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1] ‘How do you feel, prime minister?’ a reporter asked the new Dutch prime minister after he had been sworn in by the queen. ‘How do you feel?’ It is a strange question to put to a prime minister. Why should I want to know how the prime minister feels? I am interested in what he is going to do, what his policies will be, but what he feels is not a political issue. The question may even hinder people posing the right questions: what his policy will be and how he will justify it to parliament and the electorate. His feelings are his private affair, to be expressed to his wife, children and friends. Actually he may not feel very much anyway, being busy preparing the first meeting of his Cabinet. Admittedly, if he would say ‘I hate this job’, - I heard several Catholic bishops saying this – it may have some bearing on the way he functions and thus on his policy. However, prime ministers tend to love their job or at least the power that goes with it; it is the crowning of their sometimes life long ambition. 

We are living in a culture in which ‘public man’ has fallen from his throne. The distinction between public and private life has almost disappeared. Private life has swallowed up public life.
 At present, the question ‘how do you feel’ is a common one, posed in season and out of season. We are living in a society and culture in which emotions are considered to be of great importance as such. The fact that the word ‘emotion’ replaced the word ‘passion’ in the nineteenth century may point into this direction. According to the Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, ‘passion’ accentuates that we are being acted upon; though this does not imply that we are simply passive, or have no control over and thus have no responsibility for our emotion. ‘Emotion’ suggests mental agitation, though some emotions such as pleasure are not agitated. The word ‘emotion’, however, suggests in our culture that one has to express emotions, while in the past one was often supposed to hide one’s passions. 

2] We may become more aware of the great place emotions have in our postmodern culture when we look at the biblical tradition. Emotions abound in the biblical narratives, but generally they are always connected with some act, social code or ritual. Joy is not an individual inward feeling of pleasure, but is eating and drinking, putting on festive attire, anointing oneself, bathing, making love; it is living in the certainty of the presence of God. Mourning is rending one’s garments, putting dust on one’s head, fasting, weeping, sexual continence; it is the experience of the absence of God. Emotions are linked with a form of behaviour. This limits, and defines an emotion by externalising and objectifying it.
 One may wonder whether phenomena, which we call emotions, were emotions in the culture in which the Bible was written. The Hebrew word for repentance, ‘shub’, means ‘return’, leaving the way of evil and walking instead the way of the Lord. Repentance, thus, is not a feeling; at least not in the first place, it is not a mental anguish, but an act. The same applies to love. Loving one’s neighbour is not cherishing nice feeling in one’s heart but is caring in a practical way for someone who is in difficulties. One may love one’s neighbour and at the same time be angry that helping is necessary or be annoyed that one is losing time and money. Still it adds something to the goodness of the act if it is done with some pleasure; receiving aid from someone who enjoys helping makes a difference. Jesus himself is pictured as a person who can be deeply moved, but is it is not always that clear whether his emotion should be defined - in our terms - as compassion or as anger.

3] The western philosophical, theological and ethical traditions are rather critical of passions or emotions. The Stoa wants to see them repressed for they can often not be controlled by reason, a view that had a great influence on Christian authors. Thomas Aquinas, however, followed Aristotle by saying that passions are something positive as long as they are restrained by reason.
 Passions are corporeal changes. They add something to the goodness of human behaviour for human beings express themselves through their body; passions extend the movement of the soul to the body.
  

Though religion can be a very emotional affair, there is not a theology of emotions in the same way as there is a theology of sin. For religious believers, in any case, Jews, Christians, and Moslems are not orientated towards emotions but aim at justice. Mystical writers are always saying to those who make their first steps on the spiritual road that ehy should not attach  great value to their feelings. Religion is more rational than the man in the street often thinks. 

.
In the 18th century novel Les Liaisons Dangereuses, the Marquise de Merteuil expresses the official view of her time on passions and emotions when she writes in a letter to Madame de Volanges: ‘I have never believed in these sweeping and irresistible passions, which seem to have been agreed upon as a convenient general excuse for our misdemeanours. I cannot conceive how any emotion, alive one moment and dead the next, can overpower the unalterable principles of decency, honour and modesty; any more than I can understand how a woman who has betrayed those principles can be justified by her so-called passions, as though a thief could be justified by a passion for gold, or a murderer by a thirst for revenge.’
  The Marquise conspires with the count of Valmont against, among others, the daughter of Madame de Volanges. She is lying, of course, but she knows what to write in order to be believed.

4] In the nineteenth century emotions were emancipated. This change in importance attached to emotions can be explained by referring to the loss of former social codes and rituals. At present, we are living in a time of individualisation and ‘detraditionalisation’. Detraditionalisation does not mean that all traditions are disappearing. Some are, such as the traditional life of the countryside, the traditional form of the man-woman relationship and the central place of the Churches in society, but some stay, such as - in my country - having diner  around 6 p.m., or the long-standing custom not to draw the curtains when evening comes or taking care that the national flag does not touch the ground. 

Detraditionalisation means that no tradition is sacred. Any tradition can be criticized and put to the test. The younger generation does not accept more or less automatically the traditions of the past. They do not have to, for they can choose from among a multitude of traditions, both thanks to their presence in our multicultural society and to the modern media. This change entails a process of democratisation as well. While even in the time of the Enlightenment the control over traditions and the process of transferring traditions was in the hands of those who taught and conveyed them, at present the power is in the hands of those who receive the tradition thanks to the modern media such as internet. While in the past only some people in society were able to serve as models of the tradition, at present, the providers of possible traditions are numerous and people at the receiving end can make a choice and select a tradition or rather elements from very diverse traditions. Those who want to transfer their tradition have to wait and see whether the younger generation is willing to make use of their offer. The way relationships such as the relationship between men and women were ordered in premodern times is changing. People are uncertain what they stand for they are confronted with numerous choices and still have to make a choice in this complex situation. 

5] In this social context emotions gain in importance because they are ‘feelers’ of how the wind is blowing . Emotions are mimetic, are relational and are easily transferred. In his book ‘Émotions’ Paul Dumouchel  argued on the basis of the mimetic theory that they help people to tune to one another and bring about coordination between them.
 The result can be either a growing consent or an increasing dissent. The consequences may be an agreement or a conflict. Emotions show that people are dependent on one another. They form a communicative system and reveal how people relate to one another in a certain context. This is the reason why the question ‘how does the other person feel’ is so popular. Our uncertainty about how we should approach this person diminishes. We are more dependent on emotions than in the time when social order was strong and social codes were in force. If the character of a relationship is not clear, emotion may help to inform us. This may be the reason why one wants to ask ‘how the other person feels’.  

6] This mimetic interpretation of emotions shows a marked difference with M. Nussbaum’s description of emotions as ‘upheavals of thought’.
  According to her emotions are suffused with intelligence and discernment; they are part and parcel of the system of ethical reasoning. Emotions include judgments that can be guides to ethical choice though the judgements may be true or false. Emotions make us aware how important somebody or something is for us. They are concerned with a person’s flourishing, of which mutual relations are constituent parts. For her the psychology of the individual is the clue to the social and group psychology. She does not seem to share Girard’s ‘intervidual’ psychology; she does not seem tot have read him. Though she recognises that emotions are made of elements that we have not made ourselves, she underestimates the mimetic character and thus the social construct of emotions.
 She emphasizes the cognitive element very much. Admittedly this is an important element next to three other aspects, the bodily aspect, the contextual and the expressive aspect.
 The cognitive aspect makes it possible to evaluate our emotions. 

7] The increasing emancipation of emotions in our western societies is a result of detraditionalisation and individualisation. According to some authors, one of the consequences is that shame is replacing guilt
  - not to be confused with guilt feelings. Empirical data, however, are missing. 

The consciousness of our interconnectedness with other people has weakened. The development and debate on the mimetic theory happen in a period that most people attach great value to their personal autonomy and tend to deny that they imitate one another. At present, guilt is often not seen as a moral failure, but as liability to a penalty. Breaking the law is not associated with a moral failure, but with the risk to be arrested. The courts of justice consider the accused rightly as not guilty as long as the prosecutor has not proved that he or she is guilty, but this may well give the impression to the general public that being condemned or acquitted depends on the quality of the lawyers. The general process of detraditionalisation is critical of the Christian tradition that teaches that one can be guilty and fail morally. Freudian psychology tends to consider guilt feelings as something that should be removed as quickly as possible. Admittedly, guilt feelings may be unfruitful and hamper personal development; they have to be evaluated so as to see whether they refer to real guilt or are caused by repressive forms of socialisation. Though guilt is not the same as guilt feelings; nevertheless because of the struggle against guilt feelings, the concept of guilt becomes unpopular as well. Christian preaching often moralized, for many decades or even centuries declaring people guilty of sexual misdemeanours, and,  more recently, of failing to solve the problems of the so-called third world. Many preachers were pleased about their sermon if their audience left church with bowed heads. People were scapegoated. The new awareness of the scapegoat mechanism makes people rightly protest against accusations from the pulpit.

 The traditional interpretation of what we call ‘original sin’, gave to many people the idea that they were guilty, though they had not committed any serious sin.
 The concept of original sin says that we are preconditioned; our acts may be free but they happen in a situation in which freedom is wanting. For instance, the so-called Jewish counsels, instituted by the nazi’s, saw themselves as free acting agencies, making decisions on who would be deported and who not. Actually, they served as instruments of the Holocaust. Or, to take another example, women were imprisoned in a patriarchal culture and contributed to the loss of their identity by  accepting the values and norms of this culture. Mimesis, imitating the former generation and establishing a tradition, plays a great role in this concept. Rather than seeing the concept of original sin as a theological description of a pathological situation of which people are victims, it was used to make people feel guilty.  

8] Shame is said to have become more important than guilt. The autonomous individual is willing to admit that he failed; he may accept liability and punishment, but he often does not see that he has a moral guilt over against the victim in the sense of owing something to another person or group. According to some authors modern human beings frequently feel ashamed because they have a profound sense of self-failure and feel inferior to their own internalised standards.
 They are not able to make their children happy, to make a career, to fulfil their ambition. The sense of  their own dignity and self-respect is destroyed. Their identity is in danger of getting lost. However, at least some people are able to manage their shame successfully, so that, most of the time, it is hardly visible. Sometimes it can give rise to immoderate anger.
  Martha Nussbaum in fact thinks that shame is not a form of diminished self-respect; it rather requires self-regard as its essential backdrop. Because one expects oneself to have worth, the discovery of one’s imperfection causes shame. Shame involves the realization that one is weak and inadequate. One tries to hide this from the eyes of those who will see one’s deficiency. Shame is, therefore, a permanent possibility.
 It may well become an obstacle to compassion.
 


This is a rather individualistic approach. However, shame is very much a mimetic phenomenon. Shame occurs when people compare themselves with other people, especially with their peers. Shame emerges out this comparison; you discover yourself to be less than the person who is equal to you, or is just above you. Shame is close to rivalry. In spite of her approach, Martha Nussbaum points out that shame and envy are closely connected; for a child sharing something with others can be a cause of shame for it sees the lack of omnipotent control of the object as an imperfection.
 For Nussbaum,  envy and resentment toward competitors are inevitable and not unhealthy.
 Actually, she admits in this way that shame is a relational and contextual event. In our competitive society it can hardly come as a surprise that shame is an important emotion.

In a sauna it is normal to be naked; to be dressed is shameful. Up till the Communist Revolution 1917 with its ideal of equality, the Russians swam naked. The introduction of the swimming trunk by the Communists may turn out to be one of the few remaining results of their rule. In the past the nobility did not mind to do certain things such as taking their clothes off or having rows in front of their servants. They were not their peers, they were people living on a lower level; rivalry and competition were out of the question and there was no reason to feel ashamed. Not being dressed or being badly dressed in the presence of equals and thus at least potential rivals – is a cause of shame. 


In Scripture we meet with the verb ‘shame ‘in Gen. 2, 25: ‘The man and his wife were both naked, and were not ashamed’. As soon as they have transgressed the commandment that was meant to limit desire, they discovered that they were naked and made themselves aprons, covering up their vulnerability. Man and woman become rivals, the war of the sexes begins. The curse on man and woman in Gen. 3, 16-19 and the fact that the man gives a name to his wife in Gen. 3, 20 as he gave name to every beast and bird (Gen. 2, 19-20) are expressions of this rivalry. 

Shame is not always a negative emotion. It may help people to discover how they relate to other people and what is important to them. There is always the danger that shame, being related to rivalry, envy and even resentment, becomes the source of attempts to outdo the persons for whom one is ashamed, to try to excel and to shame them. Shame may increase rivalry and competition. Feelings of shame have to be evaluated. An evaluation may lead to an awareness of the process of mutual rivalry and to finding a way out of it. Refusing to compare oneself with other people, to envy them and to rival with them is the antidote to shame. The conclusion may be that our shame is caused by a moral failure and that we are in someone’s debt. Though the first reflex may be to hide oneself, shame may lead to a ‘coming out’ and the making a confession. In this case shame is the companion of guilt. For postmodern people shame may be a necessary detour to become aware of guilt. 

Shame happens to us. We do not control it. An evaluation of this emotion may lead to the conclusion that there is no reason to be ashamed. Refusing to compare oneself with other people, to rival with them or to envy them may be an antidote to shame and make us walk in freedom among our fellow human beings. This refusal is an attempt not to be part and parcel of this competitive world. Or the conclusion of the evaluation may be that our shame is caused by a moral failure over against our neighbour. In this case it may be the companion of  guilt. Rather than concentrating on our shame, we have to deal with this guilt and as a result our shame will become less and may even disappear in the course of time, though the memory of our act may bring back the emotion of shame. 

9] Guilt is not an emotion. It belongs to the realm of justice and ethics. Its origin is mimetic as well. The most ancient formula of justice is the so-called ‘lex talionis’ that we find in Ex 21, 23-24: ‘If any harm follows, then you shall give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.’ This law puts an end to limitless revenge, and, moreover, the idea is not to give up one’s eye or tooth or even life, but to pay proper damages. The rule itself is mimetic. Justice is mimetic: to keep a balance between the good things one receives and returns, and between the evil things done to you and the retribution you demand. According to the family therapist Ivan Nagy who is very interested in the ethical dimension of human relationships and thus in justice, we all keep an ‘invisible ledger of merits’.
  If there is not a balance between giving and taking, life loses its colour and becomes flat and meaningless.


People are in their debt to one another on two accounts. Every gift has to be paid back in some form and every evil done to us demands a form of retribution. Mimetic justice forces us to respond. We are in debt to our parents, the former generation, to contemporaries and to the next generation. Even if we have good reason to hate our parents, we still owe to them for they gave us life and some form of education and care however poor they may have been. Our parents never become our ex-parents; our loyalty to them remains though it is perhaps invisible.
 We owe to the next generation at least that they will carry on some of our genes and hopefully some of the values we cherish. Paying back the gifts we received does not mean returning the same thing. How are we to pay back to our parents for giving us life and care? We pay our parents back by honouring them and, when needed, by caring for them, by living more or less up to the expectations they have concerning us – of course, their expectations may have been much too high – and, last but not least, by caring for the next generation and the future of humankind. Even when the generation before us has died we may still pay them back by caring for our posterity. If we cannot pay back to some of our contemporaries because they have died or are out of reach, we can benefit their children or institutions that were important to them. We invest in the next generation by caring for it and by bequeathing to them a society in peace and a world on which it is good to live. 


On a second account we are in debt to other people when we have done damage to them, sinned against them. It may well be that our intentions were positive but still we may have inflicted pain or damage. Even, if we are innocent in this sense, we have to try to make good. Guilt feelings are not all that important. One has to evaluate them critically. They are first of all our concern, but they can signal to us that we owe something to other people and help us to become responsible for what we did. They may have no relation to some evil act at all; in this case it is good to get rid off them. Criminals may do the most terrible things without feeling any guilt or remorse. Still they are guilty. If they do not accept their accountability and do not fulfil their obligations, all their relationships will suffer. They are not living within right and just relationships. They cut themselves off from the human family, deny great parts of their personal life stories and condemn themselves to an impoverished human existence.


When we are victims of some evil act, we are entitled to retribution from the perpetrator. We have to take ourselves seriously. If one denies this right to retribution, one accepts that an order of justice does not exist and that human life does not make any sense. If one does not believe in retribution, if not for oneself, then for other people, one loses every hope that justice and love will mark the end of history as Scripture promises. The biblical texts rightly call for retribution. It is the luxury of the non-victims to think that retribution is primitive. 

The pain I may have inflicted cannot be balanced against the damage a person may have caused to me. For relationships are never fully symmetrical. Damage on the one side cannot be compared with the damage on the other side. If the perpetrator does not pay damages, because he or she refuses to do so, is unknown, dead or incapacitated in some other way, the danger is great that the victim will claim damages from some other person. The victim may try to get justice at all costs and become a perpetrator himself. Scapegoating will lurk around the corner. The drive to get justice done may give rise to injustice. It creates a new vicious circle of injustices and violence. A history of contagion begins. The right to retribution has to be maintained, though claiming damages may cause a contagious chain reaction.

The exchange of good and evil deeds between, say, two persons, concerns more people than those two, for everybody lives within a network of relationships. This network is a silent and often invisible partner. One of those relationships may be the one with God.


10] There is an alternative to demanding retribution: forgiveness. It recognizes the right to retribution, but it forgoes the exercise of it. It allows the perpetrator to go in freedom and makes the victim who forgives free as well. It concludes the vicious circle of violent acts and counter acts. Forgiveness is not an emotion but an act. At times painful emotions may return, but they do not dominate any more. It transcends the symmetry of the original rule of justice, expressed in the ‘lex talionis’. The mimesis of tit for tat comes to an end. Granting forgiveness is possible by imitating those people who granted forgiveness before us, perhaps even to us. 

I like to make an important remark here. E. Levinas argues that the victim is the only one that can forgive.
 Even God cannot forgive if the victim does not. In principle I agree with Levinas. If the victim forgives the evil done to him or her, it has been forgiven, if the victim retains the sins of any, they are retained. In St. John’s gospel the Spirit of the risen Lord gives the power to forgive to his disciples (John 20, 23). I am convinced that this power was and is given to all his disciples, and is not the privilege of priests and ministers. Every disciple and every human being is invited to grant forgiveness and when he or she forgives, God forgives it as well. My difficulty with Levinas is that a perpetrator cannot receive forgiveness if the victim is not willing or not able to grant forgiveness, for instance because he or she is dead, psychologically disturbed or absent. His future seems to be blocked. In my view someone else can grant forgiveness in such a situation in this sense that this person declares to be willing to live with the perpetrator in right and just relationships in spite of his or her evil deed. This forgiveness is somehow provisional: one day the relationship with the victim will have to be restored, though this may have to wait till God’s kingdom will have come in fullness. The person who accepts the perpetrator in spite of everything as a full member of the human family is obliged to look for ways to reconcile victim and perpetrator with one another. Together with the perpetrator he or she will look for possibilities of the healing of all the relationships involved.  In an analogous way God grants forgiveness if the victim does not. Obviously this point of view would bring about a change in pastoral work and would require a redefinition of the ministry in this context.

11] Christianity has a long tradition of distrusting emotions. For they cannot be controlled and may often obscure the contents of discussion, especially when people are rivalling with one another. However, emotions bring us into contact with particular individuals, rather than with eternal ethical principles, traditional social codes or the demands of a pre-given community. Emotions have to be evaluated, but they may offer for our culture and society a path to rediscover and to shape our fundamental interconnectedness. 

Postmodern culture has to rediscover the ethical dimension of the interconnectedness of people. Justice is more important than emotions. Because the old patterns of human behaviour will not return, petrified and repressive as they often were and still are, emotions will have a greater place in our culture than in former times. However, they have to be continually evaluated and to be referred to the ethical dimension of human life. This applies especially to shame. The reflex to hide has to be reversed in opening up, facing the victim and becoming accountable. 
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