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CHAPTER 1


Terrains of evil


There are many terrains of evil, too many. How often one has heard the refrain “never again” after yet another series of genocidal killings or other acts of extreme cruelty have come to light. Yet there are always new instances of dehumanising human cruelty involving what I will describe as the “annihilation of the human subject”, where human otherness and agency is psychologically denied and/or physically eliminated. At such times, the human subject becomes invaded by the other, subject relations are cancelled, and there is a denial or destruction of the gift of otherness with the carrying out of evil acts such as organised killings, rape, child abuse, slavery, and other violations of the subject. This notion is like that of Kathleen Taylor's term “otherization”, which “expresses the sense of creating an increasingly impassable social gulf between Us and Them”.1 However, my emphasis is more on the nature of the attacks on the human subject, driven by destructive ideas and fantasies, or what we could call an “evil imagination”, which result in, or are a consequence of, “otherization”, when humans become subject to excessively cruel external forces rather than subject of their own actions.2


I will consider what leads to the committing of evil acts, and what are the individual and social circumstances that make such acts more likely, and whether one may be able to reduce the risk of evil acts being repeated. A main theme is that evil is here to stay, it is part of our landscape, and there should be ways of minimising or resisting its impact, but that this requires that one must try to understand evil, how it affects people and how it shatters world views and trust in others. I strongly believe that if we do not understand evil and the evil imagination, we will be ill-equipped to root it out from its various sources and thus minimise its impact in the future.


Seeing the crater from the destruction of the Twin Towers, or the piles of dead children's shoes at Auschwitz, or images of ships’ holds where West Africans were piled in en route to slavery and physical and social death, or remnants of the killing fields of Cambodia, or current atrocities in the Russia–Ukraine war, the observer is made aware of the obliteration of human lives, a cold and unfeeling destructiveness. Observing the storming of the US Capitol in Washington reminds us of the ongoing risk to democracy of uncontained mob violence. With the reality of despairing victims of modern slavery, continuing genocides, persistent racism, the uncovering of ongoing child sexual abuse and sexual exploitation in its various forms, we continue to be faced by the “dark” side of human nature. One may reasonably think the modern world has failed to provide a safe haven against the worst outbreaks of human destructiveness. Compare these despairing images to the excitement of discovering ancient fossils of the footsteps of early mankind embedded in an African rock. With the latter, one can feel somehow an emotional link with our ancestors and reassured that there is another more positive side to humankind inscribed in our natures from ancient times.


The book explores with the help of a psychoanalytic perspective both a positive image of what makes for a decent society as being able to provide what I shall discuss as a “home for otherness”, where human diversity and difference are both tolerated and promoted and resistance to evil is possible, while at the same time recognising that this is impossible without facing head-on as a harsh reality that human actions are regularly destructive of the links between fellow humans. I shall be looking at the nature of this harsh reality, at various narratives of evil, and which ones may be relevant in trying to overcome contemporary societal challenges, and how past atrocities and their accompanying traumas continue to haunt present-day societies, preventing or at least constricting attempts to promote respect for otherness.


I would suggest that part of the way that one can resist evil in its many guises is to have a clear image of what a decent society consists of. One of the lessons of history is that dangerous and destructive ideologies can take over a society when that society is in crisis, or lacks just institutions, or lacks a positive counterbalancing vision. Another lesson is that destructive ideologies are often adept at distorting or denying history for their own purposes, and that a painstaking reconstruction of past evils and the working through of their continuing impact on the present usually requires considerable emotional courage and persistence, essential elements in creating a decent society.


In this introduction I shall offer a general view of the territory to be covered from a multidisciplinary viewpoint before examining issues in more detail. The latter will consist firstly of a review of the science of evil, including evidence from neuroscience and social psychology, then psychoanalytical studies of individuals and groups, and next an overview of some of the main themes of the philosophy of evil. These opening chapters, along with the addition of information from historical and social studies, will inform an understanding of evil in action through examining the nature of genocide, with a focus on the Holocaust and what I have called the “Nazi Imaginary”, the way that German society created an imaginary political community with which millions of ordinary Germans identified. I will also consider the evil practices of British-American slavery. I call the latter by this mixed title as, though slavery was not a British invention, and the West African–Atlantic trade in slaves involved several European and African nations, one can argue with good reason that it was the British who had a main role in institutionalising slavery for its vast profits and laid the basis on which the US then established its own institution of slavery.


A main reason for focusing on both these areas is their continuing relevance for understanding contemporary society and issues. The Nazi past continues to disturb, and as Mary Fulbrook writes,


…its resonance seems if anything to be growing with time…The Holocaust has become a defining feature of contemporary self-understandings and values, and the more generic notion of genocide has become a controversial catchword for mass violence in a wide range of contexts.3


While, as Paul Gilroy argues,4 the politics and social fabric of Western society, reliant as it was on slavery as a foundation of economic wealth, continues to be haunted by the inability to process the harsh reality of slavery and its continuing after-effects. Current arguments about whether to display statues of past influential figures whose wealth and standing were reliant on the proceeds of the slave trade are just the tip of this particular iceberg.


I will also discuss how Shakespeare's evil characters encapsulate how the evil imagination can develop and take over a person's inner world, revealing “a deep, poetic, psychology or metaphysics of the birth of evil”,5 and how people can become “bewitched” by evil into performing or colluding with dreadful actions.


The final chapter will summarise the main themes and will also look at those who have resisted evil and what we can learn from them if we are to have a society that can resist the forces of evil in the future.


What is evil?


The term evil has a long history, much of it connected to various religions, some aspects of which remain relevant even in a predominantly secular age. Evil in the religious tradition often involves some sort of rebellion against God or the gods and includes some kind of war against the moral order and the forces of goodness, offering instead an alternative moral universe, where sin, or indulgence or the exercise of power is given free reign. Redemptive religions such as Christianity would even seem to require the existence of evil and unrighteousness so that humanity can then be redeemed by faith.


Much theological thought has then gone into puzzling how an all-powerful God could allow the flourishing of such an alternative moral dimension, and the existence of intense human suffering and moral evils—the so-called problem of “theodicy”. Whether or not there is any answer to such a dilemma, this very issue has led to complex and deep moral thinking which remains relevant. For example, the thought of Kant, which I shall discuss later, provides some key themes relevant for understanding human evil.




Kant tried to incorporate religious thinking within the boundaries of reason. For him, the overwhelming evidence from observing human behaviour and from introspection is that all humans have an innate propensity for evil, rooted in human nature, or what he called “radical evil”, and for which the human will is responsible. However, we can overcome this propensity by taking responsibility for our choices. To become a morally good person, however, “…it is not enough to let the germ of good which lies in our species develop unhindered; there is in us an active and opposing cause of evil which is also to be combatted”.6


Kant describes how one has to constantly work against the assaults of evil and keep armed for the battle on behalf of human freedom.7 In order to fight such evils as envy, addiction to power, avarice, and their malignant associations, which arise as soon as humans come together in groups, he proposes the setting up of an “ethical community”, or a “people of God”, united in accordance with the principles of virtue. Such a community, which can only be realised for him within the framework of a Church, strives for a consensus of all human beings in order to establish an ethical whole. He opposes the notion of a people of God with those united together in a bond to propagate evil.


As Peter Dews discusses,8 Hegel points out that there is a significant dilemma with the modern notion of morality as it increasingly places the onus on the human subject to determine what is good and what is evil, but unlike the religious framework, provides no stable criterion for distinguishing between the two. As a consequence of the increasing growth of the notion of subjective freedom, the potential for devastating outbreaks of evil doing also grows. Hegel then looks at what social organisations can minimise this danger, proposing, for example, a “community of faith” which accepts all its members as equal in their infinite worth and freedom.


Without the religious framework underlying ethical thought there is a gap in our approach to understanding evil. Religion can provide a “home” for ethical thinking without which there is a risk that our moral compass becomes adrift, leaving a spiritual void. The danger then is that this void can be filled by some apparently tempting ideology, promising material or other benefits. However, organised religion can hardly be said to have prevented human atrocities; indeed, many wilfully violent and destructive acts have been undertaken in the name of religion. The notion of a violent Christian war only developed gradually and then became legitimised when Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire in the fourth century. Augustine


suggested it might be legitimate to use a sinful act, violent war, to fight sin provided the act was performed with right intent, in a good cause—defence, protection, or restitution of property or rights—and under legitimate authority. A key text was Romans 13:4: “for he beareth not the sword in vain: for he is the minister of God, a revenger to execute wrath upon him that doeth evil”.9


War increasingly became a central social institution defining cultural activity, with its own aesthetics and moral code, as can be seen during the various Crusades. It was “the central proving ground for aristocratic personal virtue and public status as well as the prime mechanism for political power and economic reward…Violence became as embedded in western Christian culture as its antithesis, monastic vocation.”10


As the Crusades and modern religiously motivated acts of violence, such as terrorist attacks, reveal, faith held under certain conditions can lead to evil, for example, when one faith is felt to be threatened by another faith, attacks on one's faith can be seen as threats to a group's identity, and holding a faith tends to promote those who will defend that faith against other faiths.11 Of course, one must not confuse religious faith with ideological fanaticism.12


It is usual to distinguish natural from moral evils—with the latter corresponding to humanly inspired evils and the former being earthquakes and other disasters which occur without direct human intervention. In the eras dominated by religious thinking natural evils would be understood as, say, punishments for man's sins. But it is not always that easy to distinguish between natural and moral evils; there is sometimes an overlap. For example, the COVID-19 pandemic could be seen as a natural disaster yet may have arisen as a result of human error or negligence. In addition, how we deal with natural evils may well have different outcomes depending on the quality of human decision making, for example, in how the COVID-19 pandemic has been handled with regard to cautionary measures and their relaxation, and how this is judged against risks to life. So even natural evils can merge with moral evils in some way. Indeed, one could say that the human world is embedded in the natural world; though the two orders are different, they touch and merge at various points.


A secular definition of evil, or what I would call the “spectrum of evil”, involves a whole range of extreme forms of intentional harm to others, with accompanying suffering and psychological damage and trauma experienced by those on the receiving end of such destructive acts—including intended malice or indifference to suffering, from the active perpetrator to the passive but complicit bystander to evil actions. The most destructive actions involve enduring and significant harm and usually involve the wilful destruction of human beings, either physically or psychologically, often with the excessive misuse of power over the receiver of such actions. I shall be arguing that there is a particularly strong thread linking many such actions, that they involve the attempt to annihilate the human subject and obliterate human agency as well as corrode intersubjective relations, subject to subject relationships. This means that evil not only destroys the subjectivity of the victims, with the attendant loss of dignity, agency, and even their life, but also provokes a transformation in the subjectivity of the perpetrator who loses, passively or actively and to a greater or lesser extent, the capacity for empathy with others; the consequence of this erosion of empathy is that otherness becomes a source of prejudice and in extreme cases social and/or physical death. Sometimes, as I shall describe, the annihilation of the subject is accompanied by or motivated by the fantasy of psychic rebirth following death, as can be seen in some serial killers, terrorists, and as part of the Nazi ideology of creating a new society cleansed of non-Aryans. In the Nazi ideology history was also erased and then reconfigured; exterminating the Jews would bring apocalyptic deliverance, eliminating any debt to the Jews as the people of the Bible and building a society that owed no historical or moral debts to the Jews, whom they saw at the same time as immensely powerful, the source of all evil, of both capitalism and Bolshevism.13


Evil concerns not merely wrongful actions, but those which are very wrong and usually elicit consequently a horrific response. In concrete terms, a person or groups of people undertaking an evil act try to limit the other as subject in extreme ways, by attempting to confine, kill, hurt, freeze, control, and violate them physically and/or emotionally, that is by all ways of eliminating or annihilating the other as subject, where the other's presence is not “welcomed”. Evil in its various forms tries to constrict the other as subject, tries to destroy intersubjectivity, or, in Martin Buber's terms,i tries to make the I/Thou relationship into a predominantly I/It relationship.14 Evil involves the breaking of ethical bonds between people, eviscerating the life of others, the complete opposite to the respect for others as imagined in Hegel's community of faith or Kant's ethical community. Evil arises, as Emmanuel Levinas describes, when the ethical imperative that binds us to the other is deliberately violated.15


As a concrete illustration of this process, a vivid if horrific example (one of many) can be viewed in Claude Lanzmann's documentary Shoah, when a survivor described how inmates at one of the extermination camps had to collect and burn dead bodies of fellow inmates. The guards would severely punish anyone who called the people being burnt victims or corpses; they were either Figuren (figures) or Schatten (shit). Even in death the dead were deprived of their subjective presence.


Michael Stone, in his book The Anatomy of Evil, a study of violent criminals, has a useful working definition of evil actions that captures the degree of harm intended by them. They must be breathtakingly horrible, involve malice aforethought or evil intention usually preceding the act, a degree of suffering in the victims which is wildly excessive, and the nature of the act will appear to be incomprehensible, or at least be beyond the imagination of ordinary people in the community.16


John Kekes defines three essential elements of evil actions—“the malevolent motivation of evildoers; the serious, excessive harm caused by their actions; and the lack of morally acceptable excuse for the actions”.17 This definition is similar to those used by Claudia Card,18 with her emphasis on evil acts as involving “inexcusable, not just culpable, harms”; and Adam Morton's emphasis on evil actions being not merely wrong but going way beyond this, into a realm which causes revulsion, death, pain, and humiliation.19




Susan Neiman describes how evil is a phenomenon that shatters trust in the world. Evil acts destroy what is vital about being human, our feeling of being at home in the world.20


Evil doers are often seen as monsters; the connection between evil and outer monstrosity appears frequently in fiction,21 such as with Frankenstein's monster, Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, and with Dorian Gray. Indeed, one significant theme of Romantic fiction was a fascination with dreams and nightmares and, through horror, with the dark side of human nature, and subsequently in early modernism with the grey zone between good and evil. This is evident in Baudelaire's poetry, such as in his book The Flowers of Evil, where in his poem Le Voyage, he promises the reader “an oasis of horror in a desert of tedium”.22


But confining evil to “outliers” misses out the significant evidence that evil is not confined to the monstrous few.


The moral philosopher Stuart Hampshire wrote that it was during his work in the Second World War as an intelligence officer studying Himmler's central command activities and then interrogating some leading Nazis in captivity that he learned,


how easy it had been to organise the vast enterprises of torture and of murder, and to enrol willing workers in this field, once all moral barriers had been removed by the authorities. Unmitigated evil and nastiness are as natural, it seemed, in educated human beings as generosity and sympathy; no more, and no less, natural, a fact that was obvious to Shakespeare but not previously evident to me.23


As a result of these experiences, Hampshire saw evil as a force or set of forces, “which are not merely contrary to all that is most praiseworthy and admirable in human life, but…actively working against all that is praiseworthy and admirable…If one is justified in speaking of a pure evil, then one is speaking of a great evil which brings with it no good thing and which destroys without benefit.”24 His work on procedural justice as a restraint against evil was a major theme of his philosophy. He proposed that one cannot fully understand the concept of justice without considering the forces of destruction obstructing the virtues of justice in private and public life. Evil in his view grows out of some basic failure to proceed with just arrangements.25


When one witnesses the remnants of overwhelming human destructiveness in the various terrains of evil, where such links are ruptured and the human world seems to have collapsed into meaninglessness, one has to face basic questions about our ability to value others. One is inevitably led up against fundamental questions about human nature, whether we are disposed to perpetrate evil acts, or do so as a result of being involved in particular situations, or both. One may wonder how much we are innately destructive, whether we are disposed by evolution to undertake excessively harmful acts and whether there is something inherently unstable about the human subject which puts us permanently at risk of being destructive. One can question how much environmental influences determine extremely destructive acts and what drives some people to participate in evil actions and others to resist them. One can ask then what makes us human, how much our “untamed” animal nature drives evil acts, or whether, as I shall maintain, the propensity for evil is a human issue, a consequence of a combination of our instinctual inheritance with the human imagination, hence the title of the book. To quote Philip Zimbardo, the originator of the Stanford Prison experiment I shall describe below,


The same human mind that creates the most beautiful works of art and extraordinary marvels of technology is equally responsible for the perversion of its own perfection. This most dynamic organ in the universe has been a seemingly endless source for creating ever more vile torture chambers and instruments of horror in earlier centuries, the “bestial machinery” unleashed on Chinese citizens by Japanese soldiers in their rape of Nanking…and the recent demonstration of “creative evil” of the destruction of the World Trade Center by weaponizing commercial airlines. We continue to ask why? Why and how is it possible for such deeds to continue to occur? How can the unimaginable become so readily imagined? And these are the same questions that have been asked by generations before ours.26


As I shall discuss later, empirical evidence from primate research, such as that undertaken by Frans De Waal, shows that our nearest animal relatives are empathic, even though they can be aggressive on occasion. Bonobos for example strive to fit in with others, obey social rules, empathise with others, and try to mend broken relationships while objecting to unfair arrangements. Chimpanzees are more aggressive and can be killers. Humans share genes with bonobos that we do not share with chimps, but we also share genes with chimps that we do not share with bonobos. So, our species shares a mosaic of characteristics with both apes; we can be both empathic like bonobos and violent like chimps, giving us a disposition to both good and evil, not one or the other. But in both sets of apes, there is a considerable amount of cooperation and empathic concern for others from early on in their lives. Indeed, “Everything science has learned in the last few decades argues against the pessimistic view that morality is a thin veneer over a nasty human nature. On the contrary, our evolutionary background lends a massive helping hand, without which we would never have gotten this far.”27 Empathic maternal care for example is the prototypical form of altruism, the basic template for morality.


Evidence from child developmental research, mainly with securely attached babies, shows that before they can speak or walk, babies can judge the goodness and badness of other people's actions, feel empathy and compassion, and have a rudimentary sense of justice; they are natural moralists.28


Simon Baron-Cohen considers that evil acts are a consequence of a malfunctioning of the “empathy circuit”, different elements of the nervous system involved with human emotion, acting together with various genetic and environmental factors.29


My reading of the scientific evidence, to which I shall return in the next chapter, is that human destructiveness is not a direct consequence of our animal nature, nor is it something we are usually born with (though there are some people genetically disposed to be callous and unemotional) but a consequence of being human, of the developed human imagination—hell is other people, to quote Sartre.30 In his play Huis Clos, three characters are placed together in a room in hell; all three have annihilated the subjectivity of the other—one by murdering a baby, another by driving someone to kill themselves, and the third by destroying his wife's freedom by cheating on her and was then executed by firing squad for desertion.


If the human imagination accounts for our destructiveness, the implication is that whatever genetic predisposition to violence we may have individually or as a species, the role of the family and the social and political environment are crucial in triggering violence in individuals and groups. In addition, there are certain individuals such as violent criminals, who use extreme and malignant aggression, and from whom we can learn about some of the individual and environmental factors that predispose us to evil acts. The neuroscience of aggression has begun to give us some clues as to what brain areas contribute to the erosion of empathy in such acts, while evidence from social psychology, which I touch upon below, has contributed significantly to understanding the social forces that can turn ordinary people into killers.


Evolution is not the cause of evil, but it has given us the tools that our human imagination can use for evil purposes. One could indeed maintain that the evil impulse to kill and torture is biologically non-adaptive.31 Our ability to resist violence is a matter of understanding what influences the human will and how human moral values can be transformed as a result of a wide variety of influences. Time and again one can see how ideologies mixed with certain social systems distort human relationships and moral thinking. As Hannah Arendt described,32 ideologies are harmless, uncritical, and arbitrary opinions as long as they are not taken seriously, but once their claim to total validity is taken literally, they become the nuclei of paranoid logical systems; their logicality is the source of their insanity, creating a contempt for truth.


The sites of extreme destruction have witnessed not only brutal killings but also a disorienting change in the moral law, not just a moral void, when basic human values appear to be transformed and then eliminated or displaced in the name of some ideology or fantasied grievance. For example, Michael Burleigh in his book Moral Combat33 shows how the Nazis and their partners in crime fundamentally altered the moral understanding of humanity, shifting the boundaries of morality so that evils acts became normalised. This was achieved not only by using the law to sanction lawlessness, but also by using a vision of apocalyptic violence as well as pseudo-religious images and rituals as the framework for a fantasied renewal or rebirth of an aggrieved nation. Instead of the Kantian ethical community uniting all humans through consensus, the Nazis propagated the concept of the Volksgemeinschaft, or “people's community” a racially unified and mystical concept uniting all Germans, but of course excluding all others, predominantly Jews.


The myth of the Volksgemeinschaft derived from Germany's euphoric sense and collective memory of unity transcending class, party, and confession, as proclaimed by the Kaiser in August 1914. With Germans traumatized by the defeat of 1918 and the Great Depression, the Nazis were able to appropriate the emotive power of the myth while transforming its essence from political, social, and religious inclusivity to racial exclusivity.34


One can see here a common theme of several evil acts—that destructiveness is wedded to some fantasy of renewal of the individual or of society, or both.


The danger is that there are and have been so many terrains of evil, and so many different versions of apocalyptic and related forms of violence, that one can become so deadened by the experience of examining these terrains that it is easier to pass them by without asking how they occurred; one then becomes yet another member of the large group of “bystanders” to human atrocity.


There are, however, some examples where people have been able to resist being caught up in the vicious cycle of violence and have provided a sanctuary for those in need, a true “home for otherness”. One famous example is the village of Le Chambon-sur-Lignon in southern France, whose strong community links and sense of human value created an environment which provided aid and shelter to persecuted Jews in the Second World War. The villagers were morally decent but also backed by a strong underlying Christian commitment to the sanctity of human life, so that giving refuge, literally opening their homes to strangers, was natural to them. “The community of Le Chambon is an extremely moving example of the extraordinary good that can occur in response to evil in one of its most threatening forms, where the moral baseline of a community is very high.”35


They could display what Jacques Derrida has called “absolute hospitality”,36 unconditional welcome to the stranger.


There is also evidence of assistance to Jews inside Nazi Germany: for example, a group of peaceable idealists, who came together in the early 1920s and who called themselves “the Bund”, subsequently gave aid and support to Jews in camps, and sheltered dissidents and Jews on the run.37


It is also important to emphasise how much resistance has taken place within targeted and oppressed populations. For example, the history of American slavery is rich with many examples of slave rebellions during their transport from West Africa, resistance from black field workers and from white Quaker and black preachers, fugitives, vigilantes, and a variety of activists. Slaves were not lacking agency, even when every attempt was made to eliminate it as much as possible by the slavery institution.38 Similarly, during the Holocaust, Jewish partisan groups and underground resistance networks launched attacks, sabotage operations, and rescue missions, while resistance groups in ghettos organised social, religious, cultural, and educational activities and armed uprisings in defiance of their Nazi oppressors. In death camps, in the most extreme circumstances, resisters gathered evidence of Nazi atrocities and even mounted armed rebellions.39


Three levels of evil


In order to put some order into a very complex field of study, one can understand the terrains of evil at three basic levels, with some overlap. There is the cosmic level, where evil is seen as a condition of the world, the situational level, where evil can be considered a result of social and historical forces, and the individual and group level, where evil is mainly a function of personal and interpersonal or group factors.


Level 1


At the cosmic level, good and evil are seen a part of the world order, where evil is then something one just must accept as part of the fabric of our universe. In this view, evil is one of the basic aspects of our world, without which we would have no need to think of what is good. Dialectic between good and evil is seen as part of the structure of the world. In some theories good comes first, and then evil is introduced, for example by the serpent in the Christian view of the Adam and Eve story; or evil is always around but was brought into life as in the Hebrew version of Adam and Eve. In both versions, the serpent is an evil tempter, pretending to be good or offering various goodies; such an image was carried over into the later Christian notion of the Devil as tempter, against which one had to be perpetually on guard—evil or its rewards must then have been seen to be particularly tempting. In the various narratives involving the Devil or the equivalent, there is usually a moment of choice between “innocence” and “corruption”, a crossroads when the person being tempted can refuse the Devil's offer or cross the line over to the “dark side”. The crossing of a line beyond which lies evil, and where ordinary morality is discarded, is often to be seen in acts of atrocity, along with the idealisation of such transgression.


These images of good and evil also indicate how fragile is our ongoing commitment to being good and how vulnerable we are to the destruction or spoiling of good experiences.


Other religious thought may reveal a constant fight or cosmic battle between good and bad as in early Babylonian creation myths. Freud's view of the struggle between the life and death drives in determining the development of the human psyche could be seen as a transformation of this ancient view of evil. For Freud, the death drive is a primal urge to annihilate life, so as to return to a state of non-being. The life drive opposes this force, but in reality, most psychic phenomena consist of various combinations of the life and death drives.40


In Greek tragedy fate or chance can determine our destiny; in that sense cruelty and destructiveness are part of the order of things, one just has to take one's chances with life, but its outcome remains ultimately uncertain. Seeing the tragedy in the context of the Ancient Greek theatrical festival can have a “cleansing” effect, the so-called catharsis.


In somewhat similar terms, Robert Solomon shows41 how Albert Camus's novel The Plague is a portrait of how we face death and the injustices of life. The true evils in life are often faceless, and they are inevitable; what the Greeks considered as our tragic fate, Camus described as the absurd. In his novel, the absurd confronts all of us, engendering a sense of solidarity. To deny these evils, or to attempt an escape from them, is what Camus (in The Myth of Sisyphus) condemns as “philosophical suicide”.42 Camus disagreed with his Marxist contemporaries, who defended Stalinist cruelties perpetrated for the so-called greater good of a future society.


As Bruno Bettelheim describes, in most fairy tales good and evil are “given body in the form of some figures and their actions, as good and evil are omnipresent in life and the propensities for both are present in every man. It is this duality which poses the moral problem, and requires the struggle to solve it.”43 He also points out that evil is not without its attractions—symbolised by mighty giants, powerful witches, and cunning figures such as the queen in Snow White. They are often in the ascendant for a while, until defeated, but only after a considerable struggle—that way the child can identify with the complexity of human actions and see that the human dark side is part of our inheritance, and that overcoming dark forces requires considerable effort and struggle.


In Shakespeare, the atmosphere of evil in, for example, Macbeth and Julius Caesar, is expressed poetically with external images of storms, the persistence of darkness, and the strange behaviour of beasts and unnatural phenomena such as the opening of graves or bleeding of statues. These external events match the inner turmoil of the protagonists as they contemplate their murderous acts.


Evil could be seen as an absence of the good, such as in Augustine's view that evil is essentially a privation of a fundamentally good reality and sin a perversion of our originally good nature with which we are endowed. This contrasts with Plato who saw evil as a matter of ignorance of the good, and hence as fundamentally irrational; evil is a failure of reason in some way. This view has some links with Hannah Arendt's notion that political evil involves the so-called “banality” of evil,44 where far from being moral monsters, evil people, or ordinary people caught up in an evil institution or society, such as the totalitarian societies of Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia, go along with the regime's murderous and destructive processes without thinking of consequences, accepting as routine, that is, ordinary and banal, what in reality are horrendous acts. This represents some kind of failure of reason, or at least of a particular kind of “relational” reason, involved with recognising human otherness. The Jungian analyst Coline Covington uses this element of Arendt's thought to look at evil in a clinical and political context; for her “The most important distinguishing feature of evil is the absence of the capacity for thought, i.e. to imagine the experience of an other who is not an object but is a sentient thinking human.”45


For Aristotle, evil is a natural phenomenon along with good; one must find some happy medium between good and evil in order to live a virtuous life. In that sense we all have a share of good and evil in various proportions. The predominantly evil person would have an excess of evil over good.


Evil as personified in the Devil has also been seen as the spirit of negation, the ultimate nihilist, his only belief in undermining human values, as Mephistopheles in Goethe's Faust. There is something similar in Shakespeare's portrayal of Iago in Othello. “Iago is a cynic and materialist who believes in nothing but will and appetite, and who regards all objective value as worthless.”46 Trying to make contracts or pacts with such figures can only lead to disaster as their whole intention is to undermine them.


Nietzsche challenges the cosmic tradition of seeing evil by maintaining that one must go “beyond” good and evil, leaving behind traditional morality which divides the world into good and bad and is linked to Judaeo-Christian thought as well as philosophy after Socrates. For him the language of good and evil constricts our natures and is a remnant of a “master/slave morality”. Master morality is aristocratic and independent, the prototype of good, while slave morality, involving compassion and love of one's neighbour, is servile and full of resentment, seeing the master morality as evil. Instead, one needs to find new “positive” values and a new language for human motivations, detached or freed from the old good/evil dialectic and the old Judaeo-Christian moral values which for him were dead, along with their God. For him, this is provided by the “will to power” as involving the power of imagination and creativity. But a world without the usual good/evil dynamic is hard to imagine, and thought such as Nietzsche's has been open to misuse partly as a consequence. For example, it was expropriated by the Nazis in their racial world view of themselves as the master race exercising their will to power, which gave them licence to denigrate basic Judaeo-Christian values of human compassion and empathy for others and replace them with a new and destructive moral, or immoral, world order.


Level 2


The situational level of evil concerns the involvement of social and historical forces in understanding destructive acts.




There are for example certain social situations where ordinary morality breaks down. Thus, in times of war, ordinary character structure takes a hit as it were, leading sometimes to soldiers losing their ordinary moral compass. As Jonathan Shay describes in his study of Vietnam veterans, “moral” injury is often as common as physical injury, leading in a number of soldiers to lifelong psychological character changes associated with the more familiar post-traumatic symptoms.47 Certain war conditions are more likely to have destructive effects on the personality, such as an excess of coercive control in authority structures leading to a soldier's loss of authority over his own mental functioning; and a sense of betrayal by the powers that be, such as being let down and blamed by those in charge, when it is clear, for example, that official policy is out of touch with the soldiers on the ground. The Vietnam experience had particular effects on the soldiers’ mental states due to the skill of the North Vietnamese in undermining American soldiers’ morale.


In Vietnam the enemy struck not only at the body but also at the most basic functions of the soldier's mind, attacking his perceptions by concealment; his cognitions by camouflage and deception; his intentions by surprise, anticipation and ambush. These mind games have been part of war since time immemorial, but never in American military experience have they been directed so skilfully and with such thoroughness at the enlisted men as in Vietnam.48


Shay likens the soldier's state of mind under these extreme conditions, with psychic attacks both from the enemy and from within the unreliable military support network, to a form of captivity and enslavement, so that the institution of war itself becomes a perpetrator. Soldiers in Vietnam frequently experienced terror and helplessness, loss of communication with those outside the combat arena; they had a conviction that others had forgotten or had betrayed them; there was often inconsistent, unpredictable, and capricious and even violent enforcement of military rules, debilitation by sleep deprivation, starvation, drugs, and alcohol; and participation in sacrifice and victimisation of others, with sometimes participation in immoral, disgusting, or illegal practices, leading to a betrayal of basic human attachments.49


The Mỹ Lai massacre, the mass murder of at least 400 unarmed South Vietnamese civilians by US troops on 16 March 1968, including men, women, children, and babies, as well as the rape and mutilation of women and some children, can be seen in the context of war's stripping of the ordinary moral sense. This does not justify atrocities committed during war, but it goes some way to making sense of the propensity to commit them under war conditions. As Margaret MacMillan describes in her book about how the conflict of war has shaped us, war inverts what we think of as the natural order and morality in society. Destruction of basic infrastructure and murder and harm to others is acceptable under war conditions, and what in peacetime is grotesque or appalling, such as the smell of death and presence of corpses is just part of the fabric of war.50 War also normalises unsociable behaviour such as constant swearing, or scrounging for supplies, which would ordinarily been seen as stealing; there can even be an exhilaration in the process of destruction, made more intense by the close comradeship of fellow soldiers, the band of brothers. Soldiers are also of course given licence to unleash primitive drives which are usually tamed or inhibited in times of peace. Jonathan Glover describes how in war the moral resources such as respect, sympathy, and the sense of a moral identity are often neutralised, but even when they still exist war often makes them ineffective.51 Joanna Bourke has even argued that military violence and war-play have unfortunately become embedded in our lives, legitimating and facilitating violence in peacetime.52 For Freud, war not only sanctions the removal of control over our drives but encourages those tendencies towards cruelty and destructiveness which the individual tries to restrain in peacetime, but barbarity remains present in the unconscious.53 The primitive and evil impulses of mankind do not vanish in an individual, but continue their existence, though in a repressed state, but can display their activity, given certain conditions and opportunities such as during wars. Civil society requires these primitive drives to be repressed or sublimated, managed in some way, in order for ordinary life to proceed peacefully. However, it is clear from what happens in war but also in peacetime how these drives can be whipped up by populist leaders and intensified to the point of violence in group situations, such as when the Washington Capitol was stormed on 6 January 2021, following Donald Trump's incendiary speech.


The psychoanalyst Franco Fornari, in his study of the psychodynamics of war, makes the point that war has a paradoxical function, not to defend against an external enemy, which seems to be its obvious cause, but to find a way of deflecting, or defending against, the presence of internal persecutors, destructive enemies within.


The fact that every man, while sleeping, may feel threatened by immanent destruction…may be considered the emotional nucleus of an innate paranoia. Accordingly, war could be seen as an attempt at therapy, carried out by a social institution which, precisely by institutionalizing war, increases to gigantic proportions what is initially an elementary defensive mechanism of the ego.54


He is not providing a justification of war but warns that we cannot afford to ignore the complexity of the inner world if we are to more effectively manage society's destructive tendencies.


There is a price to be paid for war's reversal of ordinary morality, not just post-traumatic stress, but also the after-effects of the necessary numbing of ordinary empathy for fellow human beings—lasting and sometimes overwhelming guilt, or the opposite, a failure to mourn, as was evidenced on a large scale in Germany after the Second World War.55


There is a particular risk involved in modern warfare involving killing at a distance as with the use of drones or attacks through cyberspace, or through the use of artillery, bombing, and missiles as seen in Ukraine. Emotional distancing from the military target is far easier when the enemy are not within personal reach. This distancing process to become normalised began with the mass bombing of civilians in the Second World War. “In long-range war, distance virtually excludes human responses of any strength. It is possible for someone firing a missile to imagine the impact on people on the receiving end, but nothing has the immediacy of actually seeing a man holding up his trousers.”56


Images and experiences of war have continued to have an impact on modern consciousness, affecting how we respond to the challenge of evil actions. Paul Fussell's book The Great War and Modern Memory charts with vivid literary examples, “…the way the dynamics and iconography of the Great War have proved crucial political, rhetorical, and artistic determinants on subsequent life. At the same time the war was relying on inherited myth, it was generating new myth, and that myth is part of the fibre of our own lives.”57 For example, poetry and prose at least on the British side were increasingly dominated by an acute sense of irony, beginning with the poems of Thomas Hardy's Satires of Circumstances, many of which were written before the war but published in November 2014. They often prefigured what would come to dominate the most significant poetry of the Great War. Typical was the poem “Ah, Are You Digging on My Grave?”


Aware of a scratching sound above, the voice from the grave asks repeatedly who it is who digs at her grave. Is it her lover? No, a voice answers: he was married yesterday and is busy. Is it one of her kinfolk planting memorial flowers? No, they knew that planting flowers does no good. Is it then perhaps her “enemy” (a word which public events will soon weight uniquely) “prodding shy” in an easy revenge? No, her enemy, she is told, thinks her no longer worth hating “And cares not where you lie”. Finally, “giving up”, the speaker learns the identity of the digger from the digger himself, that he is her little dog.58


This news moves her to utter a stanza rich with “pre-war” complacency about the dog's fidelity. But the dog confesses he was just burying a bone to be available if he were hungry later and had quite forgotten that this was his mistress's resting place.


Other poems point to the contrast between a bright past and a gloomy present, anticipating the golden summer of 1914 and the appalling December of that year; there was even a poem about mass graves—“In the Cemetery”, where a group of mothers quarrel over whose child lies in what grave.


While Fussell points out that every war is ironic because every war is worse than expected, the Great War was more ironic than any before or since as it reversed the very idea of progress, that things were getting better, that we were becoming an increasingly better civilisation. It was the end of “innocence”, vividly portrayed in Siegfried Sassoon's Sherston novels, charting the idyllic world of rural foxhunting, whose illusions of tranquillity were soon to be shattered by the cruel realities of the trenches, bringing bitterness in place of the idealisation of military honour.


For the British, the battle of the Somme on 1 July 1916, where many thousands of troops were mowed down as they were ordered to advance towards the German lines, marked the time when “the innocent army fully attained the knowledge of good and evil…That moment, one of the most interesting in the whole long history of human disillusion, can stand as the type of all the ironic actions of the war,”59 and became the epitome of one dominating form of modern understanding that is essentially ironic.


Other powerful themes highlighted by Fussell that have continued to shape the modern sensibility include the notion of a seemingly endless war, the sense of “the other side”, primitive binary thinking epitomised by a crude division into them and us, the sharp dividing of landscape into known and unknown with no-man's-land in between, trench warfare dividing the world of light and dark, day and night, with persistent images of the parapet, the wire, and endless mud, the sharp division between those at home who could not comprehend the war's horrors and the enclosed world of soldiers at the front, and the division between the demonic world of the front and the longing for an Arcadian innocence represented by the English countryside, an idealised home free from horror.


In addition, images of the war as theatre seemed particularly pertinent to the Great War experience. “The most obvious reason why ‘theatre’ and modern war seem so compatible is that modern wars are fought by conscripted armies, whose members know they are only temporarily playing their ill-learned parts.”60 The wearing of uniforms of course adds to the sense of make believe, while the soldiers learn to divide their psyches into actor and spectator, the one who shoots and the one who observes what is going on as if the whole thing were an illusion. This form of division of the psyche as a way of coping with unbearable experiences is not far from the descriptions made by Robert Jay Lifton in his study of Nazi doctors at Auschwitz. Lifton describes a psychology of “doubling”, with the division of the psyche into two functioning wholes, so that a part self acts as an entire self. One part acts as a caring family father, while the Auschwitz self becomes psychically numb to the reality of death and destruction all around them. Doubling is,


[T]he psychological means by which one invokes the evil potential of the self. That evil is neither inherent in the self nor foreign to it. To live out the doubling and call forth the evil is a moral choice for which one is responsible, whatever the level of consciousness involved. By means of doubling, Nazi doctors made a Faustian choice for evil.61


One can see a more benign form of doubling in medical education, as doctors must learn to put up with unseemly sights and disgusting smells, as well as deal with ongoing human suffering without making too much of a fuss, thus in part deadening the immediate response to the human presence and becoming to some extent emotionally distant, in order to provide a medical function. The danger of course, as with the Nazi doctors, is when this deadening of the human response goes way beyond what is morally acceptable.


The after-effects of the Great War on the German psyche had a significant part to play in providing the substrate for the subsequent Nazi takeover. Many young Germans like their British counterparts went to the battlefield in 1914 with the idea that war was something great and glorious. The Germans “were filled with a feeling of certain victory, in which their dreams about the future Great Germany was reflected”.62


But with defeat, “The dilemma of how to justify the sacrifices of sons, brothers and fathers after a lost war preoccupied (and divided) the German public for years to come.”63 The sense of betrayal, the so-called “stab in the back” by those in authority became a focal point for right wing anti-democratic movements.


The absence of Allied soldiers on German soil before the official end of hostilities on 11 November gave rise to powerful conspiracy theories claiming that the Central Powers had not actually been defeated from outside but had only collapsed as a result of a “stab in the back” by subversive elements or “fifth columns” on the home front.64


From this fantasy arose the notion of a day of reckoning when the enemy within, increasingly associated with Jews and Bolsheviks, would be combated ruthlessly and mercilessly.


The legacy of the First World War consisted not only in images which became central to the human imagination in the twentieth century as outlined above, but also, as Ian Kershaw states, to continuing ethnic conflict and “(1) an explosion of ethnic-racist nationalism; (2) bitter and irreconcilable demands for territorial revisionism; (3) acute class conflict—now given concrete focus through the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia; and (4) a protracted crisis of capitalism (which many observers thought was terminal).”65


In order to trigger the major crisis that brought Europe to the verge of self-destruction in the Second World War, these four components of the post First World War crisis intermeshed in various ways, affecting most European countries, but, especially in Germany, reinforced each other with explosive effect.66


German society following the First World War had to deal with a series of traumas—the humiliation of the loss, hyperinflation and economic chaos, the shock waves from the 1929 Wall Street crash and subsequent great depression, the increasing fragmentation of social relations heightened by racial conflict and increasing anti-Semitism, in the context of a lack of democratic resilience in German society. Though the Weimar Republic was founded in 1918 and existed as a democratic constitutional republic, it continued to remain unstable, though at the same time a brief source of an explosion of experimental modernist culture.


There are many factors accounting for the rise of Hitler and Nazism, but the following factors seem of particular relevance—the four critical components summarised above, the European and international setting, with the rise of nationalism, militarism, and civil unrest in much of central and Eastern Europe, the weakness of opposition to the rising dictatorships out of fear of a new world war, the fact that German unity was only relatively recent and was unstable, and the increasing power of a Nazi ideology as providing a narrative of revenge for the past supposed national humiliation together with the renewal and rebirth of German society and nationhood.


The concept of a nation is, as Eric Hobsbawm pointed out, a relatively new one.67 The equation nation = state = sovereign people only arose during the latter part of the eighteenth century and early nineteenth century with the French Revolution and the Declaration of Rights of 1795. Most states of any size were not homogenous and were (as even now) made up of a variety of ethnic and linguistic groups, sometimes all vying for dominance. Indeed, as Benedict Anderson has shown, the nation is a compound of fact and fiction. Anderson defines the nation as a cultural phenomenon, an imagined political community, imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign. A sense of a unified home nation then owes as much to imagination as to any political realities. The nation had to be invented, “imagined, modelled, adapted and transformed”.68 This makes the idea of a nation or nation state susceptible to incorporating all kinds of conscious notions and unconscious fantasies into its final but unstable version. Hobsbawm described how the rise of the Nazi state, with the resurgence of militant nationalism, arose as a way of filling “the void left by failure, impotence, and the apparent inability of other ideologies, political projects and programmes to realize men's hopes”.69


The trajectory from the rise of Hitler to the enacting of the attempt to destroy all European Jews has been well documented on many occasions, notably by Raul Hilberg.70 The point to make at this stage in my argument is that in order to understand the nature of societies organised around hateful violence and genocide, only a multidisciplinary account of their origin and ongoing workings can hope to give some clue as to how to reduce the risk of a recurrence. To do so, one needs to examine societal weaknesses and fractures that can allow extreme violence to become established and then to escalate out of democratic oversight and control, as well as wider economic and political factors that make for a society vulnerable to violence. It also means examining some of the unconscious collective fantasies that helped create the imagined community that makes up the idea of a particular nation, my particular focus.


Zygmunt Bauman considers that it was the rational world of modern civilisation that made the Holocaust, the epitome of evil, thinkable. The Holocaust, with the reality of the mass killings of millions on an industrial scale, was an event


which disclosed the weakness and fragility of human nature…when confronted with the matter-of-fact efficiency of the most cherished among the products of civilization; its technology, its rational criteria of choice, its tendency to subordinate thought and action to the pragmatics of economy and effectiveness.71


Thus, he argues that a major lesson of the Holocaust is that such destructiveness remains a permanent possibility of our modern civilisation, in view of the way that modern society tends, for example, to facilitate emotional distance between people, and to treat the human subject as a mere cog in a hierarchical structure dominated by technology. One can then see the dissociation of violence from moral oversight through the machinery of bureaucracy. Strong safeguards which recognise the susceptibility of modern society to become genocidal, particularly when a powerful monolithic ideology threatens to dominate political life, are then essential if we are to have a decent society with a reduced risk of unleashing unbridled destructiveness.


Paul Gilroy emphasises another aspect of modernity which is only now beginning to be faced, the role of slavery in forging modernity's institutions and practices. Gilroy proposes that the history of the African diaspora and a reassessment of the relationship between modernity and slavery require a complete revision of the terms in which modernity has been conceived.72


Looking at the influence of society on individuals, Ervin Staub argues that human beings come to experience the brutal killing of other humans through a series of steps.


In essence, difficult life conditions and certain cultural characteristics may generate psychological processes and motives that lead a group to turn against another group. The perpetrators change, as individuals and as a group, as they progress along a continuum of destruction that ends in genocide. The behaviour of bystanders can inhibit or facilitate this evolution.73


James Waller charts how ordinary people commit genocide and mass killings as a result of a combination of a cultural construction or world view in a society that favours the collective rather than the individual and within an authority-based society, with particular constructions of others as, for example, dehumanised or a source of badness, together with group factors that enhance cruel behaviours and attitudes.74


In my book Tolerating Strangers in Intolerant Times,75 I suggested that tolerating difference is essential to what I have called “subject tolerance”, where one respects the other and others as subjects of their experience, with agency and capacity for independent judgment. This contrasts with “object tolerance”, when the other and others are seen as mere objects to be treated as subject to those in power. Those that are merely tolerated as objects may be confined in a ghetto or walled off from society in less visible ways, but their object status remains—sometimes this is the prelude to physical violence towards those perceived in this way.




I argued that the fear of a loss of home, or more fundamentally a fear of the loss of a psychic structure which provides a central core of our identity—what I have called a psychic home—accounts for a considerable amount of prejudiced and intolerant attitudes to strangers; that basic fears about being displaced by strangers from our precious and precarious sense of a psychic home can tear communities apart, as well as lead to discrimination against those who appear to be different.76 Demagogues can appeal to those who feel their psychic home is threatened by offering them a seductive haven for their prejudices, a perverse psychic home.


While on the positive side we all need to identify with various kinds of personal and professional groupings, indeed I would add that a psychic home consists of a number of these long-lasting different group identifications, loosely held together, irrational fears about the loss of coherence can lead to fearful and prejudiced reactions. Group dynamics in short-lasting groups of people coming together for an activity or in a mass rally can be dominated by powerful and destructive forces leading to evil acts, as I shall sketch below and describe in detail in Chapter 3.


I have also suggested that a decent society would be able to provide a home for otherness, where elemental fears about loss of identity can be managed effectively.77 But for fears and conflicts to be managed in order to provide such a welcoming notion of home, I suggested that two basic limiting principles needed to be in place.78 The first limiting principle is the harm principle, adapted from J. S. Mill, my version of which states that one needs to tolerate people's practices, beliefs, or values provided they do not significantly harm the current society and offend the basic rights of its citizens. The second principle limiting prejudice is the respect principle, that is, any action towards others starts with the assumption of the right for people to receive mutual respect for different ways of life, based upon a reasoned and empathic or at least sympathetic judgment of the other's behaviour, ideas, and values. Both principles are needed together in order to provide a framework for subject tolerance; the harm principle on its own could justify intolerance, for example, if some ideologue promoted the idea that one group is harmful to the nation and therefore should be persecuted. The respect principle is a counterbalance to such a possibility, as persecuting groups would involve a failure to respect them.




As a simple illustration of the two principles at work, it would be incorrect to tolerate someone who showed no mercy, who considered beheading hostages and displaying their images in the internet as acceptable, as it would be inconsistent with both the harm and respect principles. Such active intolerance in these and similar circumstances could be accorded the label “evil”, as it goes way beyond what is generally accepted as human. A society where these two principles are weak may well be at an increased risk of significantly destructive acts towards its citizens, as in totalitarian societies. Evil doers cut through the delivery of these two principles and undermine the just human arrangements that make civil society work effectively.


Level 3


The individual and group psychology level of evil is influenced by the previous two levels, particularly by societal factors in a particular historical context.


Much has been researched and written concerning how ordinary men and women have become entangled in acts of extreme violence such as during the Holocaust, how a variety of factors can lead step by step to the transformation of a “normal” or “ordinary” person with no obvious psychopathology or history of past violent acts into a seasoned killer. While studies such as Christopher Browning's Ordinary Men79 are brilliant when it comes to a detailed examination of the evidence that reveals the individual steps that lead to evil acts, there is a gap in a deep psychological understanding of how this could happen. Browning, like many other historians and commentators, cites the classic studies by Stanley Milgram on the role of obedience to authority shaping an individual's propensity for perpetrating harmful actions, and the Philip Zimbardo Stanford Prison experiment with groups of people randomly divided into guards and prisoners, in shaping perpetrator behaviour at the group level; but these studies, though alarming in their revelation of the ease with which ordinary people can become taken over by violence, do not provide much detailed understanding of underlying personal motives, or the complexities of group dynamics driving evil acts, which I shall discuss in Chapter 3.




The Milgram experiments were carried out soon after the trial of Adolf Eichmann in Israel and were designed to see how far ordinary people were just “following orders” when told to perpetrate genocidal acts, as so many Nazis had maintained at previous criminal trials, that is, how far an individual could resist non-coercive authority. The context was also fear about the Cold War situation, the anxiety about mind control and brainwashing common at the time.


An experimenter in a white coat would instruct an ordinary person to deliver increasingly strong painful electric shocks to another person in a separate room as a response to the incorrect answering of various questions. The apparent victim was actually an actor pretending to be suffering from the effects of the shocks. Despite showing signs of increasing distress and even suffering apparently fatal shocks on occasions, the majority of people continued to give shocks, despite themselves showing increasing distress over their actions, encouraged to do so in the name of science by the “experimenter” in charge of the proceedings; the latter's presence, assuring them that their actions were justified and were their duty, seemed to be a crucial factor. Only a minority refused to comply with the orders to give shocks, except when another apparent fellow participant was present; that seemed to greatly reduce the will to conform. The participants would also be less likely to produce increasing shocks in the absence of an authoritative experimenter, or if someone in the room other than the experimenter or participant contradicted the experimenter's authority—giving one a certain amount of hope that human beings are not destined to obey authority automatically. However, from work on the social psychology of prejudice and bystander psychology, which I shall cover in the next chapter, free thinking is less likely when there is a strong group ethos of conformity.


There have been various attempts to explain the disturbing results of these experiments, and their validity remains questionable, given the artificial nature of their setting. But they do reveal the human subjects’ basic vulnerability to accepting hierarchical structures and a predisposition to conform when in a state of uncertainty and when being persuaded by an authority figure that they are making the correct decision. They also show how vulnerable people are to losing their sense of autonomy and the responsibility for their actions when there is a single-minded, unequivocal and manipulative source of authority influencing them, an unfortunate frequent accompaniment of those who rationalise their own participation in atrocities. One can also see such malignant influences present to a greater or lesser extent in institutions such as the army and prison and more obviously in totalitarian societies where there are no balancing forms of authority.


Milgram described how normal people can under certain circumstances enter an “agentic” state in which they become the instrument of another's will. In psychoanalytic terms this is basically a dependent transference towards a strong parental figure in the person of the experimenter, where the participant's adult ego capacity became weakened by the intense and unusual context of the experiment. The latter may have produced a feeling of near infantile helplessness in the participants, who were then susceptible to the suggestions of the parent-like experimenter. This reveals how vulnerable we are to the influence of authority figures if they appeal to basic infantile desires. A strong transference can at times lead to quite delusional feelings and a reduction of reality sense, akin to the power of hypnotic suggestion, making a person susceptible to undue influence.


While the participants in the Milgram experiments seemed not to be motivated by sadism when giving shocks, so much as obeying authority, the social psychological experiment undertaken by Zimbardo and associates, the Stanford Prison experiment in the early 1970s, examining the influence of external behaviours and roles on human interactions, revealed how sadism can be easily released in certain group situations. Twenty-one male undergraduates were paid 15 dollars a day for the experiment, where they were randomly assigned to one of two groups—prisoners and guards for a two-week study of prison life; the aim being to examine what made prisoners and often prison guards so disposed towards violence. The students were screened beforehand to be checked as mentally stable and with no obvious potential for violence.


In order to prime the participants, the student prisoners were arrested in their homes by real officers from the local police department and were then subjected to the usual stripping of personal belongings, etc. that prisoners have to undergo on their entry into prison. Student guards were given uniforms and dark glasses as well as clubs as potential weapons. The students were left to define the rules of engagement between prisoners and guards. Very soon several of the “prisoners” and “guards” began to act out like their counterparts in the real world, with the student guards becoming increasingly sadistic in their treatment of the student prisoners, and student prisoners becoming increasingly resigned, submissive, and depressed. When a third of the guards became brutally sadistic, the experiment had to be stopped after only six days. A few guards tried to help the prisoners and some guards were in the middle, doing nothing excessively good or bad.
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