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There is something deeply uncomfortable about hatred when it arrives wearing the clothes of righteousness.

Hatred rarely introduces itself honestly. Rarely does it knock on the door and announce that it has arrived to make us cruel. More often, hatred arrives disguised as justice, protection, patriotism, religion, political conviction, common sense, or even concern for other human beings. It tells us that there is a dangerous group somewhere out there, that somebody is responsible for what is happening, that somebody must be blamed, and that our anger is therefore not only understandable but necessary.

Perhaps that is one of the most dangerous things about being human: the ability to convince ourselves that our hatred is different from everybody else's hatred.

This book was not born from sitting comfortably outside the problems of the world and deciding to explain humanity to everyone else. It was born from watching people, relationships, arguments, losses, prejudices, political divisions and ordinary human cruelty, and slowly becoming exhausted by the amount of hatred people seem willing to justify when they believe they have a sufficiently good reason for it.

Personal experience has made the subject impossible to keep entirely theoretical.

Life has taught me that people can disappear from your world while still leaving enormous consequences behind them. Relationships can end without the closure you thought another human being owed you. People you trusted can disappoint you. People you loved can become strangers. Grief can alter the way you look at the world. Loss can make you notice the fragility of relationships in a way that you never previously understood. Years can pass while you realise that some people you once considered permanent were only temporary chapters in your life.

Those experiences have changed the way I think about people.

They have not made me believe that everyone is good.

They have not made me believe that everyone deserves unlimited forgiveness.

They have not made me believe that cruelty should simply be tolerated in the name of understanding.

They have made me increasingly interested in the distance between understanding someone and excusing them, between forgiving someone and allowing them back into your life, between criticising someone's behaviour and deciding that the entire person is worthless, and between being hurt by an individual and allowing that individual experience to become hatred for everyone who resembles them.

That distinction became important to me.

Perhaps it is because loss has a strange way of stripping away some of the illusions people carry about permanence. Perhaps it is because disappointment makes you question the stories you once told yourself about other people. Perhaps it is because experiencing the absence of people who once mattered can make the enormous categories we use to describe humanity seem strangely inadequate.

A category cannot tell you what somebody has survived.

A nationality cannot tell you what somebody has lost.

A religion cannot tell you whether somebody will show compassion when you need it.

A political label cannot tell you whether somebody will sit beside you when your world is falling apart.

A person's wealth cannot tell you everything about their capacity to understand suffering.

And a person's mistakes cannot always tell you everything about their capacity to change.

Those observations eventually began connecting with something much larger.

The world is filled with people who want to divide humanity into groups, and many of those divisions are built upon real differences, real historical grievances and real injustices. Yet the existence of those differences does not require us to surrender our ability to see individuals as individuals.

A person may condemn antisemitism while harbouring contempt for Muslims. Another may condemn racism against Black people while believing that an entire nationality is inferior. Someone may speak passionately against Islamophobia while expressing hatred towards Hindus. Someone else may condemn anti-Hindu hatred while repeating racist ideas about another population. A person may oppose racism yet become convinced that immigrants are responsible for everything going wrong in society. Another may condemn nationalism in one country while embracing an equally aggressive nationalism in their own.

The contradiction is not always obvious to the person living inside it.

That contradiction is where this book begins.

The purpose of these pages is not to create a hierarchy of suffering, nor to pretend that every form of prejudice, political disagreement, violence, or ideological extremism is identical. Human beings and societies are far too complicated for such simplistic conclusions. Genuine injustice exists. Genuine oppression exists. Governments commit terrible acts. Political movements can become dangerous. Religious extremism can destroy lives. Racism remains real. War remains real. Poverty remains real. Exploitation remains real. None of those realities should be softened merely to make a philosophical argument more comfortable.

The question is what happens next.

What happens when opposition to an ideology becomes hatred for everyone associated with it?

What happens when criticism of a government becomes hatred for its citizens?

What happens when disagreement with a religion becomes contempt for everyone who follows it?

What happens when legitimate criticism of nationalism becomes contempt for everyone who loves their country?

What happens when anger at wealthy people becomes the assumption that every wealthy person is incapable of understanding suffering?

What happens when political disagreement becomes a declaration that the other person is stupid, evil, brainwashed, or beneath conversation?

At some point, the individual disappears behind the category.

A Jew becomes a Jew before becoming a person. A Muslim becomes a Muslim before becoming a neighbour. A Hindu becomes a Hindu before becoming an individual with an entire life that nobody else can see. A Black person becomes a racial category. An immigrant becomes a statistic. A nationalist becomes an enemy. A conservative becomes a stereotype. A liberal becomes a stereotype. A wealthy person becomes an assumed villain. A poor person becomes an assumed victim. A person from one country becomes responsible for the actions of its government.

The human being becomes secondary.

That transformation is at the heart of this book.

The internet has made this problem stranger because the boundaries between our physical world and our digital world have almost disappeared. Wars taking place thousands of miles away can appear on a telephone screen before breakfast. Political arguments can begin between strangers who will never meet. A photograph can become evidence, outrage, propaganda, grief and political ammunition within minutes. A government can make a decision in one capital while millions of ordinary people elsewhere are expected to defend or condemn it simply because they share a passport, religion, ethnicity, political identity, or historical connection.

The internet has not created human tribalism, but it has given tribalism an extraordinary amplifier.

Every disagreement can become a battlefield.

Every battlefield can become an identity.

Every identity can demand loyalty.

Every loyalty can eventually demand an enemy.

There is another uncomfortable reality that deserves attention: countries themselves do not behave like ordinary human friendships. Governments cooperate because their interests sometimes overlap. Nations that distrust one another may still trade with one another. Countries may support one another because doing so provides diplomatic leverage, military advantage, economic benefit, regional influence, or political reciprocity.

An alliance between governments does not mean that every citizen of those countries personally likes the other population.

A government committing an injustice does not mean that every person carrying its passport personally committed that injustice.

A country's foreign policy does not become the personality of every person born within its borders.

Yet history repeatedly demonstrates how easily those distinctions disappear.

The same problem exists with political ideology. A political movement may contain ideas worth challenging without every person who supports that movement becoming a monster. A religion may have institutions, interpretations, or practices that deserve criticism without every believer becoming the embodiment of those problems. A nation may commit injustice without every citizen becoming personally guilty.

Human beings are not political press releases.

Human beings are not flags.

Human beings are not governments.

Human beings are not algorithms.

Human beings are not categories.

Yet categories are comforting because they make an enormous and complicated world easier to understand. The category gives us an enemy before we have met the person. It gives us an explanation before we have investigated the circumstances. It gives us certainty before we have earned it.

Perhaps certainty is one of the great temptations of modern life.

There is enormous comfort in believing that the world can be divided into good people and bad people, enlightened people and ignorant people, victims and villains, our side and their side. Such divisions allow us to avoid the exhausting responsibility of examining our own assumptions. They allow us to believe that the problem exists somewhere outside ourselves.

Self-awareness is much harder.

Self-awareness asks whether the person who despises hatred might sometimes participate in contempt.

Self-awareness asks whether the person who demands compassion extends that compassion beyond the boundaries of their own tribe.

Self-awareness asks whether the person who believes they understand the “real world” has mistaken their own experience for the entirety of human experience.

Self-awareness asks whether our principles survive when they become inconvenient.

Perhaps that is the real challenge.

It is easy to believe in equality when the person standing opposite us is someone we already like. It is much harder when the person standing opposite us represents everything we have been taught to distrust.

It is easy to demand freedom of expression for people whose opinions we admire. It is harder when the words belong to someone whose worldview disgusts us.

It is easy to condemn collective hatred when our own group is the target. It is harder when hatred is directed towards a group we have already decided deserves our contempt.

This book is therefore not an attempt to create another tribe.

There will be no invitation to join the supposedly enlightened side and look down upon everyone else.

That would defeat the purpose.

The intention is to examine the machinery of division: nationalism, religious fervour, political extremism, class resentment, online tribalism, geopolitical conflict, prejudice, moral superiority, propaganda, hypocrisy, and the extraordinary human ability to see contradictions everywhere except within ourselves.

Some chapters may make the reader uncomfortable.

They should.

Comfort is not always evidence of truth.

The world contains suffering that cannot be solved through clever sentences. People genuinely lose homes, families, opportunities, countries, relationships and lives. Governments genuinely make decisions that affect millions of people. Individuals genuinely experience discrimination, poverty, war, loneliness and exclusion. Those realities deserve more than intellectual abstraction.

At the same time, suffering does not grant anyone permanent
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