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Defamation is the destruction or attempted 
destruction of the reputation, status, charac-
ter, or standing in the community of a person 

or group of persons by unfair, wrongful, or malicious 
speech or publication. For the purposes of this essay, the 
central element is defamation in retaliation for the real 
or imagined attitudes, opinions, or beliefs of the victim, 
with the intention of silencing or neutralizing his or her 
influence, and/or making an example of them so as to 
discourage similar independence and “insensitivity” or 
non-observance of taboos. It is different in nature and 
degree from simple criticism or disagreement in that it 
is aggressive, organized, and skillfully applied, often 
by an organization or representative of a special inter-
est group, and in that it consists of several characteristic 
elements.

Ritual Defamation is not ritualistic because it fol-
lows any prescribed religious or mystical doctrine, nor 
is it embraced in any particular document or scripture. 
Rather, it is ritualistic because it follows a predictable, 
stereotyped pattern which embraces a number of ele-
ments, as in a ritual.

The elements of Ritual Defamation are these:
• In a ritual defamation the victim must have violated 

a particular taboo in some way, usually by expressing or 
identifying with a forbidden attitude, opinion, or belief. 
It is not necessary that he “do” anything about it or 
undertake any particular course of action, only that he 
engage in some form of communication or expression.

• The method of attack in a ritual defamation is 
to assail the character of the victim, and never to offer 
more than a perfunctory challenge to the particular atti-
tudes, opinions, or beliefs expressed or implied. Charac-
ter assassination is its primary tool.

• An important rule in ritual defamation is to avoid 
engaging in any kind of debate over the truthfulness or 
reasonableness of what has been expressed, only con-
demn it. To debate opens the issue up for examination 
and discussion of its merits, and consideration of the 
evidence that may support it, which is just what the 
ritual defamer is trying to avoid. The primary goal of a 
ritual defamation is censorship and repression.

• The victim is often somebody in the public 
eye—someone who is vulnerable to public opinion—
although perhaps in a very modest way. It could be a 
schoolteacher, writer, businessman, minor official, 
or merely an outspoken citizen. Visibility enhances 
vulnerability to ritual defamation.

• An attempt, often successful, is made to involve 
others in the defamation. In the case of a public official, 
other public officials will be urged to denounce the 
offender. In the case of a student, other students will be 
called upon, and so on.

• In order for a ritual defamation to be effective, 
the victim must be dehumanized to the extent that he 
becomes identical with the offending attitude, opinion, 
or belief, and in a manner which distorts it to the point 
where it appears at its most extreme. For example, 
a victim who is defamed as a “subversive” will be 
identified with the worst images of subversion, such 
as espionage, terrorism, or treason. A victim defamed 
as a “pervert” will be identified with the worst images 
of perversion, including child molestation and rape. 
A victim defamed as a “racist” or “anti-Semite” will 
be identified with the worst images of racism or anti-
Semitism, such as lynchings or gas chambers.

• Also to be successful, a ritual defamation must 
bring pressure and humiliation on the victim from every 
quarter, including family and friends. If the victim has 
school-aged children, he may be taunted and ridiculed 
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as a consequence of adverse publicity. If employed, the 
victim may be fired from his job. If the victim belongs 
to clubs or associations, other members may be urged to 
expel him.

• Any explanation the victim may offer, including 
the claim of being misunderstood, is considered irrel-
evant. To claim truth as a defense for a politically incor-
rect value, opinion, or belief is interpreted as defiance 
and only compounds the problem. Ritual defamation is 
often not necessarily an issue of being wrong or incor-
rect, but rather of “insensitivity” and failing to observe 
social taboos.

An interesting aspect of ritual defamation as a 
practice is its universality. It is not specific to any value, 
opinion, or belief or to any group or subculture. It may 
be used for or against any political, ethnic, national, or 
religious group. It may, for example, be used by anti-
Semites against Jews or Jews against anti-Semites, by 
rightists against leftists or leftists against rightists, and 
so on.

The power of ritual defamation lies entirely in its 
capacity to intimidate and terrorize. It embraces some 

elements of primitive superstitious belief, as in a “curse” 
or “hex.” It plays into the subconscious fear most people 
have of being abandoned or rejected by the tribe or by 
society and being cut off from social and psychological 
support systems.

The weakness of ritual defamation lies in its ten-
dency toward overkill and in its obvious maliciousness. 
Occasionally a ritual defamation will fail because of 
poor planning and failure to correctly judge the vulner-
ability of the victim or because its viciousness inadver-
tently generates sympathy.

It is important to recognize and identify the pat-
terns of a ritual defamation. Like all propaganda and 
disinformation campaigns, it is accomplished primarily 
through the manipulation of words and symbols.  

It is not used to persuade, but to punish. Although 
it may have cognitive elements, its thrust is primarily 
emotional. Ritual defamation is used to hurt, to intimi-
date, to destroy, and to persecute, and to avoid the dia-
logue, debate, and discussion upon which a free society 
depends. On those grounds it must be opposed no matter 
who tries to justify its use.  ■

SPLC: MORRIS DEES’ AWARD-WINNING CASH MACHINE

On July 2, 1998, the Direct Marketing Association (DMA) announced that they were inducting 
Morris Dees into their Hall of Fame. Over the years, Dees’ Southern Poverty Law Center 

(SPLC) has raised hundreds of millions of dollars. The group’s latest published Annual Report 
(for 2016) confirms that Dees well deserved the DMA’s recognition. The SPLC disclosed that they 
brought in $50,688,012 and accumulated a massive Endowment Fund of $319,283,961. Over $20 
million of their budget goes for salaries and employee benefits (as shown in SPLC’s IRS form 990 
for 2015). President and CEO Richard Cohen received a base pay of $355,140, plus $47,650 in 
“other compensation,” while co-founder and Chief Trial Counsel, 82-year-old Morris Dees, received 
$359,592 in reportable compensation and $46,679 in “other compensation.”

A close examination of the SPLC’s financial records reveals that as of 2016, the organization had 
over $69 million of its Endowment Fund parked in the Cayman Islands, British Virgin Islands, and 
Bermuda. This prompted Amy Sterling Casil, CEO of Pacific Human Capital, a nonprofit consulting 
firm, to exclaim that, “It is unethical for any U.S.-based nonprofit to put money in overseas, 
unregulated bank accounts.” [Washington Free Beacon, August 2017, www.freebeacon.com/issues/
southern-poverty-law-center-transfers-millions-in-cash-to-offshore-entities/]

When SPLC president Richard Cohen appeared before the U.S. House Committee on Homeland 
Security on November 30, 2017, he said, “the White Supremacist Movement…has been energized 
by President Trump.” Cohen was challenged by Committee members about the SPLC’s finances and 
methods. Rep. Clay Higgins (R-LA) asked Cohen, “Since the SPLC is not subject to taxation, why 
would there be a need for the SPLC to have offshore accounts reported up to $69 million in areas like 
the Cayman Islands…. What would be the legitimate reason that the SPLC would have millions and 
millions of dollars in offshore accounts?” Replied Cohen, “I think there’s been some confusion in the 
press about this…. It avoids a lot of certain kinds of filings and it avoids unrelated business income 
tax.”  ■

—Wayne Lutton


