefs 
and expectations about women and about older adults and about 
disabled people and migrants and poor people and everyone else who is 
constantly being otherised in England. 

It’s not true that every older adult is senile and the perceived slowness of 
slightly older people – I raise my hand and say “Guilty!” with a great deal 
of embarrassment when I remember moments from the past – is often a 
mere appearance, the result of declining near-vision. In this digital 
world, that matters. Mobile phones are not designed with the over-40s in 
mind. Not being able to read the numbers on your screen may make you 
look like you don’t know what to do with your phone but does not mean 
that you don’t know what to do with your phone. (It used to be that all 
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number pads had the numbers in the same places, but that is no longer 
the case.) But this alone can so easily turn into the belief that all older 
adults are, well, senile, sort of. Neither is it appropriate to make fun of 
people who do have dementia. They did nothing to deserve dementia and 
they certainly do not deserve ridicule and abuse.

(All of this is easy for me to say. Dementia does not occur in my family, 
at all, and that is such a great source of comfort to me. I know that I will 
never be exposed to the abuse, not to mention the confusion, some 
people get when they are older and lose some of their mental capacities.)

It is not true that women are defective humans. If we were defective, 
then how come the entire world depends on us? It’s not true that 
migrants are thieving, lying, low-skilled cheap labour and out to take 
from you what is rightfully yours. It’s not true that a great deal of the 
poverty in the UK is not deliberately caused by the government. (Read 
that again.) It’s not true that that is the fault of the poor sods that 
weren’t born with a silver spoon in the mouth.

Beliefs, where do they come from? Well, some of them are installed in us 
by devious politicians and other demagogues. And we are not even aware 
of it. 

Want an example of how this works?

If the first thing you heard about abortion was that this was when little 
babies were yanked out of their mothers’ wombs, ripped apart and 
discarded like garbage, that likely produced a strong emotion in you that 
you may from then on forever associate with the word “abortion”. If the 
next four occasions on which you hear the word are similar, that 
association becomes reinforced. It will then be so much harder for you 
not to feel pain, horror and disgust when you have to consider abortion 
as a solution to stop the mother from dying during childbirth or a young 
girl who has been raped from having to stop her education and abandon 
her plans for the future. Or from dying during childbirth.

If the first time you heard the word, it was in association with, say, a 
mother in her forties who did not want to bring a child into a life of deep 
poverty as she would have been forced her to quit her two jobs or as a 
solution to stop a mother from dying during childbirth or a young girl 
who had been raped from having to stop her education and abandon her 
plans for the future, you will have a very different association with the 
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word, hence a different belief. Am I right? It has to do with where your 
empathy is directed. Your compassion.

If the first dog you encountered bit you, you may believe that all dogs 
bite. If you grew up with dogs, you likely roughhoused with them and 
learned that a dog playing is very different from a dog biting. So based 
on your belief, you expect a certain behaviour from dogs and you know 
what, with dogs, that often determines how they behave towards you. So, 
sometimes, your beliefs can make your expectations come true. That’s 
worrisome, isn’t it?

To address another one of my own concerns, I suspect that here in the 
UK, there is an association between being considered barmy (not right in 
the head) and pigeons (or birds in general?) and being a woman of over 
50. I don’t know where that comes from. Men who keep pigeons in a loft 
and race them across long distances, are they seen as barmy too? And 
what about the white pigeons that are released at various ceremonies 
after which they integrate into the local pigeon populations? Are these 
marrying couples and commemorating war veterans barmy? Is Simon of 
Wildlife Aid barmy when he rescues a pigeon but not when he rescues a 
swan that has been shot at by English idiots for target practice? (He has 
a carefully hidden PhD in biology from Oxbridge, that Simon. He would 
probably be the first to admit that he is, indeed, barmy.)

If, like me, you get into bird rehab within the context of a university and 
know it as something that that marine science professor does too in his 
spare time and that the facility you volunteer at cooperates with your 
university, you have no such association, hence no belief that women 
who rehab pigeons are not right in the head. Rehabbing birds is fun and 
empowering. A pigeon is not even just a bird. They are super-intelligent 
and super-capable, the Ferraris and Jaguars of birds. We humans took 
them out of their subtropical sea cliff habitats and spread them all over 
the world. How daft was that? We should have left these creatures in 
peace.

So to me, the English thinking that women who look after pigeons are 
not right in the head means that the English are bloody barmy! It’s like 
being stuck in Salem. We’re all evil witches, we older women, 
particularly if we feed pigeons and float on water. (If we drown, we 
weren’t witches after all. “Too bad. Couldn’t have known that.”) 

Could this be the edge thing again? Are you seen as “with it” in England 
when you kill pigeons and swans and foxes and badgers? Is cruelty cool?

The strongest beliefs, the hardest to change or root out, “come with an 
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emotional booster“, Kathleen Taylor explained. That is what happens 
during the application of rhetoric, such as when you are told about little 
babies being yanked out of their mother’s womb to stop the mother from 
dying during childbirth, even if that baby is only still a clump of cells at 
that point, not a baby. So if someone puts the fear of God into you in 
relation to women who look after birds, the resulting installed belief can 
be hard to get rid of. Maybe your dad hunted birds and ran into a few 
“barmy” women while he was off killing wildlife and you accompanied 
him as a young kid, just like I accompanied my dad on his milk route. 
So maybe your belief that women who look after birds are barmy is not 
about women being barmy but about you having been taught to be 
callous. Cruel.

Accomplishing otherisation, Taylor elaborated, depends on three 
casually spread core messages. Core beliefs. The first one is the one that 
causes distancing. It portrays people as disgusting and not quite human. 
(Nine out of ten women and men, not just in England but around the 
globe, still believe that women are defective humans. Read that again. To 
me, it is unbelievable that this is still the case in the year 2020.) The 
second one is installing the belief that these not-quite humans are out to 
harm you or have already done so, wrote Taylor and she continued with 
the third “removing these people will solve your problems”.

Here you suddenly have the Brexit rhetoric in its full simple glory. 
Migrants are low-skilled. (This is part of the reason why I am often 
believed to be delusional. Migrants are low-skilled, after all. Everybody 
knows that.) Migrants are the cause of England’s low wages. (No, they’re 
not, unless the English have been keeping them as slaves. Minimum 
wages are set by the government and people like Richard Branson 
voluntarily choose to pay their employees low wages.) “We will bring their 
numbers down.” Migrants must go home. They must be stopped from 
renting homes and making a living, must be hunted, rounded up, kept 
in removal centres for an unlimited duration during which they lose 
their jobs and homes. Surely, they’ll bugger off after that. (We’re 
persistent vermin, aren’t we? Many of us have so many friends and 
relatives here, including children and parents. We often have none in 
other countries. Just like you. But these days, the main questions I still 
get as to who I am is “Where are you from?” and “How long have you 
been here?” The same people who ask these questions never ask me my 
name.)
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I switch between “us” and “you” and “them” and “we” and “they” and “I” 
so often in this book that it is hard to keep track of who’s who. Maybe 
that’s intentional. The people who lost their home, jobs and more during 
the Windrush debacle suffered similar damages as the many people on 
disability benefits that were illegally cut by the DWP with the hope of the 
poor sods not noticing it or at least not very able to fight back. “Blatantly 
discriminatory” ruled the English High Court in 2017 (RF v Secretary of 
State for Work and Pensions [2017] EWHC 3375 (Admin)) with regard to 
one of those cuts. The UK government has been taking its time paying 
its dues after such debacles, hasn’t it? Remember the bedroom tax, the 
suicides and evictions that led to? And you’ve all read how badly Jack 
Monroe used to struggle to feed herself and her kids. Do you see now 
that there may not be such a big difference between us as you may have 
been led to believe? 

Why is it that the same politicians who demonise foreigners go abroad as 
soon as things are not going very well for them in the UK? (Prime 
example: Nigel Farage, of course.) If foreigners are such dangerous, low-
skilled criminals out to rob you blind and eat your gorgeous English 
swans, then why do these politicians spend their leisure time among 
these dangerous, low-skilled criminals that are out to rob you blind? Yet 
you continue to believe them. Okay, maybe not you literally, but you 
know what I mean. Theresa May took two walking holidays that summer 
– yeah that one, the one when she returned to work later than expected 
– but she did not go walking in the Lake District or in Cornwall. She 
went abroad. That’s where all those filthy dangerous foreigners live, you 
know.

It’s not true, of course, that everyone in England demonises foreigners. I, 
for example, remember a conversation with an older gentleman who I 
encountered at one of the local launderettes who told me about all his 
travels and waited a very long time to ask me where I was from to make 
clear that he was genuinely interested and that he really enjoyed 
experiencing and interacting with other cultures. But also in my 
sweeping generalisations, you get a glimpse of how otherisation works. 

I have seen mild otherisation at work in the African-Caribbean 
community in the UK as well. When we feel threatened, we all build 
walls around us and we may even lose the connection that we share with 
other otherised people. (I am from Holland, not Poland. The Netherlands. 
Amsterdam.)

Very important, however, is that stories intended to accomplish 
otherisation, said Taylor, use a familiar language that fits the local 
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culture. That makes them much more palatable. It lulls people into a 
state of sleep and stops them from acknowledging the reality behind 
what they are being fed. It’s why I often sound like a Dutch madwoman 
to you (you, English person, I mean), to steal an old social media handle 
from someone I know. (Personally, I use the word “mad” predominantly 
in the American sense of “angry”, not in the English sense of “barmy” or 
“bonkers”.) It’s why you often don’t believe me and why much of what I 
say only confirms to you that I am one of “them”. But if I were to use my 
bestest English accent and use only English vernacular, you still would 
not believe me and continue to consider me one of “them”. It’s just the 
way it is. I would still miss the nuances, that vital pinch of saffron that 
you are looking for that would make me palatable to you. (And you’d 
have fun with it. You might even sort me out.)

Could it be that your belief that older women are barmy once caused you 
to taunt older women who looked after wildlife when you were a kid, or 
in previous generations – the comparison with witches comes to mind – 
and that these women were forced to chase you and others off their 
property and that that is why you now believe that older women who 
look after wildlife are barmy and potentially dangerous? If so, or if any of 
the earlier examples applied, then I hope you can now see that it has 
nothing to do with older women and wildlife, let alone pigeons. It’s about 
the bird nests in your own mind. 

Otherisation, clarified Taylor, produces the effect that while you 
normally consider it wrong to hurt people, declaring some people “not 
really people” allows you to get away with hurting them. It enables you to 
justify to yourself why you threw stones at someone, doused someone in 
flour or why you spread nasty rumours about barmy Dutch madwomen. 

If I don’t go around spreading the rumour that you are a nasty 
paedophile who hurts little children, then why do you go around 
spreading similarly damaging rumours about me? Why do you go 
around telling people who don’t even know me that I am delusional, that 
I merely imagine that I went to university and might throw acid at 
people? Because I consider you a human being, just like me, and I do 
not consider it right to spread nasty rumours about other people, people 
who don’t even know me, yet to you, I am “not really a human being” – 
and in your mind, you have a whole list of arguments that “prove” to you 
why that is so – and that makes it okay for you to spread rumours about 
me that marginalise me in so many ways. Is it? 
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Adjusting your belief about me is not “a deathly threat to your identity” 
in the sense that it will literally get you killed, but it may push you out of 
your in-group of people who believe that I am a barmy Dutch 
madwoman. That takes guts. It also requires you to admit to yourself 
that you were wrong about me. That too takes guts. And it takes an 
effort. Disturbing your own beliefs about me is unpleasant. Not only 
that, but it may also lead you to start questioning your beliefs about 
many other people, specifically other older women and other foreigners. 
That idea may really scare you. Because it will rattle your sense of 
identity. Your sense of self. The same goes for what you believe about 
George Cheese and about Janice Morris.

Next time, it could be your son who gets set on fire at work or your 
mother who gets attacked while sitting on a bench. Isn’t that a better 
starting point for figuring out whether an attack was “deserved” or 
“excusable” in some way than just declaring victims “not really people”?

I have on occasion fantasized about Europeans flying across the UK in 
small planes and dropping pound notes all over the place as a way to 
breach that boundary between us (the UK, i.e., England) and them (the 
EU) and shake up these beliefs that the EU is only out to shaft them. I 
do think that breaching stubborn negative beliefs about others requires 
physical acts that are accompanied by emotions. Unexpected things. 
Such as people from the EU dropping pound notes all over the UK. I’ve 
also thought about us EU citizens in the UK all going to their local job 
centres and handing out goodies from their countries, such as Dutch 
stroopwafels, to everyone coming out of the place. Sufficiently 
unexpected. So unexpected that it might be met with a lot of distrust? 
I’ve never gotten around to it. I have, however, left Danish pastries on 
the counter of a local advice agency once which were eagerly tucked into 
by a guy who happened to be standing there who had not eaten anything 
yet that day and who recognised me on the street weeks later because of 
that and thanked me a second time. Sometimes, it really is as simple as 
that. 

It might be good if embassies and consulates in the UK did more 
outreach that reaches a much broader range of people than diplomats, 
captains of industry and government officials.

87

12. How I came to hate

When I began writing this book, for a while I got caught up in my anger 
about my position of a severely marginalised person. My powerlessness. I 
hate being powerless. I found myself saying things like “I hate England” 
over and over. (So yeah, I hope I got that out of my system. I needed to 
admit not only to myself but also to everyone else that I really do not like 
England very much, despite its charms because those charms are often 
superficial and what’s beneath the surface can be a very different story. I 
know you know what I mean now.) 

In her talk, Rebecca Saxe explained how I got to this point. I was 
experiencing the English as not only a direct threat to my survival and 
my sense of safety but also as a direct threat to my values. The latter 
occurred in two ways. 

First of all, the English usually snort at my values and call ideas like 
honesty and integrity naive or see them as acting tricks deployed by 
game show hosts and politicians. Honesty and integrity in tandem with 
sincerity and authenticity happen to be held in very high esteem in the 
Netherlands and I dare say that this also goes for the United States and 
many other western countries, including Scotland. But in England? Not 
so much... 

I felt that the English were also eroding my values in the sense that I 
found myself increasingly doing what one does when in Rome. I stopped 
smiling. (Or I smile my inane watermelon smile.) I stopped engaging with 
people the way I do elsewhere. I become someone else when I fly out of 
the country. I become much more open, confident and easy-going. It’s 
like I can breathe again. Life in England is often like living in a very tight 
steel corset. I also lose 50 years and fly back into the future. I even 
started limiting my stranger danger, based on experiences that I have 
had here. That is a highly restrictive thing to do. 

Not surprisingly, it saddens me that there appears to be growing 
polarisation in the Netherlands and that the Dutch appear to be 
increasingly engaging in us-versus-them thinking (lack of solidarity with 
other countries in the COVID-19 crisis, for example). 

Dutch people – Americans generally too – are trusting and tend to have a 
high level of spontaneity. They’re clean-freaks (and can consider the 
English very dirty, not in a denigrating sense but as a mere observation 
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relative to the Dutch addiction to cleanliness) as well as immensely well-
organised (orderly) and thorough. Americans too are generally very well 
organised. It is easy for Dutch people to see the English as chaotic and 
sloppy. Even my dad – who had little more than a primary school 
education and had never left the Netherlands other than for day trips 
across the nearby borders into Germany and Belgium – knew that if you 
bought a Ford car or van, you had to avoid the ones that said “made in 
England” and go for the ones that said “made in Germany”. The ones 
made in England would start to fall apart too soon. (You honestly can’t 
blame that on the EU.)

Yet the Dutch are not disguised Germans and neither are they like 
Belgians. (Of all the continental cultures, Belgian – Flemish – culture 
may well resemble English culture closest, by the way.) It does not get 
more down to earth than the Dutch. The Dutch are also highly 
individualistic. They pay nowhere near as much attention to what 
anyone else might think of anything he or she does as the English 
appear to do. I am not a typical Dutch person and seem to fit in better 
with American culture and in parts of Spain than in my native country, 
but the Netherlands is where I am from and that has shaped who I am 
today to a large degree. I can see that. 

Perhaps even more important and at least as important is that I spent 
most of my adult life in Amsterdam and England’s more village-like 
nature was utterly alien to me. The concept of privacy means something 
very different here, just like many other concepts – like truth and time 
and even pain – have cultural components. Privacy is when someone 
cries and you look the other way. That’s it. That’s all. That was probably 
the hardest to get used to along with the fact that promises usually hold 
little value here and that lies come easy in England.

Anyway, I think that I was increasingly engaging in otherisation and 
losing sight of the compass that I have always steered by. Principles. To 
a very large degree, they are independent of who or what I am, what my 
situation is and who or what anyone is. That’s why I’ve always found 
them wonderful tools to have in my mental backpack. I’ve also learned 
that you have to be flexible about them. But once you start adapting 
your principles, you have to be very careful that you are not selling 
yourself out and lose track of who you are. It does not mean that you 
can’t change, but I no longer liked myself a lot. I was changing in the 
direction of a person that I would like to avoid turning into.

I had to straighten my spine and stand tall again. So that’s what I did, I 
hope, while I wrote this book. England will remain a very difficult 
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country for me to live in but being aware of that and accepting it 
constitutes half the work. Anyway, I like challenges. And after all, this 
book was made possible with the help of Portsmouth City Council which, 
for starters, was kind enough to support my place in a course called 
“Taking the Lead” a decade ago. 

Last but not least, we all have blind spots. I do too. I am highly aware 
that I have become highly biased against English people, but it feels that 
I have passed the point beyond which I can no longer go back (back to 
trusting English people). The extensive cruelty, ridicule and 
stigmatisation – not to mention the lies and deception – that I have been 
exposed to here not only have caused feelings that were signals from my 
body that spelled “MUST AVOID IN FUTURE”, but they have also had 
serious direct consequences for my body. 

Hunger and deprivation. (Collecting acorns as a food source and picking 
up a piece of construction foam because it looked like it might be a 
bread crust.) Cold and darkness. (Not having electricity, hence also not 
having heating and warm water in cold weather.) Loss of access to 
friendship as well as the loss of internet access. (Did you know that 
broadband access is correlated to health? The COVID-19 pandemic has 
highlighted that.) So everything in my body has become geared toward 
avoiding English people. That’s because it wants to protect itself from 
sources of harm. This is a visceral mechanism. It requires a very 
conscious effort on my part to overcome it.

(Combine that with complications such as that I still don’t know why 
that shop owner that I was having a normal conversation with about 
placing a bin in his shop for a pet food bank suddenly started repeating 
“Don’t worry about it. Don’t worry about it!” either. “Don’t worry about 
it” turned out to mean “Go away! Piss off!” as I later discovered on the 
internet. Why he suddenly blew up at me? No idea. But his, in my eyes, 
bizarre behaviour made me very angry at the time. It rendered me utterly 
powerless. Should it ever happen to me again, then I intend to do 
something that is probably very un-English, namely ask what is wrong. 

This is one of the reasons why I prefer e-mailing with Brits rather than 
call them. There is, strangely enough, less room for misinterpretation in 
e-mails with English people than in spoken conversations. Me saying in 
an e-mail that I would like to have some information about ordering a 
computer case is just that. Me asking the same thing in person becomes 
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something else when the person at the counter then says that he will call 
me back the next day and I respond that the day after tomorrow will be 
fine too, that I am not in a super hurry. Because the case has to come 
from the US and I understand that the shop owner may not be able to 
get the needed information within 24 hours. The English shop owner will 
interpret it as “Don’t bother. I have changed my mind. I no longer want 
that computer case.” At least, that has been my baffling experience. 

By contrast, the first time I used the word “bastard” in the US, a word 
regularly uttered on TV, I was corrected instantly. Thank you, Lee. And 
when I mixed up the words “panties” and “pantyhose” because “panties” 
is the Dutch for “pantyhose”, the person I said it to didn’t let it slip by 
and didn’t allow me to continue to make that same mistake. Thank you, 
Tonya. And Julie tried to get me to distinguish a little bit better between 
“ring” and “wing”, which is difficult for Dutch people. But when I say the 
word “aunt” and make it sound like “ant” in England, the English person 
I say it to is likely to smirk with an air of superiority or disgust. My 
spoken English was of a much higher level before I moved to England. 
How bonkers is that?) (Am I making mountains out of molehills now?)

Something similar – the bit about having to make a conscious effort to 
overcome your habitual response – goes for you if you have gotten into 
the habit of otherising others, pushing them to the fringes of society. 
Think about your biases, how they came about and how you might be 
able to remedy them. Stop being so afraid of who you might discover if 
you let go of some of your biases. You might surprise yourself. 

Because “even mild otherisation primes people for aggression“, as 
Kathleen Taylor wrote. Otherisation is what caused a young man at 
Victoria Station to be suspicious of me when I told him that he had 
dropped what looked like a train ticket at the counter where he had just 
bought some pastries. (Foreign older-looking woman. Eeks. Probably 
trying to con me. Better move away from her quickly.) Otherisation 
combined with aggression is what caused people in England to throw 
pebbles at me when I was on the beach, empty buckets over me when I 
walked by and attack me when I sat on a bench. And otherisation is 
contagious. Otherisation – parochialism –is the place where cruelty and 
hate spring from. It breeds more cruelty and more hate. Whether you are 
dishing it out or receiving it, it affects you and changes you. It also 
affects your children.

I have also seen the opposite of otherisation at Victoria Station. Random 
people offering to help me with my luggage, at no advantage to 
themselves, that is something you never see in my home country. (Never. 
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Dutch people are more likely to be annoyed with you because of your 
suitcases.) The guy who hugged everyone when he found that his lost 
wallet had indeed been found and turned in, he was so over the moon 
with happiness and it was such a recognisable feeling. We’ve all been 
there.

Here where I live, there is a heck of a lot of otherisation. It often feels like 
everyone here hates everyone else, just because. Because, well, you 
know. Because! It is just what we do. People also draw the craziest 
conclusions on the basis of facts they learn and can completely change 
their attitude toward you in the wink of an eye. 

And then there is Mr D who owns the motorcycle shop next-door, which 
plays a much bigger role in our lives here than the neighbours who live 
in the same building because of the location of Mr D’s outdoor working 
area. We all put up with the grumbling staff, the noise and often with 
fumes, but we don’t complain as we understand that this is unavoidable 
for someone who repairs motorcycles and the like. Mr D and some of his 
staff, however, are something else. 

Mr D had the good grace to throw me an apologetic look of sheepish 
embarrassment after he read on my website about how horribly he had 
treated me, a stranger who he knew nothing about, shortly after I moved 
into my current flat. And that the person he saw (who was dropping off a 
PC at my place) and he thought was one of "them" too is ex-Royal Navy 
and used to be stationed locally. I wrote that on my website deliberately 
after I realised that everyone was reading on my website. Yeah, that too 
is what English people do. Even international top lawyers who make 
hundreds of pounds per hour do that kind of thing if they’re English and 
even if it’s the website of a temp. 

He is not a bad sort, Mr D. But he has heard all his life that he is better 
than the rest and he believes it. So that same Mr D still continues to 
grab every opportunity he gets to let me know that he is better than me 
and that I will never be one of “them” and that I am just a delusional old 
cow who is “probably schizophrenic or something”. (It is all a little too 
obvious. I sometimes get the same thing in, for example, some of the 
supermarkets. “There’s the retard!” Or whatever it is that they’re 
thinking, literally. Thankfully, it is not too many people.) Mr D is part of 
what is known as “the establishment”, I believe, in England. It means 
that he is seen as a proper, respectable human. Everybody else, 
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everybody who is not part of the establishment, is not and we are 
expected to know our place and stick with it. That is otherisation. 

And just like me, Mr D no longer knows how to get out of the habit, it 
seems. Neither do the people who feed him the latest local gossip about 
me, whoever they are and whatever the rumours are about. So I get 
treated with the fake cheesy friendliness some people may reserve for 
demented elderly people (“How is she doing today? Is she deteriorating?”) 
or simply normally or with barely concealed contempt or even fear based 
on whatever whoever has told him, likely in the pub over the weekend. 
Stop it. Just stop it already. 

When I arrived in England and still fit well within my skin, I was asked 
whether I was aware that I was not allowed to bring any guns, drugs or 
explosives into the UK. I thought it was hilarious and had to make an 
effort to suppress my laughter. I now see the broader context for that 
funny question. It would have been much more logical to ask me 
something about, say, bringing pets into the country, but instead the 
customs officer associated me with guns, drugs and explosives. It was 
the first sign of things to come.
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13. The answer?

Humility. Not humiliation.

Ask psychologist Abigail Marsh. She confirms what Rebecca Saxe said. 
According to Marsh and many others, altruism is increasing in the world 
and altruism goes hand in hand with humility. She also believes that 
many and maybe even most people can obtain it. Become altruistic. 
Care. Make the world a better place. 

One reason why altruism is increasing in the world, she says, is that, 
despite all the misery there still is in the world, we are all becoming 
better off. Wealthier. Better standards of living. Therefore, we are less 
driven to compete with others for resources. We also have more time on 
our hands that we can spend on, say, volunteering. It matches what 
Saxe said. It also clicks with what Taylor wrote.

So now I have not only connected the loose threads in this book and 
gone full circle, but I’ve also gotten rid of a lot of anger and frustration. 
Britain is causing its own problems. I can’t fix them. But I can tell you 
where to start looking for solutions. 

Stop otherising people. Stop being so terrified of one another. 

Because you are! Not just of foreigners. You English all seem terrified of 
each other, except of the people in your tiny inner circle. It’s ridiculous! 
That example I gave of the HMRC workshops for people wanting to start 
companies or having started companies or who were or wanted to 
become self-employed in which people were too timid to talk with one 
another is just one illustration of that. So many of you carefully avert 
your eyes, even at all kinds of public meetings and events, to avoid 
making a connection and the possibility that a stranger might say 
something to you and you might have to say something back. You so 
often literally turn your backs and pull up your chairs because the idea 
that a stranger might sit down next to you makes you so uncomfortable. 

Is that really only because you are – subconsciously or not – worried that 
strangers might carry the plague? You don’t have to turn yourself into 
one of those aggressive cold-calling salespeople. Don’t be so afraid to be 
yourself and let other people know who you are.

On the other hand, there is this, too. (This might to some degree fit into 
the context of a fear of germ-carrying strangers, in the sense of the 
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remnants of ancient biological mechanisms possibly being at work here.) 
Stop gossiping! Stop stealing and throwing away each other’s postal 
mail! Stop lying! Start caring! Start turning up! Start stepping up!

Start voting for people who will work on decreasing inequality, not as an 
easy promise to gain voters but in a convincing, realisable way. Start 
holding your politicians to account. Why on earth are you letting them 
get away with all the crap they pull? That’s on you! 

Focus your fear and anger and frustration on your politicians instead of 
on strangers!

(And me? I know my place now.)

Now stop thinking about me. This book is not about me. 

It is about you and all the people who surround you, here and now, and 
who are just like you no matter what they look like, where they are from, 
what school they went to, what haircut they have and what kind of 
clothes and shoes they are wearing. I want you to realize that there are 
no essential differences between Janice Morris and you, George Cheese 
and you, Ingrid Loyau-Kennett and you, Harry Hayward and you, Boris 
Johnson and you, Priti Patel and you, Keir Starmer and you, Bijan 
Ebrahimi and you, that lady with the grey hair and you, that homeless 
person there and you, Mr D and you and the people at the food bank 
and you. The differences that you see enrich life and make life beautiful 
and worthwhile. The differences that you don’t like merely are the ones 
that confront you with your own vulnerability, thereby hammering home 
that you are as human as that other person. Some of those latter 
differences, the ones you don’t like, are government-imposed.

I want you to step out of your shoes and into the shoes of anyone who 
you perceive as very different from you. You can do that by dressing up 
and behaving like a homeless person for a week. You can even start 
doing that by dying your hair blue or purple or green if that is something 
you would never ever do. You can do it by painting a red heart on your 
cheeks, with lipstick, or a blue bird. Change your appearance 
drastically, become one of “them” and notice how very differently people 
who don’t know you will treat you.

None of this means that you have to adopt everyone you meet who may 
appear needy and take them into your home. It does not mean that you 
have to have hour-long conversations with everyone you meet. It means 
that you can treat other people the way you would like to see yourself 
and your loved ones treated. With normal human respect. Not with 
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disgust and contempt or with fear and paranoia. Or ridicule.

And don’t expect me to be perfect either. Nobody is and that actually 
does make them perfect. Because it means that is does not just go for 
you. It goes for me too and for everybody else. Even Thich Nhat Hanh 
ticks some people off, I am sure, and he is a bloody saint. 

One final thought, to provide a counterbalance for my many criticisms 
on England’s culture and society based on my experiences of the past 
15.5 years. Not literally everything in the past decade of my life that 
looked like it was a manifestation of English culture may have been. 
Appearances can be deceiving. My point? Always keep an open mind. 
Nothing is black and white.

This also holds with regards to anything I have written in this book, by 
which I do not mean that I made up any of it but that some of it may 
have been coming from one or more individuals who were abused very 
badly in their early childhoods and were victims of cruelty. Cruelty 
breeds cruelty and it takes a very conscious effort from a well-developed 
brain to break that chain. I could have filled many more pages fuming 
about stuff that’s infuriated and hurt me in the past 15.5 years. But this 
book is not about me. It is about making you see things through 
someone else’s eyes and they happen to be mine in this case.

Thank you.
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cutting-edge marine biogeochemistry group, preferably in the US. Then 
she discovered that it is also highly enjoyable and equally challenging as 
well as rewarding to work for yourself with an international network of 
associates to serve clients from a wide variety of backgrounds. 

Prior to her scientific endeavours, she was employed in tourism and 
hospitality in Amsterdam, then decided to hand in her notice after a lot 
of contemplation and days of testing at a career advice agency. She 
enrolled as a full-time earth science student. Among many other things, 
she now also has several years of legal experience.

She enjoys brainstorming with highly driven smart people who set high 
standards for themselves. She likes the idea of creating positive change, 
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but she knows very well that the latter is often preceded by turmoil. She 
likes sitting by the sea and staring at the waves, observing.

A few fun facts about her? She flew a small aircraft for several minutes 
during a flying lesson she took before she learned how to start a car. 
She’s had blue, pink and turquoise hair repeatedly. While living in 
Florida, she got treated to a great deal of chuckling and a series of seven 
vaccine injections to ensure that she wouldn’t develop rabies after a tiny 
bite from a frightened little animal as that bite happened to have 
occurred in a rabies quarantine area and had drawn blood. She’s also 
managed to park her car in an overgrown deep roadside ditch so that 
helpful Swedes had to tow her out – not once but twice – while she was 
in Sweden to carry out geological fieldwork as part of the requirements 
for her Master’s. 

She graduated with distinction and with an extra diploma in chemical 
oceanography and two course certificates from the Netherlands School 
for Journalism. Her parents had little more than a mere primary school 
education, so even by that time, she had already come a long way. And 
that was a few decades ago. 

Souren was a member of Toastmasters of The Hague and of the 
Amsterdam American Business Club, among others. She also was a 
member of the South Hampshire Enterprise Agency’s Business Club in 
Southampton and of the Portsmouth Environmental Forum (along with 
two LibDem city councillors and a chemistry professor from the 
University of Portsmouth), in each case until they folded.

If you want to connect with her, you can follow her on LinkedIn or on 
Twitter (@littlesandgrain), on YouTube, at angelinasouren.com as well as 
on Amazon, of course, and a few other places on the web provided that it 
is not a Facebook-owned medium.
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