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INTRODUCTION 
Every myth, regardless of culture, warns against arrogance.

I  WHEN IT GOES TO YOUR HEAD 
Healthy self-confidence easily twists into detrimental arrogance, 

which often means denigrating and bullying others.

II  EGO
Personalities who are convinced of their own excellence can rarely 

tolerate criticism, let alone admit having made mistakes. It is easy to 
downplay things we don’t understand.

III  THE CENTER OF THE WORLD 
When the world revolves around you, foreign customs and languages 

are an irritation.

IV BETTER PEOPLE 
In society there has always been a class of better people who believe 
that they have a right to rule. They despise the poor and minorities.

table of contentsus about our own creativity and intelligence without gnash-
ing of teeth. Accepting criticism is a problem for young and 
old.

Arrogance is always a miscalculation. How many of 
us evaluate others based merely on external appearance or 
some other single characteristic? How many of us draw 
conclusions about other people based on their professions, 
education, or social status? Or otherwise just fail to say hel-
lo?

Even though man has reached the Moon and unraveled 
his own gene map, our dealings with each other have not 
become any nobler than they were when we were hunting 
mammoths. Arrogance is the most useless of our feelings. 
History shows that arrogance has never led to anything but 
wars, catastrophes, hatred, and enormous numbers of fail-
ures, not least for the arrogant themselves. This book at-
tempts to shed light on why arrogant, dismissive behavior 
is so commonplace—and whether anything could be done 
about it.



introduction

V MONOPOLY
Monopoly always corrupts. When a monopoly continues for too long, 

the received position begins to be seen as a matter of course.. 

VI THE ART OF HUMILITY 
The final chapter deals with stories of those who did not let success go 

to their heads.

Nothing is so dangerous to a person as to experience 
success and then fall victim to arrogance and imagine 

himself equal to the gods.
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IN THE YEAR 10 AD, the Roman engineer Julius 
Sextus Frontinus observed that invention had long since 
reached the end of the road, and that nothing new or revo-
lutionary was on the horizon. Someone presenting a claim 
like that would have to be as unyielding and unvarying in 
his attitudes as Finnish bedrock. If Julius were alive today, 
he would doubtless still have the same opinion. He would 
sit in his ivory tower laughing at computers and communi-
cations satellites and snorting at the importance of antibiot-
ics in medicine.

How many people think like Julius, that our own dis-
cernment is always first rate, that we never need to change 
our opinions? Until our dying day we know what is good 
taste, what is the best education for our children, and what 
is the correct political party. It is especially pleasant to share 
these ideas with people who are younger than us. In other 
people this practice is irritating, but of course our own ob-
stinacy is just “strength of character.”

This book can also be considered an expression of ar-
rogance. Who I am with my hindsight to sit in judgment 
over the attempts and mistakes of others? Arrogance is a 
characteristic which afflicts everyone from time to time. It 

is arrogant to claim that you have never been arrogant. This 
is an attitude that was recognized in the earliest times in the 
epochs, myths, and tragedies of many cultures.

The third song of the Kalevala is like an episode from any 
testosterone-filled planning seminar or hotdog stand queue 
where a ruling and a challenging alpha male meet. Young 
Joukahainen is jealous of Väinämöinen, because he is said to 
sing the best songs and to know more about things than any-
one else. Although Joukahainen’s parents warn their young 
son against pitting himself against his better, Joukahain-
en disregards their advice. He claims he knows more about 
things than anyone else: “My father’s lore is good, my moth-
er’s better still, but my own is best of all.”

When Joukahainen and Väinämöinen meet, Jouka-
hainen pretends not even to recognize him. A typical symp-
tom of arrogance. He challenges Väinämöinen to a battle 
of knowledge. When Väinämöinen asks what Joukahainen 
knows, Joukahainen begins to list his lore. Joukahainen’s 
claim that he was present when the world was made makes 
Väinämöinen smile. Joukahainen loses his temper and chal-
lenges the old man to single combat. Väinämöinen tries 
once more to calm him down, but in vain—Joukahainen 
threatens to sing cowards like Väinämöinen into the pigs 
that are thrown into the barn. Everyone has their limit. 
Väinämöinen takes offense at this haughtiness and “the 
lakes sloshed, the earth shook, the copper mountains trem-
bled, the sturdy boulders rumbled, the bedrock clove in 
two, the stones cracked upon the shores.” The old master 
sings Joukahainen into a swamp, and the weeping suppli-
cant for mercy is only saved by promising Väinämöinen his 
sister.

ariturunen
Tarralappu
Kalevala is a Finnish national epic, our Mahabharata:-)



12   i n t r o d u c t i o n i n t r o d u c t i o n    13   

This story from the Finnish marshlands repeats an an-
cient mythical narrative formula in which arrogant be-
havior receives its well-deserved punishment. The myths 
of different cultures are, fundamentally, didactic caution-
ary tales about human vanity, stupidity, mendacity, and, 
above all, arrogance. The ancient tragedies about Odysseus, 
who curses the sea god Poseidon, and Oedipus, who grows 
drunk with power, repeat the familiar pattern. Healthy self-
confidence easily twists into detrimental arrogance. Suc-
cess feeds success, and many become enamored with them-
selves, which often leads to catastrophe. In the view of the 
people of Antiquity, nothing was so dangerous to the com-
mon man as to experience success and then fall victim to 
hubris, that is, arrogance, and imagine himself equal to the 
gods. Hubris meant an unabashed belief in oneself and a 
disregard for one’s own limitations in the universe, the or-
der of which was decided by the gods. One who has suc-
cumbed to hubris believes that he can do anything. Exces-
sive self-confidence makes him interpret his environment 
incorrectly and miscalculate. In the end, he justly meets 
Nemesis, the goddess of revenge.

Arrogance was of great interest to William Shakespeare, 
many of whose plays were tragedies about the destruction 
and suffering caused by power. One of the best known fo-
cuses on a king who lived in eleventh-century Scotland and 
had stolen power from his cousin, Duncan. Macbeth is a 
tragic tale of a king who is blinded by his power. Macbeth 
uses his power ruthlessly and ceases to trust anyone. The 
fear of retribution drives him to ever greater crimes. In the 
end his own subjects dethrone him.

The historian Barbara Tuchman mentions four prac-

tices we follow that usually lead us to divorce, loss of em-
ployment, wars, and catastrophes. The first is tyrannical 
behavior—a common trait in offices and around the din-
ner table. The second is excessive ambition. The third is the 
decadence and lack of skill that comes along with power, 
of which the destruction of the Roman Empire is an exam-
ple. The fourth is unnatural obstinacy: a tendency toward 
actions that are contrary to our own interests. Why do we 
still over-fish even though we know that tuna and cod are 
disappearing from the world’s oceans? Why do we destroy 
rainforests even though we know what the effect of that de-
struction is on the atmosphere of the planet?

In this book I turn the pages of history to incidents in 
which a change has occurred because of some laughable, in-
significant thing. I look for the catastrophic moments of ar-
rogance, turning points at which the world has changed in 
one way or another. The blunder could be an underestima-
tion, being lulled into a belief of one’s own exceptionalness, 
cultural self-righteousness, or the feeling of self-sufficiency 
caused by a monopoly position. The tension in these situ-
ations became unbearable, and in the end a arrogant act or 
comment was enough to cause the entire structure to col-
lapse. Revolutions were born, the air was cleared, and mo-
rality was set back in order—until the next collapse...

 



I

when it goes 
to your head

This chapter tells why Alexander the Great wanted oth-
ers to throw themselves down at his feet, how someone 

acting like a jerk gave rise to parliament, and why 
Otto von Bismarck participated in 20 duels.
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having things go to your head is a chemi-
cal process with a dramatic arc. Alexander the Great con-
quered all of Central Asia, and this was clearly too much 
for him. He had already proclaimed himself the son of the 
god Amon in Egypt and tried to force his old fighting com-
panions to worship him.

Conquerors generally do whatever they please, but eve-
ryone has his limit. While intoxicated, Alexander burned 
the capitol of Persia, Persepolis, and killed his right-hand 
man, Cleitus, because he had spoken too much praise of 
Alexander’s father, Philip. Alexander had become allergic to 
all comparison and critique.

Alexander’s court historian, Callisthenes, met a fate 
similar to that of Cleitus. When Alexander attempt-
ed to adopt the form of greeting of the Persian kings, 
proskynesis, his men became convinced that Alexander 
had finally gone around the bend. The deep bowing to-
ward the king called for by the greeting was to Alexander’s 
Macedonian and Greek soldiers a completely disgusting 
act, because their custom was only to bow to the gods in 
this fashion. Callisthenes would not submit to saluting 
Alexander as a god.

Some set themselves up on the level of the gods and 
some even above them. John Lennon observed in 1966, 
at the height of his fame, that Christianity had his permis-
sion to find the exit. Christianity would vanish and shrink. 
I am right, he proclaimed, continuing that in the future 
he would be vindicated. He ended his rant with the leg-
endary phrase: “We’re more popular than Jesus now.” The 
American radio stations began a boycott of the Beatles’ al-
bums and organized a record burning. Death threats rained 
down. John Lennon asked for forgiveness, but it did not 
stop the flood of hate mail. At a show in Boston, over 400 
police and security guards were needed to protect the band.

Lennon had an ironic nature, but his declaration about 
the Beatles’ super-divine popularity is an illustrative exam-
ple of the perfect lack of any sense of proportion that can 
accompany success. It becomes so easy to stick your foot in 
your mouth. Anyone can let success go to his head. Even 
the publisher of this book admitted after four bottles of 
beer that, following a couple of sales successes, he made a 
series of poor publishing decisions.

There is a specific name for this phenomenon: victory 
disease. It was used for the first time in the Second World 
War. The Japanese came down with victory disease because 
they had successfully beat China in 1937. In the flush of 
victory they attacked Pearl Harbor in 1941. After this, the 
Japanese won one battle after another against the Allies in 
the Pacific theater and South-east Asia. The victories of the 
Japanese emboldened them to expand their defensive area, 
which began to significantly burden their maintenance sys-
tems. The disease came to a head in the Battle of Midway 
in 1942 which ended with Japan suffering serious losses.
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Success is often difficult to bear mentally, which can 
be seen in the megalomania of Alexander the Great. The 
disease profile includes the patient’s grandiose belief in his 
own importance and the perception that only important 
people understand the genius he represents. For the patient 
every new contact is a burden until demonstrated oth-
erwise. Galileo Galilei was not necessarily the martyr for 
science that history remembers him as. He was impatient 
and could not countenance stupidity around himself. The 
Pope became angry because he supposed that the charac-
ter named Simplicus in Galileo’s book about the solar sys-
tem was meant to refer to him. In the book, Simplicus 
presents childish questions, which Galileo answers pater-
nalistically. The philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein consid-
ered conversations with his colleagues in Vienna excruciat-
ing because they were too vulgar and dressed unfashion-
ably. Wittgenstein became angry and often even shouted 
when he saw stupidity in other people. Bertrand Russell, 
who won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1950, said to 
his lover that when he spoke to normal people he felt like 
he was using “baby-talk.” The American physicist Murray 
Gell-Mann, who discovered the basic building blocks of 
matter—quarks—received the Nobel Prize for Physics in 
1969. “If I have seen farther than others, it is because I am 
surrounded by dwarfs,” Gell-Mann observed in his unas-
suming way.

It has been said that a snob is ashamed of his own poor 
mother. In British universities, a student of common birth 
had s(ine) nob(ilitate)—not noble—written next to his 
name. In the nineteenth century, when the power of the 
nobility diminished, the snobs decked out in their club 

jackets wanted to continue the life of the court and distin-
guish themselves from the commoners. Arrogance is often a 
way for people who have risen in their station to re-anchor 
themselves in their environment. Then they forget the in-
fluence of good fortune on their own success. Then they 
forget their old friends and where they grew up. Gratitude 
disappears like tears in the rain. Then they begin to mimic 
the worst characteristics of upper-class behavior.

When success goes to your head, tasteless demands are 
one of its trademark characteristics. The hospitality riders 
of stage performers, each seemingly more imaginative than 
the last, are one expression of this. The heavy metal band 
Van Halen put them into mass production. Once they had 
amassed enough success, the band demanded a bowl of 
M&M’s candy for their dressing room but also stipulated 
that all of the brown candy had to be removed from the 
bowl. Their contract specified that there could be no brown 
candy anywhere in the area of the stage or otherwise the 
performance would be in danger of being canceled. Barry 
Manilow, on the other hand, demands that his room tem-
perature must be a constant 18 degrees C (65 F).

The greatest of the prima donnas is Mariah Carey, who 
once demanded bunny rabbits and kittens for her dressing 
room, but always required Evian water and Cristal cham-
pagne, both outfitted with bendy straws, and a personal as-
sistant to take care of all of her needs. It was the assistant’s 
job, for example, to transport Carey’s chewed gum to the 
trash. On her China tour, Mariah Carey had four vehi-
cles, which were packed with 60 suitcases and 350 pairs of 
shoes. Once she sent 20 assistants to redecorate the lava-
tories of a music store before she would come to sign al-
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bums—they had to make sure that the toilet paper was her 
preferred shade of pink.

Entertainment industry hospitality riders are harmless 
in terms of the wellbeing of the planet. Significantly more 
dangerous is when CEOs let success go to their heads, be-
cause their lists of demands are more destructive than those 
of the pop divas. At regular intervals some chap with a big 
ego pops up who wants to decide the world’s business for 
everyone else. Often god has commanded this fellow to 
do something important. In 1811 Napoleon observed to a 
Bavarian general, “Three years more, and I am lord of the 
Universe.”

According to Robert E. Kaplan, the blind spots of pow-
er-drunk rulers like Napoleon are unrestrained ambition, 
impossible goals, workaholism and a need for legitimacy 
which they indulge by over-emphasizing external appear-
ance. A person like this exaggerates his own importance, is 
supercilious, and micromanages and meddles in things in-
stead of delegating. He is addicted to praise and takes credit 
for other people’s achievements, but blames others for his 
mistakes. He frets disproportionately about publicity and 
idolizes material symbols of success. He is enraged by criti-
cism, and cannot admit his mistakes and weaknesses.

Meeting ego-trippers is often exhausting. You are sup-
posed to fawn over them, because silence can be interpreted 
as criticism. According to the ancient philosopher Philode-
mus, a proud person is always concerned about his position 
and abilities. He can imagine that he is more important 
than other people if he does things that he believes are im-
portant. Or he is just convinced that his abilities ensure fu-
ture success. In Philodemus’ opinion, it is particularly rep-

rehensible that people like this define others based on how 
they see themselves. Because a proud person is unwilling to 
cooperate or ask for advice, he shoulders the main burden 
of projects and tasks himself and is therefore rarely able to 
complete them.

Philodemus continues his barrage: The proud man has 
effusive admiration for his own nobility. When an individ-
ual like this treats others hierarchically and unilaterally, he 
damages his personal relationships and erodes the structure 
of his own community. He is inegalitarian in his friend-
ships and rarely acts in a civilized or considered manner. 
He does not want to acknowledge his weaknesses or ask for 
forgiveness. He is also unable to show gratitude to others, 
because he is convinced that his thanks have already been 
demonstrated by the fact that he has approved of others. 
He despises philosophers, because he believes that they can-
not teach him anything. According to Philodemus, a arro-
gant man finally loses his senses, because he takes enormous 
risks which demand a lot of effort and money.

The loss of one’s senses, the ingratitude, and the self-
sufficiency all point to the same thing. Success changes 
brain chemistry. Letting success go to one’s head can also be 
examined through brain chemistry.

When Alexander the Great and Napoleon came to pow-
er, the chemical structure of their brains changed. Neuro-
transmitters began to flow into their brains: dopamine and 
serotonin. The enormous regulation mechanism of the 
brain, with its networks of signal transmission between var-
ious receptors, activated in a new way. Nerve cells began 
releasing neurotransmitters, which stimulated other nerve 
cells, making the impulses spread throughout Alexander 
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and Napoleon’s bodies. They felt a rush of energy.
Serotonin and dopamine affect our moods. Depression 

medications exploit their action. Dopamine causes pleasur-
able experiences and contributes to the regulation of emo-
tions. It is also closely connected to the model of behavior 
that always seeks rewards. A low serotonin or serotonin re-
ceptor count can cause suicidal thoughts in extreme cases. 
On the other hand, serotonin levels rise in the brain of a 
person who is being praised or honored.

The evolutionary psychologist Robert Wright discov-
ered that the leaders of chimpanzee communities have 
more serotonin in their blood than other chimpanzees in 
the group. The serotonin levels of the male who leads the 
community always rise when the group takes note of his 
boasting. Wright began to investigate whether hierarchy 
also has any significance on serotonin levels in humans. 
He found that, like the chimpanzees, students exercising 
authority had more serotonin than those who were not al-
lowed to make decisions for other people.

Together, serotonin and dopamine can create the pre-
requisites for self-confident behavior. When there is a lot 
of these agents in the nervous system, inhibitions related to 
other people are reduced, along with feelings of fear, anxi-
ety, and depression. Self-importance increases, and the per-
son experiences an energized, happy feeling of well being.

Serotonin and dopamine addiction are common to all 
people who want to be in the spotlight or influence the 
lives of others. Giving up power is often impossible for 
them. Leaders in the neurotransmitter trap are drunk with 
power, and many have a hard time returning to normal life 
once they reach retirement: the need to have influence is so 

great that many still want to sit on the boards of organiza-
tions or write letters to the editor if there are no other op-
portunities for influence. They do not even find any pleas-
ure in their grandchildren if seeing them does not result in 
sufficient releases of neurotransmitters.

The secretion of serotonin and dopamine increases feel-
ings of self-satisfaction. Everything seems to work out. You 
get to exercise power. You get to take revenge. Successes 
are followed by greater risk-taking and misplaced self-con-
fidence. A classic example of this is the former East Ger-
many, the leaders of which completely underestimated the 
frustration of their people. When the leader of East Germa-
ny, Egon Krenz, appeared on television on the seventh of 
May, 1989 and claimed with a straight face that his social-
ist party had won 98.85% of the vote—with a turnout of 
98.77 %—the East Germans had had it. The fact that the 
turnout percentage was only a few decimals away from one 
hundred was such an exasperatingly arrogant lie that for the 
first time hundreds of Germans reacted and demanded that 
the election returns be reviewed. Protesters assembled in 
churches and, by collecting petitions, demonstrated that at 
least 10 percent of voters had voted against the government 
and another 10 percent had not voted at all. The irritation 
swelled into an enormous popular movement, which in 
the end tore down the Berlin Wall. In the flush of success, 
stakes rise and, in the end, one’s sense of reality is clouded. 
Then there is a danger of losing the opportunity, the mo-
ment.

In the year 1135, King Henry the I of England died. 
The majority of England’s barons supported Henry’s 
daughter Matilda as heir to the crown, but William the 
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Conqueror’s nephew Stephen decided to fight for the 
throne. Matilda attacked England and conquered its west-
ern reaches. Then she arrived in London. Londoners await-
ed Matilda’s coronation with eagerness. However, Matilda 
demanded that she be honored as a princess. She arrived in 
the triumph of a conqueror wearing the marks of rank of a 
princess and demanded that London’s high-ranking soldiers 
show her obeisance by kissing her stirrups. Right out of the 
gate, she levied new taxes, contrary to what her father had 
hoped. In 1148, only a few weeks after Matilda’s arrival, she 
was driven out of London, and Stephen took power.

Matilda may be one of the shortest-reigning monarchs 
in history, having begun her prima donna behavior well be-
fore being named queen, in the wrong psychological order. 
Matilda’s image could have used a stylist.

Britain lost its dominant position in world trade in the 
seventeenth century due to arrogance. Merchants were 
making profligate profits of up to 50 %. The East Indian 
Trading Company built resplendent ships, but, swollen by 
its profits, it began to freeze its superb shipbuilding pro-
gram and succumbed to corruption. Training was weak, 
sailors were treated poorly, and experience was disregarded. 
The Dutch were able to build ships more efficiently and 
inexpensively. In the seventeenth century its flyut model of 
fast, nimble vessels made the Dutch the kings of the spice 
trade.

Sometimes a moment is lost even when there is nothing 
wrong with the product as such. The copy machine manu-
facturer Xerox had ruled the market since 1948. It was on 
top of the world in 1969 with sales rising to one billion 
dollars.

The company’s leadership had already been blinded by 
success, however. In a meeting of shareholders the manage-
ment bragged that they were able to handle all of their cus-
tomers’ information needs. Then, in 1971, the leaders of 
Xerox decided to buy IBM—contrary to all of the data that 
said the attempted takeover would probably destroy Xerox. 
Xerox wasted a billion dollars trying to get IBM. At the 
same time the company opened a research center in Palo 
Alto. Xerox collapsed only five years later.

During the time of the failed takeover bid, Xerox re-
searchers had invented the first personal computer, the 
mouse, Ethernet, a graphical-user-interface predecessor 
of Windows, the flat screen, and the laser printer. Others, 
such as Microsoft and Apple, got rich on these innovations, 
but Xerox did not.

It has become habitual to repeat that one should listen 
to the weak signals of an environment, but who has such 
keen senses to detect those signals? And who can under-
stand to change his opinions in time? More likely, humility 
and gratitude for one’s own past are forgotten, replaced by 
a belief that success is something you did on your own, and 
so others should show the proper appreciation.

Bullies at School and at Work

The Silja Symphony cruise ship is on its way from Helsinki 
to Stockholm on October 24, 2006. A Swedish bartender is 
closing up the Atlantis restaurant. A loud group of men are 
partying at a table. An Estonian man approaches the bar-
tender and demands that the bar be kept open. The bar-
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tender refuses, at which time the Estonian begins to pour 
his own drinks. The bartender attempts to stop him. The 
Estonian says that he is the shipping company’s chief finan-
cial officer. He points to the well-dressed yet drunken party 
and says that they own the ship. The bartender still refuses 
to continue serving drinks. The Estonian strikes the bar-
tender, whose glasses break. The guards are called, at which 
time the owners stagger over to the vessel’s other restaurant, 
Bali. However, the closing of the bar is still galling them. 
The executives remind the ship’s crew that they own the 
crew and that they have to do what the men say. The bosses 
threaten to cancel any of the “wenches’” contracts and sell 
the whole “rusty barge” to China. Next the group marches 
to the duty free shop. It has already closed. They wake up 
the shop manager in his cabin and demand that he open 
the store. Then the men are angry because the shop has the 
wrong cigarettes. They swig 800 euro cognac straight from 
the bottle. The next morning the group comes to breakfast 
with beer cans in hand. The toaster starts on fire when the 
managing director shoves fish into it.

When the events of the cruise reach the media, the Es-
tonian cruise ship company’s Finnish director downplays 
the incident by saying that the cruise in question was nor-
mal and that the executives were only “drunk in the nor-
mal way.” The ship staff ’s Swedish union is furious and de-
mands an apology. The managing director does not think 
there is anything to apologize for.

On the evening of the same day, the Finnish director is-
sues an apology. The Estonian executives do not say a word.

The owners of the ship were acting like conquerors al-
ways do: throughout history losers have always been humil-

iated in one way or another. For example, during the time 
of the Republic in Rome, defeated kings and their families 
were paraded through the streets in chains behind the vic-
torious general.

According to Robert Sutton, studies show that when 
people achieve positions of power, they begin to speak more 
and to take what they want. They don’t care what others say 
or want, and they don’t care how less-influential people will 
react to their behavior. People in power behave more and 
more churlishly and generally begin to use every opportu-
nity and person as a means to satisfy their own needs. Be-
ing blinded by power prevents them from seeing that they 
are behaving link cretins.

Sutton wrote a book about obnoxious people in organi-
zations, whom he calls assholes. Assholes make our work 
environments uncivilized. According to Sutton, no one 
needs to tolerate bad behavior. However, managers are of-
ten guilty of this. They are not only paid more, but they 
demand continuous displays of respect and flattery.

In a study of European Union working conditions 
(“Third European Survey on Working Conditions”), 
21,500 workers were interviewed. Nine percent reported 
that they had been intimidated or bullied—most com-
monly bosses and supervisors were the culprits. Two studies 
from 1997 and 2003 revealed that more than 90 percent of 
nurses in the United States had been subjected to insults or 
humiliation. The most common bullies were doctors.

One of the most catastrophic workplace bullies was 
John Lackland. John, son of Henry II, king of England, 
and Eleanor of Aquitaine, ascended to the throne in 1199 
when his brother Richard the Lionheart had died. John was 
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the ruler of the most influential kingdom in Europe at the 
time. However, he could not endure limitless power, and 
in a short time he created a reign of terror. In 1204 he lost 
Normandy and received the epithet “Lackland.” After that 
he mainly stayed in England, but through his irresponsible 
rule brought chaos to the country.

John had inherited everything bad from his father. He 
had been his father’s favorite son and the contempt of his 
brothers. He never really grew into an adult. His behavior 
was reckless. As a youth he interrupted the priest’s sermon 
several times during an Easter mass, demanding that he 
shorten his speeches. This shocked everyone. As a 19-year-
old he was assigned to conquer Ireland with the aid of local 
allies. When the Irish commanders greeted John, he and his 
troops burst into laughter at the sight of the Irishmen’s garb 
and long beards. John pulled soldiers by the beard, mock-
ing them. Then he seized lands and castles for the English. 
In one week he had offended all of Ireland.

John did not trust the English barons either, and it 
showed. He replaced local sheriffs with hard-bitten, ambi-
tious commanders from Normandy, who had little regard 
for local customs. The peasants had of course become ac-
customed to royal taxation, but the arrogant, cruel way in 
which the taxes were collected made the sheriffs unusual-
ly despised. Philip Marc, sheriff of Nottinghamshire and 
steward of the forest of Sherwood was held in particular 
contempt. His violent rule forced some peasants to flee into 
the woods, and the stories of Robin Hood were born.

The most destructive of John’s character traits was his 
distrustfulness. Like power-hungry people in general, John 
also thought that everyone else was power-hungry—and 

untrustworthy—as he was himself. He wounded some of 
his closest companions in battle and refused to confess. He 
treated prisoners of war with exceptional cruelty even given 
the conditions of the day. He aroused indignation wherever 
he went.

Richard the Lionheart’s faithful supporter William de 
Briouze was also a favorite of John’s in the beginning. He 
had proved himself a reliable and valuable soldier in the 
battles of Normandy. He had imprisoned John’s nephew 
Arthur, whom John considered a rival. But William was 
too close to the center of power. There were rumors that 
William knew something about Arthur’s death—a fact that 
shocked everyone. There were suspicions that John had had 
his nephew murdered. In 1208 John decided to act. One 
popular way to keep the barons under control was to de-
mand their children as hostages. When the king’s men ar-
rived at William’s castle, his wife Matilda refused to give 
her children to “a king who murdered his own nephew.” 
For two years William’s lands were harassed, and Matilda 
and her oldest son were starved to death. William died in 
exile in France in 1211. The official reason for the harass-
ment was that William was in debt to John. Indeed, Geof-
frey Hindley has calculated that given the terms of John’s 
loans, William would have been able to pay off the last of 
his debts in 1917!

William had been one of England’s most influential bar-
ons, but even he was defenseless against the despotism of 
John. John only trusted in those who were completely de-
pendent upon him.

When in 1214 John attempted to reconquer his French 
lands and failed, he still did not look in the mirror, but 
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rather continued to collect his heavy war taxes. At this the 
barons had had their fill, and England rose up in rebellion.

On the 15th of June, 1215, John met the mutinous bar-
ons at Runnymede on the banks of the Thames and was 
forced to sign the Magna Carta. The result was a document 
containing 63 clauses that changed the traditions of po-
litical power. “The Great Charter” became a sort of con-
stitution and defined the rights of the crown. The Charter 
proclaimed that no free man could be detained or forced 
into exile other than by an appeal to the law. Clause 40 
was also significant, proclaiming that no man could buy or 
deny justice. If the king desired increased revenues, he was 
obliged to call his vassals to counsel together. With these 
consultations began the development of the English consti-
tution. The decrees of the Magna Carta attempted to pre-
vent the king from attempting to use his position as the su-
preme judge for his own economic benefit. The finances of 
the state began to be discharged more sensibly. Very quickly 
the Magna Carta became a symbol against all oppression.

The world’s oldest document of prerogatives and free-
doms was the irate result of a nation weary of endless power 
struggles. John had not known how to negotiate with his 
experienced, mature men whose goals were different from 
his own. The barons growing tired of John’s 15 years of rule 
was, if anything, a sign that the notable families of England 
simply wanted to live in peace with their king.

Because of John’s fooling about, developments began in 
England that led to the formation of parliament. The word 
“parliament,” which originally meant “speech,” was used 
to describe the discussions of monks after their evening 
meals. In the year 1239, the Benedictine monk Matthew 

Paris from the abbey of St. Albans began to use the term 
for meetings of prelates, barons, and earls. In 1295 the first 
parliament was formed, including representatives from the 
priesthood, the orders of knighthood, the bourgeoisie, and 
the peasants.

Thus, as a reaction to the loutish behavior of rulers, a 
parliament was born whose task was to watch that power 
not be used irresponsibly. Niccolò Machiavelli may have 
had rulers like John in mind when he wrote about the sim-
ple ways in which a ruler could lose his power. A ruler must 
keep his hands off of his subjects’ property and women. 
This because men sooner forget the death of a father than 
the loss of their property, Machiavelli observed.

What then explains the behavior of leaders like John 
Lackland?

As social animals we are used to hierarchy. We need a 
leader to distribute tasks and prevent internal conflict in 
the group. But first we are forced to fight for leadership. 
A group as small as three people will lead to competition 
for leadership. In large groups the majority—i.e. those who 
have lower status—speak infrequently. They speak to those 
higher in the hierarchy politely and respectfully, but little 
attention is paid to them. The status of a person is based on 
how useful he has been in the past. Others listen to those 
they believe to have something to offer. People of low status 
who are too talkative are punished, while those in leading 
positions are encouraged to speak more. If there is a leader 
in the group who is too dominant, those weaker can form 
an alliance against him. A coup occurs and a new group is 
formed. In fact, a coup is a backlash against excessive bul-
lying. Unfortunately, hierarchies always create the opportu-
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nity for bullying the weak, which is the height of arrogance. 
It is based on the bullies’ assumption that they are better 
than those being bullied. A king might paw at his sub-
jects’ wives. A manager might rough up the bartenders and 
maids on a ship he owns. At its most grotesque, this feeling 
of superiority can be based on nothing more than the other 
person being harmless.

In order to understand this natural arrogance of ours, 
we must go to the shores of Thailand and observe how 
some tourists behave. On the coral reefs of the Andaman 
Sea lives the leopard shark, a favorite of European tour-
ists. The leopard shark hunts fish, crustaceans, mollusks, 
and worms it finds on the bottom with the aid of its barbel 
whiskers. The leopard shark is not dangerous to humans. 
This is important information. Because the shark is docile, 
many are tempted to talk big and torment the poor animal. 
To them, tormenting a shark is heroic. Sunday divers wrig-
gling after the wrong kind of respect like this are probably 
also workplace bullies who find it easy to treat poorly those 
who are not able to defend themselves.

In a lower secondary school in Helsinki a certain girl 
was being teased because she was “too nice and didn’t rebel 
against school.” Nice students who are considerate of oth-
ers are more likely to be bullied. In the world of school, be-
ing different—for example being nice—is something to be 
despised. It is also easy to end up being bullied if one has 
some unusual disability such as a hearing aid.

Unfortunately, bullying is often passed over with a shrug 
of the shoulders and the rationalization that it is just a part 
of children’s normal interaction. Everyone has been bul-
lied at some point; it always takes two to start a fight and 

so forth. Children are trained to defend themselves, and at 
their worst we find parents in the stands of the sports field 
urging their children on like a wild pack of hyenas. The re-
sults of a survey by the research firm Ipsos about the behav-
ior of adults at children’s sporting events are downright em-
barrassing. Twenty-three thousand adults were interviewed 
in 22 countries. Over 35 percent of adults had behaved ag-
gressively. The most absurd numbers came from the United 
States. Sixty percent of Americans had witnessed another 
adult having an angry outburst.

The alarming trend is that school bullying continues as 
workplace bullying. Dan Olwaeus has conducted a long-
term study of bullies and their victims. He went through 
130,000 students’ school records. According to Olwaeus, 
seven percent of Norwegian children are bullies and nine 
percent are their victims. With the aid of these research re-
sults he was able to predict future bullies. They are typically 
from families in which the parents are cold or aggressive, 
or families that tolerate the aggressiveness of their children. 
Olwaeus tracked the fates of the bullies: 60 percent of bul-
lies were convicted of at least one crime before they reached 
their 24th year. For the sake of comparison, let it be said 
that of those who did not bully, only 10 percent had con-
victions.

Finland has nothing to brag about in statistics related 
to bullying. Finns are two times more likely to be targets 
of workplace bullying than citizens of other European 
countries. According to the EU 27 statistics published in 
2008, the most workplace bullying after Finland occurs in 
the Netherlands, Ireland, Belgium, and France. The num-
bers for workplace bullying in the other Nordic countries 
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are unambiguously smaller than in Finland; for example, in 
Sweden the figure is one fourth that of Finland’s.

John Archer, who has studied violence in young men, 
claims that in most cases violence is based on situations in 
which status is being built up that cannot be achieved in a 
friendly, legal way. What faster way is there to garner status 
within a group of emotionally adolescent people than tor-
menting the weak?

Is there really a beast of prey living in us, a predator in 
our genes, who forces us to accept the idea that we always 
have to beat others?

Some statistics from the Roman and Ottoman empires 
are sufficient to demonstrate the lust for power and aggres-
siveness of humans. According to the military historian Azar 
Gatin, almost 70 percent of Roman rulers died violently; in 
Byzantium for the years 395–1453, the corresponding figure 
was 60 percent. The Ottoman Empire attempted to solve the 
matter even more pragmatically: the chosen ruler killed all 
of his brothers, or at least blinded them. This made all heirs 
fight even more frenziedly for their survival.

In a study completed in 1983, psychologists Martin 
Daly and Margo Wilson came to the conclusion that two-
thirds of murders are caused by the murderer feeling disre-
spected and wanting to save face by his actions.

History is full of examples of behavioral models in 
which violence is justified by questions of honor. Differ-
ent values in different periods shape our views of what is 
noble and what is honorable. The Seventh Crusade, led by 
St. Louis to Egypt, is a cautionary example of this. Lou-
is’ brother, Robert de Artois, was an unruly and obstinate 
commander who wanted all of the glory for himself. He 

did not want to wait for his brother’s troops as he attacked 
the city of Mansoura. When the English knight Wil-
liam of Salisbury attempted to convince Robert de Artois 
to wait for reinforcements, Robert mocked him as a cow-
ard. At that time this was a great insult, which no knight 
could countenance. William joined the other crusaders in 
the fateful attack. Thanks to his honor-hungry brother, St. 
Louis lost a third of his cavalry at one stroke. The Seventh 
Crusade of 1248–1254 ended with an Egyptian siege and 
Louis’ imprisonment. He was only released in exchange for 
a huge ransom.

In Viking cultures old women were venerated, but the 
same could not be said of old men. In Egill’s Saga, the hero 
Egill dies as a ridiculed old man. His greatest sin was that 
he had not died as a young man on the field of battle. Vi-
king culture was simply based on the principle of might 
makes right. Practically all disagreements could be settled 
by single combat, and as long as blood was not spilled, it 
was assumed that whatever happened would be forgotten 
by morning. The Vikings seemed to be more afraid of mali-
cious slanders than violence. Above all, one had to leave a 
manly saga of oneself for history.

The jealous guarding of one’s own ego has been the 
cause of much violence and many wars. In his massive book 
War in Human Civilization, Azar Agat sees humans as crea-
tures particular about their honor who are constantly com-
peting for social esteem. In traditional societies even the 
smallest slight of one’s honor led to violence. Honor was 
a social commodity that had an influence on one’s success. 
If you protected your honor, you had better chances for 
choosing a mate.
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The Duke of Sully, prime minister to the French king 
Henry IV, tells how in seventeenth century France men had 
such thin skins when it came to slights upon their honor 
that according to his calculations, 8,000 noblemen died 
in duels over the course of 12 years. The Iron Chancellor, 
Otto von Bismarck, was always prepared to fight; while 
studying at the University of Göttingen, he participated 
in over 20 duels. Bismarck reached his position as head of 
state through his brutal concept of power. He called it “re-
alpolitik.”

The modern world has not become more civilized since 
the days of Bismarck. No matter what hour of the day you 
turn on the television, you can always find a program in 
which someone is being voted out or someone is losing a 
worm-eating contest. Nothing can be done without com-
petition. We look askance at people who are not competi-
tive, as if they were sick or a milksop.


