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HONOR MATTERS


Who’s your favorite character in The Godfather? Ask that question to ten people, and I’ll bet you the cost of this book that at least five answer “Sonny.” Everyone loves Sonny: Santino Corleone, played by James Caan, the hothead, the oldest of the don’s three sons, the one who gets gunned down at the tollbooth about halfway through the movie. But why does everyone love him? Think about it for a second. He’s violent and impulsive, he cheats on his wife regularly, and he was a terrible interim don after his father was shot. He starts a war with the family he thinks is responsible, which is bad for business and unites the other Mafia families against him. Even worse, the attempt on his father’s life was Sonny’s fault to begin with. Before he’s taken out at the tollbooth, Sonny almost leads the Corleone family to ruin. But we love him anyway. Why?


Here’s why: we love him for his passion, courage, guts, integrity, and most of all his loyalty to his family. When Sonny learns that Connie, his sister, has been abused by her husband, Carlo, Sonny doesn’t hesitate for a second: he heads straight for the corner to find Carlo and gives him the beating that every filmgoer knows he deserves. When it comes to defending his family, Sonny doesn’t calculate the best move, the most profitable move—Michael is the calculating member of the family. Sonny just acts out of stubborn passion and a sense of honor. Repeatedly in the film we hear characters say “It’s only business.” Not Sonny, though. It’s never “only business” for Sonny. That’s what gets him killed at the tollbooth: his uncompromising and unprofitable loyalty—to his sister, his father—and his honor.


Our attitudes toward Sonny reflect a more general ambivalence about honor in the modern West. Indeed, ambivalence may be too weak a word. When it comes to honor, we’re positively schizophrenic. On the one hand, we have deep nostalgia for the honorable way of life. Whole genres of literature and film feed off this nostalgia. Not just mob movies, but westerns, film noir, revenge stories, Jane Austen novels, even musicals (think Hamilton). The virtues associated with honor such as courage, loyalty, solidarity, accountability, and integrity are precisely what we find lacking in the modern world. But at the same time, we find many aspects of honor to be absurd, petty, and morally reprehensible. After all, doesn’t honor lead to blood feuds, pointless duels, vigilantism, revenge, racism, nationalism, terrorism, bullying, and violence against women? Isn’t one of the signs of civilization’s progress that we’ve put honor in the rearview mirror and replaced it with a commitment to dignity, equality, and human rights?


Most contemporary Western thinkers certainly seem to think so. Steven Pinker, for example, in his celebrated book The Better Angels of Our Nature attributed much of the decline of violence in the world to secular humanist values that have swept aside “fetishisized virtues such as… honor, heroism, and glory.” To critics like Pinker, these honor-related virtues are primitive and dispensable, like our early beliefs about the solar system, worth studying only to see how we went wrong. Another psychologist, Ryan Brown, refers to honor as a disease, a syndrome that must be eradicated from the American psyche. Meanwhile, with very few exceptions, moral philosophers have ignored honor as a topic of serious study. Honor is hardly mentioned in the contemporary ethical literature. It’s too messy, irrational, backward, and weird. It doesn’t fit comfortably within the Western liberal rule-based ethical tradition that has dominated moral philosophy since the Enlightenment. Philosophers don’t feel the need to criticize honor, because it isn’t taken seriously in the first place. It’s just off the table, “exiled to some philosophical St. Helena,” as Anthony Appiah puts it, “left to contemplate its wilting epaulets and watch its once gleaming sword corrode in the salt air.”


Some have gone so far as to question honor’s very reality. Pinker calls it a “strange commodity that exists because everyone believes that everyone else believes that it exists.” And such doubts have been with us for ages. Falstaff, for example, in a famous speech from Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Part I, asks:




Can honour set-to a leg? No. Or an arm? No. Or take away the grief of a wound? No. Honour hath no skill in surgery, then? No. What is honour? A word. What is in that word “honour”? What is that “honour”? Air. A trim reckoning! Who hath it? He that died o’ Wednesday. Doth he feel it? No. Doth he hear it? No. ’Tis insensible then? Yea, to the dead. But will it not live with the living? No. Why? Detraction will not suffer it. Therefore I’ll none of it. Honour is a mere scutcheon.





To Falstaff, honor is just a word, a “scutcheon,” not a tangible thing with real value. We still often speak of honor this way, as a shared hallucination, a pyramid scheme propped up by false notions and petty drives for prestige.


Part of the problem, especially for philosophers, is that honor is so hard to pin down. Philosophers like their concepts crisp and definable. The dominant approach in philosophy is called conceptual analysis: an attempt to come up with necessary and sufficient conditions that capture every instance that the concept is used. Honor emphatically resists this kind of approach. I’ve been writing this book on honor for three years, and I’m still hard-pressed to give a concise description of what it is. Think of how many categories we associate with the concept: honor cultures, honor systems, honor codes, honor values, medals of honor, honorary degrees, honor rolls, honor groups, honor societies, honor worlds. Honor can be a verb (“Honor thy mother and father”), a noun (“We must preserve the family honor,” “I graduated with honors”), an adjective (honor society), and a form of address (“Your honor, I object!”). In contrast to the dominant ethical theories with their small set of universal principles, honor spins a dizzying web of values, virtues, codes, commandments, and prohibitions that are constantly changing and evolving. And honor makes no pretense to universality. The honor of the Mafia is different from the honor of hockey teams, which is different from the honor of an Eskimo tribe. Anyone who wants to define honor with even a hint of precision is in for a rude surprise. (Believe me, I know.)


But “undefinable” isn’t the same as “unreal.” Over the past ten years, I’ve come to believe that honor is both real and valuable—indispensable, even, for living a good life in a good and just society. I’m convinced that our collective rejection of honor has come at great cost and that reclaiming it can improve our lives and our society. This book is my attempt to explain why.


Why Me? Why Honor?


I’m no stranger myself to ambivalence about honor. At the start of my career, I was on the side of the critics and the dismissers. I promoted a more rational approach to ethics—and especially to my area of expertise: blame, praise, and responsibility. Yet part of me always rebelled against what I was putting down on paper, in my articles. There was always a nagging voice in the back of my mind: “You don’t believe what you’re writing here.”


But let me back up. As I say, nobody teaches you about honor in academic philosophy. Like most philosophers, I was trained in the Western ethical tradition, which meant that I spent my time engaging in debates between harm-based theories (such as utilitarianism) and dignity- or rights-based theories (from Locke, Kant, and John Rawls). It was during the writing of my book on free will and moral responsibility that I stumbled upon research of so-called honor cultures, societies where honor was a central part of their value system. To my surprise, these cultures had a starkly different way of understanding responsibility and its connection to freedom. Like most philosophers in my area, I was obsessed with questions about how we can be truly free in a world governed by the laws of nature. How can we blame, praise, and punish people for actions that didn’t originate in them but were caused by factors that might trace back all the way to the big bang? Honor cultures didn’t struggle with this problem, because they didn’t think a strong form of free will was necessary for holding people responsible for their actions. They didn’t regard the absence of control as an excuse for behavior. In honor cultures, you can get blamed for actions that weren’t intentional, for actions committed by relatives, ancestors, or other members of your group.


My first reaction was a common one for Westerners. How interesting! How quaint! These odd and primitive people haven’t truly understood the deep problems of free will and determinism. But the more research I did on cultural differences, the clearer it became that we were the weird ones, not them. Most societies throughout history and even today are on the side of the honor cultures. The exceptions were those of us who live in WEIRD (Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic) societies. Okay, I thought, but maybe we were just more rational about freedom and its relation to moral responsibility. Again, further investigation convinced me this was not the case. The alternate perspectives were often coherent and empirically sound—in short, just as rational as our own practices on responsibility, blame, and praise. And that became the central thesis of my book.


But my interest in honor didn’t stop there. The more research I did on honor cultures of all sorts, the more I found myself drawn to various aspects of their way of life. The strong norms of hospitality, for example. The social cohesion and solidarity, where selfish interests take a backseat to the interests of the group. The emphasis on courage, integrity, and accountability—in honor cultures, you have to demonstrate that you’re willing to stand up for yourself and your principles even in the face of risks to your safety and material interests. Which leads to plenty of excitement and drama. Not the overwrought social media drama I had become accustomed to, but real drama—where the deepest part of your identity is at stake. And finally, people in honor cultures seem to have a strong sense of purpose and meaning—there’s less existential angst, and the people know what they’re living for, what’s important, and why.


Courage, integrity, solidarity, drama, hospitality, a sense of purpose and meaning—these are attractive values and characteristics, important for living a good and worthwhile life. But there was something else drawing me to honor too, something more fundamental and harder to describe. Though I subscribe to liberal values of toleration and respect for individual freedom, I’ve come to believe that the Western liberal approach to ethics is deeply misguided. The approach is too systematic, too idealized and abstract—incapable of reckoning with the messy complexity of the real world. The most influential moral philosophers of the last several hundred years—Immanuel Kant, John Stuart Mill, and John Rawls—derived their theories from a small set of allegedly self-evident principles. They try to show what an ideal society of rational agents would look like. The elegance and simplicity of their theories mislead us into thinking that their principles, properly applied, will result in a perfectly just society. If we just execute the game plan properly, in other words, our problems will be solved. But no simple theory can capture something as chaotic and contradictory as human nature or human society. The more abstract and simple the theory, the less it can tell us about our actual lives and struggles.


Idealized, systematic, abstract, and universalizable—honor has none of these attributes. Honor, unlike dignity, is not abstract; it’s grounded in fact. Honor is real only when people recognize and acknowledge it. Honor codes are local, not universal, tailored to the particular needs of each community. Most important, honor codes are tailored to people as they are, not how we wish them to be or how we imagine they would be if they were “rational.” Honor is full of compromises; it deals in grays rather than black and white. It seeks better alternatives, not ideal alternatives. In short, honor is a thoroughly nonideal form of value, which allows it to operate with a more accurate understanding of human psychology.


Throughout the book I’ll try to convince you that these two aspects of honor—its attractive virtues and the unsystematic nature of its codes—are intimately connected. Honor frameworks recognize that it’s not easy to be virtuous: to take risks and act with integrity and solidarity. We need motivation, what evolutionary biologists and behavioral economists have called “commitment devices,” to overcome our natural impulse toward comfort and safety. Honor frameworks offer a rich tapestry of codes and incentives to counteract this impulse. They have rituals and traditions for bringing people together, for celebrating exceptional people and behavior, and for holding people accountable. Codes that adapt to human strengths and weaknesses can be effective tools for motivation. These motivational tools are absent in the ethics of Western liberalism because of its idealized nature.


The central thesis of this book, then, is that honor has a lot to teach us and that we are wrong to ignore or reject it. It’s undeniable that our commitment to Enlightenment values has brought tremendous benefits for individual freedom and respect for human rights. At its best, it produces a society with more equal treatment, one that respects its citizens and allows them to pursue their interests and goals without interference. But liberal Enlightenment morality is not perfect, and it’s not sufficient. It can also lead to increasing alienation, selfish individualism, and a high-minded disregard for the struggles and suffering of others. Now don’t worry—this isn’t going to be a cranky “modern society is going to hell” Slouching Towards Gomorrah kind of book. I like my Netflix, Subaru, and SodaStream as much as anyone. But the comforts and safety of modern life shouldn’t blind us to its terrible problems. Reclaiming honor as a core value can help us address these problems, and this book will show us how.


And Yet…


I know how tempting it can be to romanticize honor—I led off with an example from The Godfather, for God’s sake. It’s easy to romanticize something that provides excitement, drama, and great stories. I’m an academic—as the Kissinger quote goes, our conflicts are so bitter because the stakes are so small. At times I worry that I’m what you might call an “honor tourist”—someone who takes in the sights of honor in books and movies, who can enjoy the grandeur without having to endure the costs of living there on a daily basis. And to be sure, honor has its share of heavy costs, a well-known dark side. There’s a reason that Westerners have turned away from it. I showed an early draft of this book to a friend, and she was wary. Trump had just been elected; the “alt-right” was gaining steam. Groups that feel humiliated by external forces or a larger governing society often turn to honor rhetoric to organize and motivate their movement. And what about all that morally atrocious baggage, my friend asked me: What about honor’s connection to tribalism, violence, and misogyny? What about the blood feuds, the duels, the aggression? Honor can trap people in rigid social roles, limiting their freedom to determine their own identity and conception of a good life. In many honor cultures, women especially seem to bear the brunt of these restrictions. Honor has no essential commitment to a notion of universal human rights, so its codes can, and have, sanctioned morally odious behavior on a significant scale. Any honest reckoning of honor must take these concerns very seriously.


So while I plan to offer a defense of honor, it is not a defense of unconstrained honor. If you’ve picked up this book looking for a subtle or sideways defense of racism or sexism, you’re going to be disappointed. My conclusion will be that honor systems flourish only when they’re effectively contained. Fortunately, honor can be contained; we can restore honor into a larger value system while at the same time limiting its potential abuses. As we’ll see, many communities and institutions are doing this already, and there is potential for many more. We can fruitfully apply basic principles of honor to some of our most challenging problems: risk aversion, alienation, education, policing, and mass incarceration. And we can do all of this without taking our eyes off the dangers that my friend worries about.


The Plan and a Plea


So here’s the plan. In Chapter One, I’ll do my best to explain what honor is and how it functions, contrasting it with the ethical concept that has come to replace it in many minds—dignity. In Chapter Two, I’ll examine some of the consequences of abandoning honor in the modern West. The next three chapters explore an aspect of honor-related values. They aim to illuminate both the strengths and the weaknesses of honor codes in relation to community (Chapter Three), violence (Chapter Four), and revenge (Chapter Five). Chapter Six is the most ambitious and, in my mind, the most important chapter in the book. It begins with a critique of the Western approach to criminal justice and finds a direct connection between its tragic defects and the rationalistic dignity-based morality at its core. I then describe an exciting new movement in criminal punishment called “restorative justice” that offers enormous moral benefits, but requires us to reorient our philosophical understanding of punishment. I show how restorative justice applies the basic values of honor to criminal conflicts—with impressive results. It is a prime example of the contained form of honor that I wish to defend. Finally, in Chapter Seven, I offer a more general model of what contained honor looks like and how we can implement it to our advantage.


Now for the plea. As I said earlier, honor is full of compromises; it is a nonideal form of value. To borrow a metaphor from philosopher Otto Neurath, honor is continuously building and repairing a boat that is already out at sea. Consequently, honor’s critics can always come up with hypothetical cases of injustice that honor cannot solve even in principle. So my plea is simple. As you evaluate my argument, resist that urge to come up with abstract hypothetical objections. Compare my examples of honor systems with actual alternatives, not idealized alternatives. Here’s an analogy (one that hits a little too close to home for me). Imagine living in a house that badly needs repair. As you compare the contractors, you should choose the one who can actually make the house better, not the one who can best imagine the blueprint of a perfect house. The same thinking applies to improving society.


A final word before I begin. I have no political ax to grind, and this book has no political agenda, though I’m sure some will take it that way. For what it’s worth, I tend to be a liberal on most issues—though not as far to the left as some of my academic colleagues. I’ve made no effort to hide my political opinions, but for the most part my defense of honor is entirely independent of them. And that’s a good thing too—because the politics of honor are all over the place. Some honor values are quite progressive: egalitarianism, anti-individualism, striving for the common good. (Hillary Clinton’s “It takes a village” would be an accurate motto for many honor cultures.) Indeed, the rejection of abstract theorizing and the emphasis on personal connections and feelings are in line with some aspects of feminist philosophy and their critique of theorists like John Rawls. Other honor values have more conservative (and less feminist) associations: agonism, tribal loyalty, concern for female purity. In matters of policy, my examples of contained honor—such as restorative justice, police reform, hip-hop culture—probably find greater support among liberals than conservatives. On the other hand, the core commitments of honor cultures may be more in line with traditional conservatism: a mistrust of centralized power and the emphasis on the local and the personal over the universal and the impartial.


Whatever your impression about the politics of honor, try not to let it affect how you evaluate my argument. The stakes are too high for that. Our collective rejection of honor has come at a great cost to modern life. The downside to honor is real, but it can be contained rather than dismissed. By the end of this book, I hope to convince you that reclaiming honor can help us lead better and more fulfilling lives as individuals and as a society.


But first I need to explain what it is that I’m defending. And that is no simple task.
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CONTOURS OF HONOR


Taking Care of Business


Sean Tracey, a young relief pitcher for the Chicago White Sox, had appeared in only two Major League Baseball games when he was ordered to hit Texas third baseman Hank Blalock. The order came from his manager, Ozzie Guillén—retaliation for one of his own players getting beaned earlier in the game. Tracey didn’t have great control of pitches, and he was nervous. His first attempt came close to Blalock’s chin but missed him. He then threw the next pitch outside to avoid suspicion. He threw at Blalock again on the third pitch, but again he missed. Then came the decision that would alter Tracey’s career: he tried to get Blalock out, figuring it would at least give his team the best chance to win the game. And Blalock obliged, grounding to third for an easy out. Immediately, a furious Guillén stormed to the mound and yanked Tracey from the game, yelling at him all the way to the dugout. Guillén continued berating Tracey in the dugout, in front of both his teammates and a television audience. With nowhere to hide, Tracey sat on the bench and pulled his jersey up over his head, “doing his best to disappear in plain sight.” And before long he did disappear—from the White Sox anyway. Tracey was sent down to the Minors two days later and then released by the organization in the off-season. Blalock was the last hitter Tracey faced as a member of the Chicago White Sox.


What did Tracey do wrong? Why was he berated for doing what pitchers are supposed to do—get batters out? Tracey had violated baseball’s honor code. He hadn’t retaliated; he hadn’t evened the score: he didn’t defend his teammates. As previous White Sox manager Charlie Manuel put it, “We will not tolerate the guys who are the heart and soul of this team getting hit.… That’s part of the ‘fearless’ package and the ‘respect’ package. We’re not looking to start anything, but we’re definitely not looking to back off anything either.”


Beanball feuds have been part of baseball since the beginning. As I write this, my beloved Red Sox are in a bitter one with the Baltimore Orioles that has lasted for weeks and resulted in multiple suspensions. Outsiders are fond of ridiculing baseball’s dizzying array of unwritten honor codes and rules: Don’t jog around the bases too slowly after a home run. If you do, you’ll get hit. Don’t try to steal a base in a blowout. If you do, you’ll get hit. Don’t try to bunt your way on to first base when the pitcher is throwing a no-hitter. If you do… You get the idea. Virtually all of baseball’s unwritten codes revolve around the notion of respect: respect for the game, for your teammates, and for other teams. When players suspect they’re being shown up or disrespected, that’s when the fireworks begin.


When they’re not making fun of these rules, baseball journalists like to moralize against them—the vendettas, the vigilante justice especially. And that’s not surprising—most journalists operate within the moral framework of dignity, and honor and dignity understand conflicts in very different terms. In a dignity framework, all offenses should be addressed by an impartial third party—the league office, in this case. In honor cultures, turning to third parties when you’ve been insulted or offended indicates weakness or cowardice and a lack of self-respect. In honor cultures, people are expected to handle their own business.


My goal in this chapter is to map out the contours of honor and illustrate the ways it differs from other moral concepts and frameworks, such as dignity. A clearer sense of what honor is all about will help us see whether it is worth preserving.


Honor Groups


Honor is social; it cannot exist for individuals in isolation. For honor frameworks to function, they need what I’ll refer to as an honor group—a collection of people bound by a set of principles and values. Honor groups vary in size and structure. Their boundaries can be well defined (navy SEALs, Mafia families, hockey teams) or loosely defined (American southerners, chefs, stand-up comics). Each honor group has a set of codes, formal and informal, that determines how honor and dishonor are distributed among its members.


Anthropologist Frank Stewart introduced a helpful distinction between two dimensions of honor. The first is “horizontal.” Having horizontal honor means that you’re entitled to a level of respect just by virtue of belonging to the honor group. If you’re a “made man” in the Sicilian Mafia, for example, you’re entitled to an assortment of privileges within the Mafia structure. People in the community must treat you with respect and deference. You have distinctive forms of address (“a friend of ours”), you rarely pay for drinks or dinners, and other mafiosi can’t steal from you, assault you, or hit on your wife or girlfriends. A defining feature of horizontal honor is that it’s distributed equally to all group members. Another is that it is not tied to a specific action or achievement. We say “your honor” to judges simply because they are judges, not because of any verdict or decision they may have written. Unless they step down or get disbarred, they are entitled to this form of respect. We allow uniformed military to board planes early and often say “Thank you for your service” without having any idea what he or she did to serve the country. Eighteenth-century British aristocrats could move in the best social circles even if they had no specific accomplishments under their belt. Having horizontal honor is like being a member of a club. And membership has its privileges.


Membership also has its obligations and responsibilities. Made men must pay tribute to the Mafia family and risk life and limb when called upon to defend it. They are bound by the omertà vow of silence that prohibits cooperation with outside authorities—even when the price of silence is a long prison term. Soldiers are bound to follow orders from their commanding officers and never to desert their unit. Captains must go down with the ship. Failure to live up to your responsibilities can strip you of horizontal honor. As Stewart observes, horizontal honor is easier to lose than to acquire. Just ask Sean Tracey.


Indeed, for some people, horizontal honor can be impossible to acquire. Commoners in Victorian England couldn’t crack the aristocracy no matter how witty or talented they were. Jimmy Conway and Henry Hill from Goodfellas (played by Robert De Niro and Ray Liotta, respectively) could never be made men because they weren’t pure Italians. But not all honor groups have such impregnable barriers for entry. In principle, anyone can become a naval officer, a judge, a hockey player, or a comedian. But it can’t be easy either. Honor groups must be exclusive if they wish to preserve the prestige and status that come from belonging to them.


Honor groups typically take great pride in their exclusivity; they publicize it and use it to motivate the people in the group to perform exceptional acts. Perhaps the most famous example is King Henry’s Saint Crispin’s Day speech to his troops in Henry V:




From this day to the ending of the world,


But we in it shall be remembered—


We few, we happy few, we band of brothers;


For he to-day that sheds his blood with me


Shall be my brother; be he ne’er so vile,


This day shall gentle his condition;


And gentlemen in England now a-bed


Shall think themselves accurs’d they were not here,


And hold their manhoods cheap whiles any speaks


That fought with us upon Saint Crispin’s day.





In the speech King Henry employs the idea of horizontal honor to inspire men to risk their lives in battle. He doesn’t deny that the English gentlemen “now a-bed” had a much better chance of living to see tomorrow. Instead, he appeals to his soldiers’ sense of pride of belonging to the happy few, the band of brothers. The more exclusive the group, the more people want to belong to it and the more incentive group members have for living up to their responsibilities. This psychological insight is no less relevant in our own day: elite military groups around the world employ similar rhetoric. The slogan “The Few, the Proud, the Marines” is so effective that it appears on the Madison Avenue Advertising Walk of Fame.


The other dimension of honor in Stewart’s account is “vertical.” Once they belong to an honor group, members compete for vertical honor to improve their status within the group’s hierarchy. In contrast to horizontal honor, vertical honor is acquired through one’s actions and achievements and cannot, by definition, be distributed equally among the group members. The honor culture of ancient Greece had three different words to distinguish three categories of vertical honor. The first, geras, or gera for the plural, refers to the more material, tangible forms of honor. After a successful raid, for example, the kings would divvy up the bounty (jewels, armor, captured slaves, and mistresses) in accordance with how much each warrior had contributed to the victory. The more value you had to the group, the more gera you would receive. Geras therefore has both material and symbolic value. It can add to your material wealth, but more important your gera serves as an indication of your worthiness. Some modern examples of gera include medals, titles, salary raises, named chairs, the Heisman Trophy, Academy Awards, or the Nobel Prize. Meryl Streep’s three Oscars along with her twenty nominations may not be worth much money (for someone in her income bracket anyway), but they serve to mark her as the greatest film actress of her generation.


Not surprisingly, the distribution of gera is something that people in honor cultures take very personally. When Agamemnon takes away Achilles’s slave mistress, Briseis, whom he had acquired as geras from a previous battle, Achilles is so enraged that he stops fighting for the Greeks in the Trojan War. The source of Achilles’s rage isn’t his attachment to Briseis, but rather the symbolic challenge to his honor. By stripping Achilles of his geras, Agamemnon sends the signal “You’re not as valuable as you think you are to the Greek army.” Achilles can’t let this stand, and he decides to prove his worth by sitting out the war, knowing it will lead to massive casualties for the Greeks until he returns.


The second Greek word for vertical honor, tîmê, refers to a more intangible form of honor. Your tîmê represents your worth, your value, to the group. (Your geras can be a marker for your tîmê.) Although tîmê is intangible, it does have tangible effects. Your tîmê determines how people treat you relative to others—as an object of admiration and deference or one of ridicule and contempt. And it influences how you regard yourself—with pride or shame. If you live in an honor culture, your tîmê is a significant part of your identity, what constitutes you as a person. Anthropologist Julian Pitt-Rivers describes this form of honor as “the value of a person in his own eyes but also in the eyes of society.” Tîmê has both public and objective criteria. You can’t have tîmê unless you’re truly valuable to the group. But your objective value isn’t sufficient for tîmê; your group must acknowledge your worthiness as well. William Ian Miller, an expert on the honor cultures of the Icelandic Sagas, captures this idea well in his book Humiliation:




In an honor based culture there was no self-respect independent of the respect of others, no private sense of “hey, I’m quite something” unless it was confirmed publicly. Honor was then not just a matter of the individual; it necessarily involved a group, and the group included all those people worthy of competing with you for honor. Your status in this group was the measure of your honor, and your status was achieved at the expense of the other group members who were not only your competitors for scarce honor but also the arbiters of whether you had it or not.





Of course, everyone—honor culture or no—enjoys being recognized for their accomplishments. Everyone likes to be admired. The difference is one of degree. In honor cultures, public recognition constitutes a central part of one’s self-worth. That said, it’s a common misconception to think that public recognition is the only thing that matters in honor cultures. It’s just as important to be worthy of your acknowledged honor, to prove to yourself and the community that you’ve earned your tîmê.


Another misconception about honor is that it’s always zero-sum, gained at the expense of the others. This is often true but not always. The most respected players on American football teams, for example, earn the title of captain. The title is honorific (so to speak), and it doesn’t come with additional salary or benefits—a better parking space, at most. But captains take great pride in the title because it’s a sign of how much their teammates value their leadership. Not everyone can be a captain, but there is no set number of captains either. Teams can have more than one captain, or they can have none at all; it all depends on who is worthy of the title. Another example comes from the world of stand-up comedy. Comedians compete to be known as the “comic’s comic”—the person who kills not just with drunken audiences but also with a tough crowd of fellow comics. Like “captain,” the title that brings no money or even celebrity, comic’s comics usually don’t appeal to the widest audiences. But it’s arguably the highest form of praise within the group of comics. As with “captain,” there is no set number of comic’s comics. But there can’t be too many either. Like all forms of honor, tîmê needs to be a relatively scarce resource to be genuine. The Comedy Cellar in New York is famous for its “comedians table,” where comics compete in a battle of vicious insults. Comedian Patrice O’Neal was a legend in the comedy world for his performance at the table. Although he had only one stand-up special under his belt, he was considered a true comic’s comic. Every year after his untimely death at the age of forty-one, comics from all over the world perform a benefit to support his family and honor his memory.


The final category of Greek honor is kleos, often translated as “glory.” Kleos is the highest form of honor and the easiest to describe. In the Greek world, if you have kleos, the poets will tell your story for generations. They’ll compose epics of your adventures and odes to your character and your virtues—your name will ring out forever. The greatest warriors, like Achilles, Hector, Ajax, and Odysseus, and the most virtuous women, like Penelope and Antigone, had kleos, which is precisely why we still read about them today. Woody Allen once wrote that he did not want to be immortal through his work; he wanted to be immortal by not dying. Kleos doesn’t quite give you that, but it gives you all the immortality that it’s possible to have.


Examples of people with kleos in our own time include Babe Ruth, Rosa Parks, Jackie Robinson, Winston Churchill, Balzac, Tolstoy, Susan B. Anthony, and Abraham Lincoln—the people we studied in school and our children study and their children will study. King Henry appeals to kleos when he says that the band of brothers will be remembered “from this day to the ending of the world.” When presidents start talking about their historical legacies, they’re making their bids for kleos. The prospect of kleos provides people with incentives to perform actions of bravery and heroism. Political scientist Sharon Krause documents the role of reputation and a sense of honor for motivating heroes like Frederick Douglass, Martin Luther King Jr., and the women suffragettes. (Abraham Lincoln, for example, paused before signing the Emancipation Proclamation to say, “If my name ever goes down in the history books, it will be for this act.”)


Whereas honor systems offer plenty of incentives—tangible and otherwise—for maintaining a high reputation, dignity cultures are mildly embarrassed about rewarding good behavior. Dignity embraces the Kantian idea that people should be moral only for the sake of being moral, not for any personal benefit. In real life, however, rewards are more effective for promoting virtuous behavior. Lacking such incentives, cultures of dignity focus more on preventing wrongdoing than promoting virtue. They have elaborate systems of punishment for deterring wrongdoing but no organized way to encourage people to go above and beyond the call of duty. Kleos can move people to go well above and beyond the call of duty for the good of the group.


All the forms of honor I’ve described in this section have motivational power. This robust motivational structure is largely absent in Western liberal morality, and it’s perhaps the greatest potential advantage of reclaiming honor as a core value. Liberalism, with its focus on human dignity and individual liberty, gives us plenty of reasons to refrain from wrongdoing—through punishment and other mechanisms—but provides little to inspire exceptional or heroic behavior. Since individual and group honor is so central to self-conception, people in honor groups go to great lengths to increase rather than decrease it. Of course, honor’s motivational power is an advantage only if it motivates good behavior. In the last section of this chapter, we’ll explore some characteristic norms of behavior in honor cultures. But first let’s turn to the source of honor’s motivational power: the connection between honor and identity, honor and the self.


Honor, Dignity, and Identity


In a seminal essay, “On the Obsolescence of the Concept of Honor,” sociologist Peter Berger argues that the primary distinction between honor and dignity involves their relation to identity. Honor cultures, writes Berger, have a relatively stable set of institutions and institutional roles. The roles adopted by the group members constitute a significant part of their identity, their sense of who they are as people. The modern concept of dignity, by contrast, “implies that identity is essentially independent of institutional roles.” Dignity sees the institutional roles relating to gender, ethnicity, or family as obstacles rather than pathways to self-discovery. “The implicit sociology [of dignity],” Berger writes, “views all biological and historical differentiations as either downright unreal or essentially irrelevant.… [T]he individual can only discover his true identity by emancipating himself from his socially enclosed roles—the latter are only masks, entangling him in illusion, alienation, and bad faith.”


In a dignity framework, your institutions and roles can conceal one’s true self from the individuals themselves. This makes room for the idea of false consciousness. Thus, it can make sense for people in dignity cultures to say, for example, that Muslim women don’t really want to wear a veil in spite of what they tell outsiders. Or that American women aren’t truly choosing to be stay-at-home moms even if they say and believe they want to do so. The dignity framework allows for the separation of the true self from an oppressive social structure when that social structure can influence the beliefs and desires of the oppressed.


This idea can have tremendous moral advantages. Many honor cultures do indeed have oppressive social structures that impose restrictions on not just a person’s role but also what he or she is permitted to do. In certain cultures, for example, girls are prohibited from getting an education because it is not deemed a woman’s proper role. Preventing people from getting educated is a genuine obstacle to self-realization and therefore an infringement of basic human autonomy. In other honor groups, the surrounding environment makes it necessary to adopt a pose or a role even when it doesn’t reflect who the person is. Sociologist Elijah Anderson gives a moving account of the struggle that children face in the inner-city neighborhoods of Philadelphia. “As a means of survival,” he writes, “one often learns the value of having a ‘name,’ a reputation for being willing and able to fight.” The code of the street imposes this burden on the so-called street kids as well as on the “decent kids”—the ones who don’t want to start trouble but just wish to be left alone. The decent kids have to campaign publicly for respect too. Otherwise, they can be ostracized, robbed, assaulted, taken for a punk. Parents encourage aggressive behavior and sometimes punish them for not fighting back against a bully or assailant. Anderson writes that “to avoid being bothered decent and street youths alike must say through behavior, words, and gestures, ‘If you mess with me, there will be a severe physical penalty—coming from me. And I’m man enough to make you pay.’” The sad irony to this aspect of the code is that to live a decent, peaceful life, the kids must engage in public displays of aggression. “With the right amount of respect, individuals can avoid being bothered in public.” But to get respect, they have to fight back when someone steps up to them.


The same dynamic is found in prisons. I recently spoke to some former inmates who have been through the Prisoner Entrepreneurship Program (PEP), a Texas organization that offers job training and character building for prisoners about to be released. Knowing the environments that most prisoners come from, the program begins with a “degangsterization process,” where the inmates give each other “sweet names” (like Candy Corn or Milli Vanilli) to help them shed their former images. “Degangsterization,” one prisoner told me, “is really a process of self-discovery.… When you’re in prison,” he says, “you take on an identity for survival. When you get into PEP, you can find out who you are.” This is a perfect description of the benefits of moving from an honor to a dignity culture as it relates to identity. By rejecting the primacy of social structures both formal and informal, dignity offers more freedom—indeed, unlimited freedom—for individuals to determine their own values and identities.


But this liberty, like most liberties, comes at a cost. Institutions provide stability and structure. They provide boundaries for people to explore without getting lost. Many of the young men turned to gangs in the first place to find community, stability, and social support that society failed to provide. In prison the inmates have the regimentation of prison life to ground them. As many prisoners report, life can be much harder to navigate post-release. (The PEP program establishes halfway houses and continued job training for ex-cons to ease the transition.) This phenomenon is familiar to people in dignity cultures. With no institutional boundaries, Berger writes, discovering one’s identity “becomes the goal of an often devious and difficult quest.” Dignity, in other words, offers little guidance for people who want to “find themselves.” Without any constraints on identity, people risk getting lost, alienated from the self they now have the freedom to discover. Just as the constraints of an art form can bring out the artist’s creativity, the constraints of institutionalized roles can make the project of self-realization more manageable.


Well-functioning honor cultures find ways to balance the structure of imposed roles with enough individual freedom to avoid oppression. An example I’ll return to several times in this book is the honor culture of the National Hockey League. A core element of the NHL’s honor code is that players understand and embrace their role for the team. The roles determine how the player should behave on the ice. The role of skill players is to generate scoring through shots and assists. The enforcer’s role is to intimidate opponents and protect his teammates from taking cheap shots. The role of the “agitators” is to get under their opponent’s skin, to probe for weakness or make them lose their cool. The code demands that players accept their roles and not stray from them. As enforcer Don Cherry puts it, “The crusher who becomes a rusher [to score] soon becomes an usher.” Accept who you are, in other words, or your new role will be to serve beer to the fans.


The players don’t just accept their roles to stay in the league, however. And they don’t regard them as veils or disguises that conceal their “true identity” as hockey players. The roles allow them to discover their identity as hockey players. They take pride in excelling at them. Enforcer Jeff Odgers describes it like this:




As kids we all had visions of being the guy who was on the power play and who scored that big goal in overtime. That is what we all strived for. But as you get older and wiser, you realize some of your limitations, where your skill level was, and what you could bring to the table. At a certain point you come to the realization that if you want to make it in this league you have to adapt and embrace whatever role the coaches have in mind for you. For me that was being a tough guy. No, it wasn’t as sexy as being a goal scorer, but it was my ticket to play and I was able to do so for a pretty long time. I just wanted to be in the NHL more than anything in my life, and that is how I was able to make my dream come true. I didn’t love fighting, but I did enjoy being respected and liked by my teammates for protecting them. There is great honor in that.





Odgers is not showing bad faith; the remarks demonstrate no false consciousness. Odgers recognizes that he is working within externally imposed constraints. But he also understands that it is precisely these constraints that enable him to gain honor and to realize who he is as a hockey player.


This connection between identity and institutional roles is found in many honor subcultures, like the military, the Mafia, and urban gang culture. The sharply defined roles provide structure and norms of behavior for members. The rigidity of the roles varies according to the group, and almost all have some flexibility. But they do not have unlimited flexibility and therefore do not provide unlimited autonomy. Of course, the same is true for nonhonor cultures as well. We all have biologically and socially imposed limits on what we can do. What distinguishes honor and nonhonor societies is the way they understand these limits—as veils or obstacles to self-discovery or as an indispensable means of forming one’s identity.


This might sound rather abstract, but as we’ve seen, identification leads to action. Since honor can constrain identity, it may also constrain the behaviors that we’re motivated to perform. So let’s examine the norms of behavior in honor groups to get a better sense of the actions that honor’s elaborate network of incentives typically motivates.


Honor Norms


First things first: What’s a norm? Norms are the rules or principles that govern human behavior within society. Every known society has norms, and human beings have an innate capacity for acquiring and internalizing them. Children learn the norms of their society early in life and get scolded or punished when they violate them. As norms are internalized, they become tied to certain emotions. We feel anger when others violate group norms (especially moral norms) and guilt or shame when we violate them. Society has a variety of mechanisms for enforcing its norms of behavior. Some are formal, like legal punishment. Others are informal, such as shaming, gossip, and ostracism.


Some norms are human universals. Every known society has a norm that requires parents to care and provide for their children. Other norms are local to a specific culture and might seem bizarre to people in a different culture. If you travel to Iran, for example, you’ll encounter taarof, a cluster of norms around politeness and respect. As an honored visitor, your taxi driver might offer to provide your ride for free. Taarof requires that you refuse and insist on paying and then for the driver to repeat the offer and again for you to refuse. After a few more rounds of offers and refusals, the driver will allow you to pay the fare. Similarly, if you’re invited to someone’s home and offered food, taarof dictates that you decline, no matter how hungry you are. After they insist a few times, then you can accept it.


The principles of taarof can be categorized as honor norms because they are concerned with matters of respect and deference. What are some other typical honor norms? For the most part, the answer depends on the honor group we’re talking about. The norms of the Albanian highlanders don’t have much in common with the norms of stand-up comics or the norms of the Victorian aristocracy. That said, we can identify some norms that most, if not all, honor societies have in common. Hospitality is one of them. One of the most common features of honor codes across cultures and throughout history is a strong focus on the guest-host relationship. You probably know that the cause of the Trojan War was Paris absconding with Helen, the wife of Menelaus. What you may not know is that Paris’s act was regarded as an offense against hospitality. Guests as well as hosts have obligations, and Paris violated his in dramatic fashion. Zeus, the most powerful of the Greek gods, is in fact the god of xenia—or hospitality. And since Paris was a Trojan prince, Zeus decreed that the Greeks would win the war.


Hospitality remains of central importance in honor cultures today. If you’ve traveled widely, chances are you’ve received the warmest welcomes in countries characterized as honor cultures, and it can be a shock returning home to a society without the same commitment to hospitality. In modern rural Greece, the person who shows hospitality to strangers brings credit to the entire household. To the bedouin, hospitality norms are intimately connected to a family’s honor and reputation. When bedouin invite a stranger into a tent or building for coffee, tea, and food, “the guest is protected from harm, and thus rearticulates social customs by creating a ‘moral space,’ in which the guest is treated as a member of the ‘house.’”


Hospitality imposes its share of burdens as well. The Balgawi in Jordan say that “the host must fear his guest. When he sits [and shares your food], he is company. When he stands [and leaves your house], he is a poet”—meaning that he can broadcast how he was treated to the rest of the honor group. Reputations are at stake: “With subtle remarks on lukewarm tea, paltry servings of meat, reluctant greetings, or farewells given too easily, ‘poets’ can tarnish the name of hosts who offend them.” The obligations of hospitality persist even when they put the host in physical danger. The ancient codes of the Pashtun tribes include the principle of lokhay warkawal, which binds the tribe to safeguard and protect their guest from an enemy at all costs, even at risk to their own lives. Navy SEAL Marcus Luttrell, subject of the book and film Lone Survivor, owes his life to the Pashtun norms of hospitality.


So central is the commitment to hospitality in some cultures that it can lead to violent feuds. Writer Ismail Kadare’s fascinating novel Broken April tells the story of a young Albanian highlander, Georg, trapped in a multigenerational feud with a rival family. The feud began seventy years earlier, long before Georg was born, when a stranger happened to pass by Georg’s grandfather’s house in the evening. The grandfather welcomed him in, offered him food and shelter, and then escorted him to the outer limits of the village. The grandfather then turned to go home and heard a shot. The stranger, involved in a feud of his own, had been killed. Since the body happened to fall facedown toward the village, the victim was still technically the grandfather’s guest. So according to the Albanian codes of hospitality, the grandfather and his family were now bound to avenge his death by killing a member of the shooter’s clan. (Had he fallen facing away from the village, they would have had no such duty.) By the time the novel’s protagonist, Georg, is drawn into the feud, forty-four people have been murdered, twenty-two from each family.


Although it is a work of fiction, Kadare’s story gives an accurate account of Albanian honor norms, as described in the Kanun, a collection of customary laws that cover all aspects of the Albanian highlanders’ social and economic life. A stranger falling at a certain angle can lead to a bloodbath. In the Kanun, the guest represents “the supreme ethical category, more important than blood relations.” The guest in Albania is like a demigod. Once you invite one into your house, you become responsible for his safety. If he is harmed on your property, you incur a debt of honor to avenge the wrong—even if both victim and offender are strangers. It is a striking and somewhat puzzling fact about honor cultures that so many of them take the obligations of hospitality to such extremes.


Another common set of honor norms is one I alluded to in the opening of this chapter: the obligations to stand up personally against challenges, insults, and signs of disrespect—even when that comes with significant risk. This value is so central to honor that some scholars regard it as defining. “At root,” says William Ian Miller, “honor means ‘don’t tread on me.’” A man of honor, writes ex-mafioso Bill Bonanno, “is someone willing to acknowledge the power of another… but he is not willing to brook an insult to his own honor in that relationship.” Backing down from a challenge in honor cultures frequently has negative consequences. People use insults to probe for weakness and climb the ladder of vertical honor. If you challenge someone and they don’t respond, you gain honor at their expense. But pragmatic considerations like this are only part of the story. It is a source of profound shame to back down from a challenge in honor cultures—independent of anything that may come from doing so. Most people in dignity cultures can relate to these feelings to some extent at least. How often have you lain in bed going over all the things you should have said to that person who slighted you at work, or a bar, or the gym? But for most of us, these feelings are fleeting and superficial—they might cause us to blush from discomfort for a couple of days, but then we get over it. They don’t cut right to the core of our sense of self-respect and self-worth. Again, the difference is one of degree, but it is a crucial difference.


The respective norms for handling conflict in honor and dignity cultures reflect a broader, more theoretical distinction between the concepts of honor and dignity. Honor is tenuous and fragile, and it has to be preserved and defended with vigilance. Dignity, by contrast, is stable and enduring. At least in theory, we all have dignity simply by virtue of being human—and nobody can take it away. Dignity is like the participation trophy my daughter got after her team went 0–12 in her basketball league. Everyone gets one; it doesn’t matter whether you win or lose or even how you played the game. As legal scholar Orit Kamir describes it, dignity “follows no norms of conduct and is measured against no standards of achievement.… [I]t involves no competition and no rivalry.… [N]othing a person does or refrains from doing can enhance or endanger his or her human dignity.”


Under this (admittedly idealized) conception of dignity, you don’t need to defend your self-worth against challenges or insults because your self-worth, by definition, cannot be diminished in the first place. Consequently, dignity does not require or even tolerate personal or private responses to offenses. When someone is wronged, dignity regards it “not [as] an affront to the individual” but rather as “an affront to the whole family, humankind, and its self-determined collective worth.” Consequently, the duty to respond to the affront falls not on the individual but on humankind as a whole. In practice, of course, matters may be quite different. But this ideal has had massive implications—both good and bad, as we’ll see—for society. It has reshaped the way in which people in dignity cultures relate to one another and transformed the modern understanding of punishment. Indeed, this concept of dignity is at the heart of our criminal justice system. When someone commits a criminal offense, the trial isn’t one between the victim and the offender. It becomes a conflict between the offender and “the people,” the offender and “the state.” The victims’ identities, and their desires and wishes, are deemed irrelevant. (Much more on this in Chapter Six.)


Honor takes precisely the opposite view. After an insult, writes Bill Bonanno about the Sicilian honor culture, “no one steps up and demands justice—only revenge. And that act is personal, private and passionate. Yet it is the heart and soul of an entire people [the Sicilians].” In an honor framework, when someone challenges your self-worth, humankind isn’t abused; you are. Accordingly, the obligation to address the challenge falls on you, and maybe your family or group, and not on humankind. If you fail to do so, you lose honor and risk being shamed, disgraced, and even excluded from the group—as poor Sean Tracey learned the hard way. Not surprisingly, honor cultures tend to be suspicious and even hostile to third-party “impartial” justice. External interference strips the offended parties of their chance to stand up for themselves, to demonstrate courage, and most of all to affirm their self-worth against the offenses. This aversion to third-party involvement is present in a variety of honor cultures: urban gangs have “stop snitching” campaigns; baseball players don’t involve the league office in their feuds; Algerians find prison to be a “nuisance,” an annoying delay on the path to real justice.




OEBPS/images/Art_line.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780465098880.jpg
WHY

HONOR

MATTERS

AEECIBR, OIS S





OEBPS/images/Art_line1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
WHY
HONOR

MATT.

ERS

Tamler Sommers

BASIC BOOKS





