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Human beings have the remarkable ability to learn from each 
other through sharing experiences. The Humane Experience 
offers an opportunity for one to take a little time to reflect upon 
our humane relationship with others and ourselves. In these days 
of political polarization and extremism, people are looking for ways 
to help “turn down the temperature” and to have a bit more of the 
gentleness and goodness that can come with being human.

Life is a struggle. We have to make a living, rear families, and take 
care of family members and sometimes friends or neighbors, and 

ourselves. COVID has disrupted our daily patterns and we, as a society, are still recovering.

But there is hope and that hope is articulated in the “e” found in the word humane. Metaphorically, this 
“e” represents the energy we see exhibited when there is a tragedy and people, in large numbers, respond 
positively with lovingkindness, and direct action in addressing the problem. But that “e” can also be found 
in the little actions in our day-to-day lives. Often unnoticed, these simple humane actions form the bedrock 
of civil and civilized society; and this shared comity is best expressed by the word “empathy.” That is, 
empathy towards others and ourselves.

The Humane Experience is a directed or facilitated in-person or virtual 
group, confidential conversation where participants review a set of 
common definitions (Merriam-Webster) for the keywords: Humane, 
Humaneness, Kind, Kindness, Cruel and Cruelty.

After the keywords have been reviewed and discussed generally, 
participants remember experiences which involved kindness and 
cruelty. Participants then share the experiences they had.

After the experiences have been shared, participants are asked to 
relate how their experience is similar to or different from the other participants.

Participants complete the Humaneness Spectrum Survey

No two people will share the exact understanding of a word’s meaning simply because our experiences, 
enabled through our individual thoughts, feelings, actions and awareness, are different.

After reviewing the keywords: Humane, Humaneness, Kind, Kindness, Cruel, and Cruelty, participants 
agree to accept these definitions as a common baseline for the group’s understanding in The Humane 
Experience conversation.

A brief discussion of each of the topic areas is offered to help initiate or stimulate conversation.

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/introduction/
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Introduction Page 2

Experience consists of four elements: Thoughts, Feelings, Actions and Awareness. Experience is like a four-
legged chair. The four legs support the chair in the same way that thoughts, 
feelings, actions awareness make up one’s experience with varying intensities.

Participants take a few minutes to remember kind and cruel experiences, using 
the provided Memory Sheets, in PDF format, to remember what they were doing, 
thinking about, feeling and aware of in their experiences involving kindness or 
cruelty.

The Memory Sheets offer the opportunity to jot down a few notes about the 
experience they are remembering in terms of what one was:

• doing,
• thinking about,
• feeling, and
• aware of.

These sheets can be printed out or filled out on one’s computer.

Participants then recount or share the following experiences relating to:

• Witnessing kindness and cruelty towards another;
• Being the recipient of kindness and cruelty;
• Being kind and cruelty towards another; and
• Being kind and cruel to ourselves.

Group participants review experiences to explore/discover how the individually-
recounted experiences have similarities and differences.

Participants are then asked to share with the group what they learned or 
discovered from taking part in The Humane Experience session relating to the 
aspect of kindness or cruelty just discussed.

Humaneness is a spectrum. Some days we feel motivated to be kind; other days, less 
so.

After each session, participants are asked to complete the Humaneness Spectrum 
Survey.

The purpose of the survey is to document whether or not one has increased her/his 
experience/awareness of kindness and cruelty through participating in The Humane 
Experience.

Witnessing Kindness

I experienced someone being kind towards another.

Jot down a few notes about your experience:

What were you doing?

What were you thinking about?

What were you feeling?

What were you aware of?

www.thehumaneexperience.org/witnessing-kindness/
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Humane: Definition
hu·mane|\hyü-mān,yü-\

Definitionofhumane
1: marked by compassion, sympathy, or consideration for humans or animals

• humane prison guards
• a more humane way of treating farm animals

2: characterized by or tending to broad humanistic culture : HUMANISTIC

• humane studies

OtherWordsfromhumane

humanely adverb
humaneness noun

Synonyms&Antonymsforhumane

Synonyms

• beneficent, benevolent, benignant, compassionate, good-hearted, kind, kindhearted, kindly,
softhearted, sympathetic, tender, tenderhearted, warmhearted

Antonyms

• atrocious, barbaric, barbarous, bestial, brutal, brute, brutish, callous, cold-blooded, cruel, fiendish,
hard-hearted, heartless, inhuman, inhumane, insensate, sadistic, savage, truculent, uncompassionate,
unfeeling, unkind, unkindly, unsympathetic, vicious, wanton

Source:

“Humane.” Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/humane.

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/humane-definition/
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Kindness: Definition
Definition of kindness

1. the quality or state of being kind
2. treating people with kindness and respect
3. a kind deed : FAVOR They did me a great kindness.
4. archaic : AFFECTION

Synonyms for kindness:

• benevolence, boon, courtesy, favor, grace, indulgence, mercy, service, turn

Source:

“Kindness.” Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/kindness.

Kind Adjective

Definition of kind

• of a sympathetic or helpful nature
• was helped by a kind neighbor
• They were very kind to us.

• of a forbearing nature : GENTLE
• kind treatment of animals

• arising from or characterized by sympathy or forbearance
• a kind act
• a kind smile

• of a kind to give pleasure or relief
• cooled by a kind breeze

• chiefly dialectal : AFFECTIONATE, LOVING

Synonyms & Antonyms for kind

Synonyms: Noun

• breed, class, description, feather, genre, ilk, kidney, like, manner, nature, order, sort, species, strain, stripe,
type, variety

Synonyms: Adjective

1. attentive, considerate, solicitous, thoughtful

Antonyms: Adjective

• heedless, inconsiderate, thoughtless, unthinking

Source:

“Kindness.” Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/kind.

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/kindness-definition/
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Cruelty: Definition
cruelty noun

cru· el· ty | \ krü(-ә)l-tē \

plural cruelties

Definition of cruelty

• the quality or state of being cruel
• a cruel action
• inhuman treatment
• marital conduct held (as in a divorce action) to endanger life or health or to cause mental suffering or fear

Synonyms & Antonyms for cruelty

Synonyms

• atrociousness, atrocity, barbarity, barbarousness, brutality, cruelness, fiendishness, heartlessness, inhumanity, inhumanness, 
sadism, savageness, savagery, truculence, viciousness, wantonness

Antonyms

• benignity, compassion, good-heartedness, humaneness, humanity, kindheartedness, kindness, sympathy, tenderheartedness

Source:

“Cruelty.” Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/cruelty.

cru· el | \ krü(-ә)l \
crueler or crueller; cruelest or cruellest

Definition of cruel

1: disposed to inflict pain or suffering : devoid of humane feelings
a cruel tyrant
has a cruel heart
2a: causing or conducive to injury, grief, or pain
a cruel joke
a cruel twist of fate
b: unrelieved by leniency
cruel punishment

Other Words from cruel
cruelly \ krü- (ә- )lē \ adverb
cruelness noun

Synonyms & Antonyms for cruel

Synonyms

• atrocious, barbaric, barbarous, brutal, brute, butcherly, fiendish, heartless, inhuman, inhumane, sadistic, savage, truculent, 
vicious, wanton

Antonyms

• benign, benignant, compassionate, good-hearted, humane, kind, kindhearted, sympathetic, tenderhearted

Source:

“Cruel.” Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/cruel.

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/cruelty-definition/
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There are many people who believe that there is not enough kindness in the 
world. In actual fact, there is not enough awareness of kindness in the world.

An act of kindness has a multiplication effect. I call this synergy the monkey-see 
monkey-do syndrome. When an act of kindness is witnessed, the witness is more 
inclined to carry out an act of kindness. This is amazing potential and power of 
kindness. A simple example would be when someone holds a door open for us at 
the mall, we are naturally inclined to follow suit and hold the door open for the 
person behind us, or be kind towards another at another time.

Being aware of experiences of kindness helps to keep one’s awareness open to 
the witnessing of acts of kindness. Sometimes we are so involved with our own thoughts and experiences 
that we may not notice that, for example, someone has opened a door for us or another person for that 
matter.

When we become aware of how an act of kindness has the amazing potential to be copied by someone who 
simply witnesses an act of kindness, we develop a deep appreciation of how an act of kindness benefits 
both the receiver and giver. For, in being kind towards another, we are also witnessing an act of kindness 
which motivates us towards more acts of kindness.

There is a certain energy that is evoked when we witness genuine kindness towards another. The energy 
comes spontaneously, and provides the will to be kind, allowing us to tap into and use the goodness that 
is within all humans.

We can see many examples of how we can help others, just by observing or witnessing acts of kindness 
towards another. But it does not always have to be first-hand experience that uplifts us to be kind. We may 
witness or experience kindness towards another in a newspaper item, TV news broadcast, on the radio or 
through social media.

Although the vicarious experience of kindness towards another is motivating, somehow when we experience 
these acts first-hand, we are more deeply touched. For this reason, it is positive and useful to be open to 
or aware of people being kind to another.

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/witnessing-kindness/
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Witnessing Kindness

I experienced someone being kind towards another.

Jot down a few notes about your experience:

What were you doing?

What were you thinking about?

What were you feeling?

What were you aware of?

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/witnessing-kindness/
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I have titled this section “Receiving Kindness,” because in actual fact when someone 
is kind to us, we are really receiving the kindness. It is not merely that someone is 
being kind to us, there has to be acknowledgement or awareness that someone 
was or is kind to us for the kindness to be truly appreciated.

Sometimes kindness is perceived as if it were poisoned candy. Questions may 
come up such as, “Why is this person being kind to me?” or “Is there an ulterior 
motive?”

It is sad to note that there are unscrupulous people in the world who use “kindness” 
as a means to “get something.” Genuine kindness is an act that benefits the 

receiver, and the giver, who is not looking for a return on his or her investment of kindness. Most people, 
however, when they give an act of kindness, are sincere.

Some individuals have a hard time accepting a compliment. They may feel embarrassed or awkward. For 
example, Mary tells Susan that she loves what Susan has done with her hair. Susan then qualifies this 
kindness, by saying something like, “my hair is just a mess, I haven’t done anything to it in ages.” In her case, 
“ages” means she still has to go to her weekly appointment at the beauty parlor. In actual fact however, 
Susan is not fully appreciating Mary’s kind compliment, and as such, is not reaping the full benefits of 
Mary’s generosity.

It takes openness and a willingness to receive kindness and to delight in its bounty. When we allow people 
to be kind to us, we are also providing the giver an opportunity to exercise her or his innate goodness.

I think of kindness as a spiritual muscle. The more kindness is used, the stronger it becomes. Similarly, 
when we accept the kindness of others, we also strengthen our ability to receive.

It is sad to note that some suffering in the world results from people not being able to ask for and receive 
help. I am always amazed that people often want to help others and will go to great lengths to lend a hand.

Often, we hear stories of great acts of kindness in the media and through social media. Usually, these 
stories involve a disaster or trauma and thus, our attention is captivated. However, the small, common, 
everyday acts of kindness in our lives improve the general quality of our lives and help us feel better about 
ourselves and the world in which we live.

In receiving kindness, or letting another person be kind towards us, we are in our own way developing 
awareness of the utmost value that kindness brings.

The following exercise will help you to remember and reflect upon an experience in which someone was 
kind to you.

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/receiving-kindness/
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Receiving Kindness

I experienced someone being kind towards me.

Jot down a few notes about your experience:

What were you doing?

What were you thinking about?

What were you feeling?

What were you aware of?

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/receiving-kindness/
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Kindness or being kind are actions which benefit another and/or oneself. A gentle 
encouraging word spoken, petting your cat or dog, sharing a pleasant afternoon 
with a family member, donating to a charitable society are all different ways in 
which we allow kindness into our lives.

Sometimes people consider kindness as a ‘giving’ but also a ‘giving in’. When we 
are genuinely kind and promoting benefits for another and/or oneself there is a 
feeling of effortlessness and a sense of goodwill.

However, if our kindness is accompanied by a feeling of loss or ‘giving in’, our 
kindness loses its spontaneity and we feel we must or ought to or should be kind. When this happens, we 
can ask ourselves: “Do I really want to be kind?” Maybe at that time, you don’t. Maybe you do not have the 
energy or resources to be kind at the time. Being kind involves a certain realism about what one can do 
easily or comfortably.

Kindness is an action which benefits another and/or oneself. However, sometimes seemingly ‘kind’ acts 
can be cruel. For example, individuals who feed their dogs chocolates, which temporarily produce a tasty 
benefit, do their pets no true service particularly if their pets are overweight and in danger of becoming 
diabetic. Also, chocolates can be quite toxic to dogs.

Kindness is not ‘wimpish’ behavior. Being kind does not mean as, one person said to me, “having tire tracks 
all across your face!” Kindness is consideration of another and oneself at the same time. Kindness involves 
awareness of oneself, others, and of opportunities to be kind.

People usually do not talk about the kindness that they gave as a matter of politeness and charity. However, 
in this course, we can learn much through the sharing of experiences in which we have been kind towards 
another.

In thinking about and reflecting upon experiences in which we have been kind to another, we are enabled 
to also think and reflect upon the various motivations and awareness that urge us to carry out kind acts.

Kindness is a gift. Maimonides was a medieval Jewish philosopher, doctor, scholar and legalist. He listed 
eight ascending levels of giving to the poor. Other people, such as Julie Salamon and Dr. Paul T.P. Wong 
have developed, respectively, The Ladder of Charity and the Ladder of Generosity.

Here is a Spectrum of Kindness based on degrees of awareness in a kind act.

1. Knowing that kindness is required, but refusing to act
2. Kindness without knowing or being aware that one was kind
3. Kindness because one was asked to give
4. Reluctant kindness
5. Kindness expecting a return
6. Kindness out of guilt
7. Kindness without expecting a return
8. Proactive kindness

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/giving-kindness/
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Giving Kindness Page 2

In knowing that a kindness is required and refusing to act on this impulse, there is, never-the-less, a 
miniscule amount of awareness of kindness. But this kindness is only a potential that is not actualized.

Sometimes we can be kind without knowing that we have been kind. Once, my foster mom told me that 
she always appreciated the kindness I gave her when she was ill. I was unaware of how much my support 
had meant to her. I was just being a son.

If we are asked to give, then we are unaware of the opportunity to give. Once we become aware of the 
opportunity to be kind, we can be reluctantly kind, or kind out of guilt, or kind either expecting a return or 
not expecting a return, or we can be proactively kind.

From time to time, we are presented with a situation where we are begrudgingly or reluctantly kind, as in 
the case of a panhandler asking for spare change.

When kindness is given to create shame in the receiver, or the kindness is given to impress or receive 
recognition, then these kindnesses are given with an expectation of some return. An honest self-appraisal 
will show that we can also be kind out of guilt. There is the motivation to give a gift of kindness, but this 
impulse is tempered by a degree of self-interest.

Kindness without expecting a return offers a greater awareness of the true value of kindness and its 
potential.

Proactive kindness is best described as using one’s generosity in such a way that the receiver does not have 
to ask for help at the present time or in the future.

Kindness can be given or activated in a number of ways, but first there has to be awareness that a kindness 
can be given. Once this awareness is known to the giver, he or she can decide to exercise his or her right 
to be kind.

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/giving-kindness/
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Giving Kindness

I experienced being kind to another.

Jot down a few notes about your experience:

What were you doing?

What were you thinking about?

What were you feeling?

What were you aware of?

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/giving-kindness/
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Giving the gift of kindness to oneself is a true gift of self. Sometimes we can forget that 
the individual can be an object of her or his own experience. This is akin to counting the 
number of people in a room and forgetting to include oneself in the count.

Treating oneself with the highest degree of respect that one affords a best friend speaks 
to the importance of considering oneself as one’s own best friend. The way we treat 
ourselves is often a good way to measure how we will and do treat others.

Kindness is a gift that benefits the receiver and the giver. Kindness is not self-indulgence. 
When an individual is self-indulgent, he or she cannot resist the gratification of whims 
and desires. Just because something “feels” good, it doesn’t necessarily mean that it is 

good. Self-indulgence means that either the receiver or the giver is not getting full benefit from the act.

In the words of psychotherapist Claudia H. Christian, “self-kindness is applying a generous and warm heart toward 
yourself to create sympathy and understanding from yourself, for yourself.”

In the same way that we can be kind in our consideration of other people, we can also be kind to ourselves.

Genuine self-kindness originates in self-esteem that is based on the positive and negative beliefs one has about 
being valuable or capable. I can say to myself, “I am worthy enough for me to be kind to myself.” However, if 
these notions of self-worth are not enriched by healthy self-respect, then kindness to oneself can morph into self-
indulgence. Self-respect leads us to say for example, “I don’t really need to have that third piece of delicious cake.”

A review of the of the Spectrum of Kindness shows that there can be situations when we are aware of the need to 
be kind to ourselves, and then refuse to heed that awareness.

Sometimes we can be kind to ourselves without appreciating the full awareness of our own power to be self-kind.

When we are asked to reflect and realize that we can be more kind to ourselves, this is kindness resulting from our 
being asked to give (kindness to ourselves.) Sometimes we can reluctantly oblige.

Being genuinely kind to oneself does not stem from an expectation of a return. That return can be in terms of 
being more balanced, calmer, more at peace with oneself. If we try to achieve more balance, calmness, and peace 
through being kind to ourselves, then what happens if we do not find the balance, calm and tranquility that we 
desire? We lose hope and unfortunately can dismiss the inherent benefit in self-kindness. What is this benefit? 
Simply stated, Love.

At other times, we can be kind to ourselves out of guilt. I have heard people, and myself, say “I should be more 
kind to myself. Kindness is a set of awarenesses, thoughts, feelings and actions that benefits the receiver and the 
giver. Feeling that one has to be kind to oneself does not open up the well-spring of generosity of spirit inherent 
in all humans.

Sometimes we can be kind to ourselves without expecting a return. This is where we can find the true difference 
between self-indulgence and being kind to oneself.

When we are proactively self-kind, we realize that, for example, a certain habit and behavior is self-destructive, and 
we choose to be kind to ourselves in gradually changing the habit or behavior.

This section on being kind to oneself ends this section on Kindness. We looked at witnessing, receiving, and giving 
kindness in our relations with others and ourselves.

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/being-kind-to-oneself/
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Being Kind to Oneself

I experienced being kind towards myself.

Jot down a few notes about your experience:

What were you doing?

What were you thinking about?

What were you feeling?

What were you aware of?

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/being-kind-to-oneself/
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The renowned inventor, thinker and architect, R. Buckminster Fuller, once said 
in his seminal text, Explorations in the Geometry of Thinking, that “a triangle is a 
triangle regardless of size.” In a previous section of this course, we became aware 
of the fact that a kindness, no matter the size, is valuable for both the receiver 
and giver.

When we are confronted with cruelty, it is the cruelty that is brutal or merciless 
that truly catches our attention. Yet, sometimes cruelty resulting from malice, 
spite, unkindness, meanness, nastiness, or vindictiveness seems to be somehow 
less cruel, as if this form of cruelty is simply a part of human nature.

Genuine kindness is an action that benefits both the receiver and the giver. However, with cruelty there 
is no benefit for either the receiver or the giver. Although one may find temporary pleasure or delight in 
making an unkind remark, all cruelty, regardless of its magnitude, lowers the self-esteem and self-respect 
of the giver and the receiver.

We witness cruelty every day when we watch TV, listen to or view the news, or read a newspaper. This 
vicarious experience of cruelty tends to deaden the senses to the simpler forms of cruelty that exist in our 
daily lives, cruelty that comes with the nasty comment, a sneer, a look or other form, of behavior that is 
meant to cause discomfort or physical and psychological pain.

We can be thoroughly shocked when we witness a barbaric act or cruelty firsthand. Yet oddly enough, we 
can witness murders, rape, torture and other horrible acts on television, in films or in video games and feel 
that they are not real and as such have little effect on our being.

However, it has been recognized that the subconscious mind does not easily distinguish between imagined 
and real experiences. In September 1999, the US Senate Committee on the Judiciary reported that by the 
age of 18, an American child will have seen 16,000 simulated acts of murder and 200,000 acts of violence.

The Academy of Pediatrics says, “More than one thousand scientific studies and reviews conclude that 
significant exposure to media violence increases the risk of aggressive behavior in certain children, 
desensitizes them to violence and makes them believe that the world is a ‘meaner and scarier’ place than 
it is.”

Dr. Joanne Cantor notes in her paper, “The Psychological Effects of Media Violence on Children and 
Adolescents” that “two independently conducted studies of adults’ retrospective reports of having been 
frightened by a television show or movie demonstrate that the presence of vivid, detailed memories of 
enduring media-induced fear is nearly universal.”

In the same way that kindness can be viewed as a spectrum based on degrees of awareness in a kind act, 
Cruelty can also be understood as a spectrum, ranging from unintentional to intentional cruelty.

(Continued on next page)

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/witnessing-cruelty/
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Witnessing Cruelty Page 2

Here is a Spectrum of Cruelty based on degrees of awareness in a cruel act.

• Cruelty resulting from ignorance
• Cruelty resulting from pain
• Cruelty resulting from illness
• Cruelty based in knowledge
• Intentional cruelty
• Premeditated cruelty
• Satiating Cruelty
• Encouraging cruelty

At one end of the spectrum there is cruelty resulting from ignorance. In this case the individual who commits 
the cruel act is unaware that the act is cruel. Every year tragically, many dogs suffer from heat prostration 
and death due to being left in hot cars during the summer months. The owners are unaware that a dog 
does not perspire and can only cool himself down through panting.

The next level of the spectrum is cruelty resulting from pain. Sometimes when a person is experiencing 
physical or mental pain, she or he cannot help from acting out in a cruel way. The act is a reaction to pain. 
For example, it is not uncommon to hear about loving couples, who in the middle of a heated argument 
have said most unkind and even cruel things to each other. If they were in their “right” minds, they would 
never be so hurtful.

Moving along the spectrum, there is cruelty resulting from illness. Sometimes, if one is not physically, 
emotionally, or spiritually well, he or she can be cruel not stemming from intention but rather as a response 
to the illness.

Intentional cruelty is the next level of the spectrum. This is where a person knows that such and such an 
act is cruel but nevertheless carries out the act.

Moving on from intentional cruelty is pre-meditated cruelty where an individual plans and orchestrates a 
particular cruel act.

At next level in the spectrum of cruelty is what can be called satiating cruelty. This is where someone 
delights in the suffering of others, and the infliction of pain. Within satiating cruelty is the concept of 
Schadenfreude, which is a German term, meaning pleasure taken from someone else’s misfortune, or 
shameful joy.

At the end of the cruelty spectrum is where an individual encourages and baits another to be cruel or to 
delight in a cruel act being carried out.

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/witnessing-cruelty/
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Witnessing Cruelty

I experienced someone being cruel towards another.

Jot down a few notes about your experience:

What were you doing?

What were you thinking about?

What were you feeling?

What were you aware of?

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/witnessing-cruelty/
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When someone is cruel towards us personally, the hurt can be devastating, particularly 
when we have done nothing to deserve the unkindness or cruelty. We may even ask, 
why are people cruel?

There is a considerable body of research that shows how ordinary people can be easily 
recruited to engage in harmful, sadistic behaviors against another. Yale University 
psychologist Stanley Milgram demonstrated that the majority of ordinary American 
citizens who participated in a study blindly obeyed an authority figure in administering 
what they believed to be painful, even lethal shocks to a stranger.

Albert Bandura, also at Yale University, revealed that intelligent research participants 
were willing to give increasingly higher levels of shock to other college students when their victims had been 
labeled by a research assistant as “seeming like animals.”

In another study, by Philip G. Zimbardo, it was shown that situational forces can distort individual values. Average 
college students recruited to role-play prison guards became their roles in a matter of days, behaving with increasing 
or escalating violence toward their prisoners who were simply other college students.

However, cruelty towards another essentially involves the cruel person lacking awareness or acceptance of the 
other’s uniqueness of being, and the right to be free from cruelty. In a sense, the cruel act involves the cruel person 
deriving a personal gain such as increased prestige in his or her mind or attempting to have personal control over 
the other.

Those who have been bullied, abused, treated inhumanely or with malicious intent know all too well how any cruelty 
towards another human being can crush his or her spirit. Thevery vital essence of our humanness is somehow 
robbed when we are subjected to cruelty. But the same loss is also experienced in the person who commits a cruel 
act. This loss can be expressed in terms of a decline in empathy, that is the ability to identify with and understand 
another’s situation, feelings and motives.

The abused person often suffers from a lack of self-esteem, and the ability to empathize with himself and the 
experienced cruelty. He blames himself for what has happened. But with good fortune, therapy and maturation he 
can come to see how he was the victim in the cruelty he experienced.

Sadly, and all too frequently, the abused person turns to alcohol, drugs or some other form of addiction or self-
destructive behavior that helps him or her to bury the pain of the experience and to try to reclaim the humanness 
lost when he or she was treated cruelly.

As I have said previously, cruelty is cruelty regardless of its size. The little cruelties we experience also diminish 
the quality of our lives. While we may not be consciously aware of how a “little” cruelty has affected us, at a 
subconscious level the impact is being experienced.

For example, when someone treats us rudely, which can be seen as a mild form of inhumaneness or “little” cruelty, 
we can often slough the behavior off as simply uncivilized behavior –depending on the mood we are in and our 
state of mind. At other times, however, shedding the same rude experience can be difficult to do immediately and 
we have to work through the experience and deal with the ensuing anger, which is actually repressed fear that we 
are not deemed worthy of humane respect and decency.

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/receiving-cruelty/
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Receiving Cruelty

I experienced someone being cruel towards me.

Jot down a few notes about your experience:

What were you doing?

What were you thinking about?

What were you feeling?

What were you aware of?

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/receiving-cruelty/
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Many people believe that they have never been cruel but will gladly tell you about 
how cruel other people can be. We have examples of barbarians, dictators, tyrants, 
and others who have shown great cruelty towards others. Almost daily we read 
about, see on the TV, hear on the radio, or learn about through social media, how 
someone was brutally murdered or beaten up or sexually assaulted or raped.

In the main, most people are not murderers, savage bullies, or sadistic monsters. 
However, an honest self-appraisal will reveal that there have been times when we 
could have been more kind or less cruel.

We generally loathe thinking honestly about the dark side of human nature that 
exists in most, if not all, humans. Oddly enough, though, we delight in the many TV shows and novels that 
go into great detail about how people can be cruel towards each other. We are afraid to think that, perhaps, 
each one of us has a cruel streak, whether or not it is exercised. But in truth, all humans have the capacity to 
be cruel in the same way that all humans have the capacity to be kind and generous in spirit

Often the cruelty we carry out is verbal and takes the form of unkind words spoken, passive aggressive 
behavior, “teasing,” mean-spiritedness and out and out hostility. If we are truthful about how we have been 
or can be cruel, we come to a realization that our ability to be kind can be sometimes over-powered the urge 
or impulse to be cruel.

When we are cruel towards another, often the cruelty stems from feelings of retaliation, revenge, or wanting 
to “get even.” Often our cruelty is a reaction to a situation or event that forces us to act out without thought 
or consideration of the other person’s state of mind or being at the time.

Abject cruelty always is an attempt to exercise power over another. Cruelty is not always physically violent 
but can be verbal as in a sarcastic remark or a put-down. The sneer or “look” can be equally cruel. Ultimately 
however, cruelty stems from fear, fear that a person has something that one doesn’t have. This “something” 
can be physical or non-physical such as a personality trait, talent or ability. Cruelty is always devastating to 
both the receiver and giver.

I know of this family where the father never bonded with his son, and appeared to hate him. He would 
constantly tell his son, in one way or another, that he would not amount to much. The son ended up being 
a junkie, living on the streets, and was never able to finish his schooling beyond a GED, and could not hold 
down a job. The father missed out on a valuable relationship that he could have had, and the son never 
received the love that he rightfully deserved just because he was born. When the father died, the son lost all 
hope of ever being able to have the love of his father. The son’s soul had become trapped, locked in misery.

Hatred is another source of cruel motivations and actions. According to Wikipedia.org, “hate or hatred is an 
emotion of intense revulsion, distaste, enmity, or antipathy for a person, thing, or phenomenon; a desire to 
avoid, restrict, remove, or destroy its object.”

The Dalai Lama has noted that the antidote to hatred in the heart, the source of violence, is tolerance that 
enables one to refrain from reacting angrily to the harm inflicted by others. Yet sometimes we have to react, 
for if we did not react, a horrible tragedy will occur. For example, the Rwanda massacre, the genocide in the 
Sudan and the murder of Bosnian Muslims. In each case the world, or world leaders, were not motivated 
enough to put an end to these killings.

continued on Page 2
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One would hope that after the Second World War, with the extermination of millions of Jews, Gypsies, homosexuals, 
thinkers, artists and others, the human race would do everything in its power to prevent this from happening again. 
But again in the few years after this war, Stalin killed millions of his countrymen and women. This list can go on and 
on, from WW II to the present time.

In the World today, terrorism has brought cruelty to the forefront. But in the background, there are the more subtle 
forms of cruelty that many humans participate in, even knowing that the acts are cruel.

For example, there are people who love animals and eat meat. They eat the meat knowing about factory farming 
and the horrendous conditions the animal has come from. It may even cross their minds, while they are eating, that 
the animal was raised inhumanely but still keep on eating while reflecting on the chemicals and animal-remains 
this beast was fed in order to put food on the table. Compassion, sympathy, empathy for these creatures have not 
been aroused. These people would never beat a dog or kill an animal, but have participated in what can be a very 
cruel industry. In a sense they have abetted a cruelty.

It is the accumulation of these little “abetting” acts, which on the surface seem to be harmless, that leads to the fact 
that a very cruel industry can exist. These people were not personally cruel, just cruel enough to participate in a 
cruel industry.

Another example concerns the pornographic industry, with revenues larger than the combined revenues of 
professional US football, baseball and basketball franchises, and exceeding the combined revenues of ABC, CBS, 
and NBC.

This is an industry that objectifies the human body and in the process, diminishes the sanctity of human sexuality. 
Often the “actors” in this industry have come from a life of child abuse or severe family dysfunction and suffer from 
one or multiple addictions. Sadly too, there are, according to one study, 100,000 Web sites offering illegal child 
pornography.

People, in general, are aware of the proliferation of pornography on the Internet, and the potential harmful effect it 
can have on the family, leading to pornography addiction and other problems in the home. Yet of all search engine 
requests, or a total of 68 million pornographic site queries, are made each day.

The people who are requesting, for example, the 116,000 daily peer-to-peer Gnutella “child pornography” requests 
may not be personally abusing a child but are abetting a cruelty being carried out and supporting an inhumane and 
destructive industry. ¹

The above are two extreme examples, relating to human consumption, which demonstrate the conflict that may 
exist between what one knows is the right action and what one does. A thorough examination of one’s relationship 
with the objects, animals, people and the environment in one’s life can lead to greater awareness of how one can 
be wittingly or unwittingly cruel.

When we are desensitized and not moved by accounts or knowledge of cruelty, through our own apathy and 
inability to empathize or sympathize, we are shown the limitations of our hearts and minds. These limitations are 
not related to feelings of anger and disgust that such and such a cruelty can or did occur. This restriction is related 
to, however, how we feel about ourselves individually. For if one is truly connected in the world, one would see all 
humans as brothers and sisters as a part of a global family, within a sphere that contains animals, flora, nature, an 
environment and oneself.

As long as we consider another human to be “The Other,” we automatically become “The Other” as well. When we 
have become “The Other,” we also fracture the wholeness of our individual selves, so that within us we create an 
alien, not to be trusted, aspect of our being.

Once our being is split, we lose the necessary tolerance for otherness, and our ability to deal rationally with our 
own cruel impulses and those of others. Ultimately, this rupture in human personality can lead to our being cruel 
to ourselves.
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Giving Cruelty

I experienced being cruel to another.

Jot down a few notes about your experience:

What were you doing?

What were you thinking about?

What were you feeling?

What were you aware of?
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The act of attempting suicide is probably the cruelest thing one can do to oneself. 
Many years ago, I created a suicide prevention site for those who are despairing and 
contemplating suicide as I was shocked to discover that there were websites encouraging 
people to take their own lives. Most people who attempt suicide do not want to die. 
They simply want relief from the pain they are experiencing and can see no end to their 
suffering.

Cruelty to oneself, regardless of degree, originates from unexpressed suffering. Some 
people who wrote me shared that they suffered from various forms of eating disorders 
such as bulimia and anorexia, or were involved with self-harm such as cutting their 
bodies.

Cruelty to oneself can be a misguided attempt to build self-esteem in being able to endure pain, or can be a 
means of self-punishment because one feels unworthy, or to simply have the sensation and visual physical proof 
that one is alive. The roots of these acts stem from a desire to be heard, listened to and treated with humane 
respect and love. Sadly, these people never learned how to cope with stress or overwhelming feelings. Often, these 
people have suffered physical and mental abuse as children, and were discouraged from expressing emotions, 
particularly anger and sadness.

Cruelty to oneself can also take the form of over-eating, smoking, drug taking, the excessive consumption of 
alcohol, over-exercising, workaholism, reckless driving, pathological gambling, compulsive shopping, excessive risk 
taking and self-sabotaging behaviors. In each of these situations, the individual has lost the sense that she or he is 
an individual of unique quality and has become fixated on what they perceive they do not have, whether this may 
mean money, prestige, “looks,” power, intelligence, education, a nurturing relationship or whatever the individual 
feels is missing in one’s life.

While the above examples of cruelty to oneself are physically manifested, many more people suffer from self-
defeating and self-criticizing behaviors. This negative self-talking robs the individual of the inherent creativity within 
their being through emphasizing on past failures, having impossibly high standards, ignoring past accomplishments 
and successes, or calling oneself names like “stupid,” “weak,” or “incapable.” Frequently these behaviors are learned 
in childhood where the individual was told repeatedly that he or she was stupid, weak or incapable.

Cruelty to oneself can also take the form of looking to external sources for validation of approval and lying to 
oneself and others. So often we hear about a battered spouse who endures a violent and destructive relationship 
because she or he, although most frequently she, is incapable of facing and telling the truth about the situation she 
is in, and lies to herself and others about the degree of suffering experienced. The lying results from the desire to 
have external validation which includes the wish to be always well thought of.

Another form of self-cruelty takes the form of denying oneself simple pleasure or delight in the goodness that 
life does offer because one feels that one is not worthy or that other people are worthier. It is a form of self-
punishment that is never fulfilled because life frequently presents opportunities for one to enjoy living. This joy in 
life may come from the kindness of others, a compliment, a token of affection, the appreciation of nature or simply 
the company of good friends and family.

Thinking bad of others, gossiping, excessive distrust and doubting, hating and repeatedly finding fault with others 
are other forms of self-cruelty because they allow the individual to be stuck in negative thought processes that lead 
to one taking life too seriously. Life is a serious event, but when we take life too seriously, we rob ourselves of the 
spontaneity and creative intelligence that full living provides.

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/being-cruel-to-oneself/
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Being Cruel to Oneself

I experienced being cruel towards myself.

Jot down a few notes about your experience:

What were you doing?

What were you thinking about?

What were you feeling?

What were you aware of?

www.TheHumaneExperience.org/being-cruel-to-oneself/
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Start Date *

Month Day Year

End Date *

Month Day Year

Never Seldom Occasionally Regularly Often Always

I have experienced being cruel towards another

I have experienced someone being cruel to me.

I have experienced someone being cruel

towards another.

I have experienced being cruel to myself.

Never Seldom Occasionally Regularly Often Always

I have experienced being kind towards another

I have experienced someone being kind to me.

I have experienced someone being kind

towards another.

I have experienced being kind to myself.

I am a humane person. *

True
False
Don't Know
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If +10 is very humane, and -10 is very inhumane, where are you in the humane spectrum? *

Country *

Name *

First Name Last Name

Email *

example@example.com
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