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Dehumanization, which marks not only those whose humanity has been stolen, but also 

(though in a different way) those who have stolen it, is a distortion of the vocation of becoming 

more fully human. This distortion occurs within history; but it is not an historical vocation. 

Indeed, to admit of dehumanization as an historical vocation would lead either to cynicism or 

total despair. The struggle for humanization, for the emancipation of labor, for the overcoming 

of alienation, for the affirmation of men and women as persons would be meaningless. This 

struggle is possible only because dehumanization, although a concrete historical fact, is not a 

given destiny, but the result of an unjust order that engenders violence in the oppressors, 

which in turn dehumanizes the oppressed. Because it [dehumanization such as oppression or 

shame] is a distortion of being more fully human, sooner or later being less human leads the 

oppressed to struggle against those who made them so. In order for this struggle to have 

meaning, the oppressed must not, in seeking to regain their humanity (which is a way to create 

it), become in turn oppressors of the oppressors, but rather restorers of the humanity of both. 

This, then, is the great humanistic and historical task of the oppressed: to liberate themselves 

and their oppressors as well. The oppressors, who oppress, exploit, and rape by virtue of their 

power, cannot find in this power the strength to liberate either the oppressed or themselves. 

Only power that springs from the weakness of the oppressed will be sufficiently strong to free 

both. Any attempt to "soften" the power of the oppressor in deference to the weakness of the 

oppressed almost always manifests itself in the form of false generosity; indeed, the attempt 

never goes beyond this. In order to have the continued opportunity to express their 

"generosity," the oppressors must perpetuate injustice as well. An unjust social order is the 

permanent fount of this "generosity," which is nourished by death, despair, and poverty. That is 

why the dispensers of false generosity become desperate at the slightest threat to its source. 


