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Where does this combination of victimhood and 
frenzied narcissism come from, Bas Heijne wonders. 
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Bas Heijne is editor of NRC and essayist. 
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The ego does not tolerate con-
tradiction. But as soon as you leave 

your own head, it turns out that 
you are frighteningly insignificant, 

sees Bas Heijne. 
 
 
 
 

Freely translated by Huib Ernste. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Protest has no need for big words, but today the hy-
perbole reigns supreme. Those who are dissatisfied 
or angry are looking for the superlative. Just read 
along. The Netherlands today is a "dictatorship", the 
long lockdown is "a crime against humanity”. Shout-
ing things on the Museumplein is "resistance". Ac-
cording to the shaman of Virus Truth, Willem Engel, 
isolating elderly people in nursing homes is "a form 
of genocide”. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In a philosophical conversation with rapper 
Lange Frans, conspiracy professor Karel van 
Wolferen called the approach of the corona 
pandemic "the most totalitarian intervention 
we have ever seen. For anyone born after the 
Second World War, this is the greatest lesson 
we will ever experience in our lives. And the 
greatest crime". The front man of splinter 
party ‘Forum voor Democratie’ on the corona 
policy: "One of the biggest mistakes people 
have ever made".Big, bigger, biggest. 
And always civil war is imminent. "Is there 
going to be help?", Lange Frans asked 
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crop circle expert Janet Ossebaard last summer. "Or is 
there a Dutch militia training in the woods right now 
to besiege the ‘Torentje’ with some kind of weird ac-
tion?" Ossebaard: "We cannot do this alone. What do 
we have to do? Shoot that man [Mark Rutte]? I'm not 
going to do it, I want to keep my karma clean". 
When it comes to suffering and oppression, the super-
lative is quickly found. The murder of six million Jews 
may be unique, but one's own troubles are at least as 
bad. "If there are no more farmers, don't say: ‘Wir ha-
ben es nicht gewußt’, said Mark van den Oever, the 
leader of the Farmers Defence Force, during the farm-
ers' protests last year. After a commotion about these 
statements, he persisted: 
"It's a bit like that, isn't it? Even now, it is a small 
group of people who are systematically driven into a 
corner and evicted from their land". Willem Engel 
compared the compulsory wearing of face masks to 
the wearing of the Jewish star during World War II. In 
a post about their "resistance" on Facebook last week, 
Virus Truth and Engel posted a picture of the monu-
ment ‘Women of Ravensbrück’. 
Such an insane identification evokes disgust, scorn 
and hilarity, but no explanation is given. What moves 
people to express their own criticism and dissatisfac-
tion in such embarrassing images? Why does the feel-
ing of not being heard effortlessly go hand in hand 
with unbridled exaggeration and screaming egoma-
nia?? 
 
Where does this combination of butchery and frenzied 
narcissism come from? Take the painful identification 
with the persecution of the Jews. It is not caused by 
poor education and a lack of historical awareness, as is 
sometimes said, but by a distorted hierarchy, a dis-
torted sense of proportion. A healthy moral sense puts 
your own worries into perspective, however unpleas-
ant they may be, when you put them in the perspective 
of something as large and incomprehensible as the 
Holocaust. But not when your own life, your emotion, 
has become the centre of everything. When everything 
is measured in terms of your own subjective experi-
ence, the terrors of war are no longer a point of refer-
ence outside yourself, but a means of drawing atten-
tion to your suffering. 
"Disrespectful and tasteless", is what the Women's 
Concentration Camp Ravensbrück Committee calls 
the action of Virus Truth in a reaction, and adds: "Of 
course everyone has the full right to demonstrate and 
disagree with the coronation measures. But to equate 
the Virus Truth counter-movement with the brave re-
sistance and untold suffering of the Ravensbrück 
women, many of whom paid for their resistance with 
their lives, is unacceptable". 
It will not impress the narcissist Engel and his sup-
porters. Those who are angry, those who experience 
injustice-- no matter how. 
 

Wanting to be seen has two meanings in our 
time, and therein lies the problem. 
First, the social meaning: when you feel un-
heard, neglected or humiliated, you can claim 
visibility on the basis of equality. You fight for 
your convictions or claim a place for yourself as 
a full citizen in society, in the midst of other 
citizens. This was the driving force behind the 
great emancipation movements of the twenti-
eth century. 
Liberal democracy promises equality for all. 
We know that this promise is too often not 
kept, but from a historical perspective, great 
steps have been taken. As the French sociolo-
gist Nathalie Heinich said in a conversation 
with me 
As the French sociologist Nathalie Heinich said 
in a conversation with me: "Look at the posi-
tion of women just one generation ago and to-
day. When a certain value becomes more and 
more important, the discrepancy between that 
value and everyday reality becomes more and 
more apparent. People may feel that things are 
getting worse, but the opposite is true. Most 
people do not think of themselves in historical 
terms, but over the last hundred years the ideal 
of equality has made enormous progress”. 
 
True - but it is not the whole story. In recent 
decades, the emphasis has increasingly been on 
the individual experience, the outside world as 
an extension of the experiential world. 
In recent decades, the emphasis has increas-
ingly been on the individual experience, the 
outside world as an extension of the world of 
experience. That is the second meaning of 
wanting to be seen: you put yourself in the 
foreground everywhere and always. The human 
tendency to regard the world from the perspec-
tive of one's own subjectivity has been encour-
aged on all fronts over the past decades. 
The human tendency to view the world from 
the perspective of its own subjectivity has been 
encouraged on all fronts over the past decades 
- ideologically, technologically and economi-
cally. The selfie-culture, so to speak. 
This development is convincingly described in 
a recent book with the provocative title L'ère de 
l'individu tyran (The age of the tyranyl of the 
individual) by Éric Sadin, a philosopher who 
deals with the impact of new technologies on 
society. Classical liberalism promoted equality, 
but also the idea that everyone could pursue 
their own happiness. For a long time - and 
many still believe - the over-conviction pre-
vailed that what was good for the individual 
would also be good for society as a whole. Indi-
vidual interest was the common good. Encour-
aged by neo-liberalism, the emphasis shifted 
more and more to individual self-determina-
tion. In our consumer society, the ideal of end-
less self-fulfillment, the self as the absolute 
centre of the world, became a commercial cult 
with the force of a faith. Because a faith, that's 
what it was. In 2006, Time Magazine therefore 
chose You as its Person of the Year. The cover 
of the weekly magazine showed a desktop com-
puter with a screen that was also a mirror. And 
the text: "Yes, you. You rule the information 
age. Welcome to your world". 
There is no better illustration of this belief in 
endless self-determination, I think. The indi-
vidual is promised that he or she can control 
the new, digital world from behind his or her 
keyboard, the citizen controls society via laptop 
or smartphone, he or she no longer needs to 
look up to authorities and well known figures. 

He looks at the whole world through a screen. 
At the same time, that screen on the cover of 
Time was also a mirror; you look at the world, 
but you only see yourself. 
The cover of Time was not meant to be so cyni-
cal. In those years people really believed it all. 
Sadin shows how untruthful that promise was. 
Precisely because the individual was slowly but 
surely separated from the public space and pub-
lic affairs by a company of technology, com-
merce and neoliberal ideology, his real loss of 
social influence was in stark contrast to the digi-
tal omnipotence he was being talked about. 
For if anyone did not rule the information age, 
it was this 'you'. Nothing remains of the eupho-
ria of Time's cover. The great deception is that 
we are not subjects, but objects - first and fore-
most of the tech giants that use the promise of 
individual omnipotence as a smokescreen for 
control and manipulation, that see personal 
data primarily as a commodity. We have an iPh-
one, YouTube, YouPorn, it's me, you, me, you ad 
infinitum, but this cultivated self-esteem, en-
couraged from all sides, proves time and again 
to be a hopeless illusion. You' is not much at all, 
less and less real. With your likes. With your 
selfies. With your opinions. 
That's why the rhetoric of contemporary activ-
ists oscillates back and forth between expres-
sions of self-importance and wallowing in vic-
timhood ("Is help coming? We can't do this 
alone"). Feelings of powerlessness and power-
lessness appear to be two sides of the same coin. 
For decades, you have been promised that you 
can impose your will on the world and yet, time 
and again you discover that this promise is a 
complete deception. Others determine every-
thing. Behind your keyboard you are an auto-
crat, but socially your significance is negligible. 
As soon as you leave your own head, it turns out 
that you are frighteningly insignificant; you are 
a plaything, an object for guidance and manipu-
lation. The tyrannical individual from the title 
of Sadin's book turns out to be an impotent 
ruler, because no one follows his orders, moreo-
ver, because hardly anyone sees him. 
You are almighty and unheard. 
 
To me, this paradox seems a credible explana-
tion for the often so hysterical and distasteful 
relational delusion of so many contemporary re-
bels. In their activism, these two ways of want-
ing to be 'seen' are hopelessly mixed up, want-
ing to make your point in a social debate and 
the tyrannical tendencies of an ego that does not 
tolerate any contradiction. 
Because the world outside your head does not 
pay any attention to you and your concerns, 
your hardship and pain, it is easy to get the idea 
that the world is against you, wants to thwart 
you, enslave you, and even destroy you. This 
sliding scale from discomfort to paranoia can be 
seen beautifully in complete documentaries 
such as Hold-Up, a French documentary against 
the coronary regime which has been watched 
millions of times. The film begins with doubts 
about the usefulness of the face mask; it ends 
with the suggestion of a conspiracy of the pow-
erful to establish world domination. In this new 
order, there will be no place at all for ordinary 
citizens, they will not only remain unseen and 
unheard, they will also be the victims of the new 
order but are ultimately rendered obsolete and 
destructed. 

When it comes to the spread of fake news and 
conspiracy theories, the filter bubble is usually 
cited as an explanation, in which an alternative 
reality is presented which can no longer be 
contradicted. The world is complex and un-
clear, they say, and people are looking for 
something to hold on to, a clear story that ex-
plains everything. 
As far as I'm concerned, such explanations 
miss what it's really about: the unbearable dis-
crepancy between the self-determination 
which the individual is talked into, the prom-
ise that your world will open up for you (You 
rule the information society!), will adapt to 
your wishes, and, on the other hand, the hard 
reality in which your voice is barely heard 
amidst all those other voices, in which every-
one seems to be pulling the strings except you. 
The attention with which the outside world 
overwhelms you turns out, that is the great de-
ception, to be a means of controlling, nudging 
and manipulating you - and of making money 
out of you. 
In his book, Éric Sadin provides a good illus-
tration of how this emphasis on "La centralité 
of soi", puts the self at the centre, has emptied 
the public space and made the public debate 
hollow. The frenzied comparisons with the 
persecution of the Jews and resistance fighters 
are expressions of self-conceit which, apart 
from being tasteless, mainly reveal powerless-
ness; they draw attention to you, but also 
make it impossible for the outside world to 
take you seriously. No one outside your own 
group wants to be seen with you anymore, so 
your need to be 'seen' in the world is lost. 
to be seen' remains floating in a vacuum. 
Which only increases the frustration, the com-
parisons become more absurd, the conspiracy 
theories more frenzied. 
Another consequence of the disappearance of 
public debate, of being locked up in the iso-
lated self, is that everything becomes personal. 
Progressive activists like to shout that it is per-
sonal politics, but before you know it, the op-
posite is also true – that everything that is po-
litical and social is drawn into the personal. 
Then it is no longer about what is said, but 
only about who says it. Your political hero can 
tell the biggest lies, it doesn't matter; the poli-
tician you detest only arouses personal hatred. 
The articles of faith of neo-liberalism are now 
being criticised from all sides. They talk about 
excessive market thinking, growing inequality, 
the neglect of the public sector. But most crit-
ics are cannot deal with the deprived citizen, 
who lets systemic criticism pass by with a 
shrug but keeps making a fuzz about ‘Kick Out 
Zwarte Piet’ and Sigrid Kaag's husband. 
‘False consciousness’, they then cry out des-
perately. But what is forgotten is that this 
same citizen has for years been encouraged 
from all sides to exchange his citizenship for 
the dopamine shot of personal self-expansion, 
the illusion of total self-determination. Only 
when this lie is firmly scrutinised can the in-
flated rhetoric of oppression and victimhood 
make way for focused social criticism.

 


