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Ah s l ral'l 

Thi s pape r present s a su ial psy hoJu ~i ca l pt.." r s pe tiV l' ,rn 

existential ev i L. The a uth0r has b e n engaged for a decade in 

conducting mpirica J studies on anti-so !al behavior (viol ence , 

vandalism, d humani za tion), mu h of it und e r ONH contrac t. It 

is concluded that evil deeds arc b tt , r und e r s tnod--and ·ontro ll cti-­

by analysi s a nd manipulation n f s itua tional and Lran s pc r sonal 

variables Lhan by di s positional aspec t s of individual s or g roups . 

Studies by Milgram and by Zimbardo and his co l l eagu •s r •vea l how 

readily good peopl e may be mad e to ac t in vi l ways, and furth e r, 

how facile people are in c r ea ting justifications for an y ac t o f 

evll. 

• i,i 



It ts the hullll?n capac ity for _ju s ti<.: • that makes the rul of l aw 

posl'l ible. 

But l t i s the human capa it :, fo r c•v i I t hat ma ke s law nec es sar . 

A basi c theme i n We s tern thought i s tha t man--once great, once 

. J -

the most noble paragon of all c r eatures--has suffered a great fall from 

his stat e of pe rfec tion. 

You will r emember the tota I condemna tion of the human race that 

the king of tl1 Brobdingnags 1 v~l s agaln ~t Gullive r during hl s travels: 

"(The historical account of humans i s aJ heap of conspirac ies, 

rebellions, murders , massac res, r t' volutions, banishment s , the ve ry 

worst e ffects that avarice, fa c tion, hypocrisy, perfidiousnes s , 

cruelty, rage, madness, hat1 ed, envy, lust, malice, and ambition 

could produce . 

... I cannot but conc lude the bulk of your natives to be the most 

perni c ious race of little odious ve rmin that nature ever suffered 

to crawl upon the s urface of the earth." 

(Jonathan Swift, Gullive r' s Trave ls, 1726, Pt. 2, Ch. 6) 

Accepting thi s human propensity for ev i. l, i t has r emained for 

theologians, pl,Llosophers, social ~c ientists and legislators to debate 

the origins of that evil. Are we, as Rousseau envi s ioned, noble, primi­

tive s avages born in God-like innocence only to be corrupted by contact 

with soc iety? Standing in stark opposition to this general view of 

human beings as the innocent victims of a11 all-powerful, malignant 

soceity is the view that people a re bc1sic a1ly evil. According to this 

view, people are driven by desires, appetit es , and impulses unless they 
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are transformed into rational, rea sonable, compassionate human beings 

b education, ot controlled by the firm authority of t h home, church 

or s tat e i~stitutlons. 

When! do ou stand in this argument? Are we born good and corrupt ed 

by an vil soc i e ty, or born evil anJ redeemed by a good soci e ty? J\nd 

do you be lieve that evil deeds flow from the evil motives of peopl. • 

who are basically "evil" (like them), while goodness is a quality that 

inheres in certain othe r people (perhaps like you)? Before casting your 

ballot, consider an alternative perspective. Maybe each of us has the 

capacity to be a saint or a sinner, altruistic or se lfish, gentle or 

cruel, dominant or submissive, sane or mad, prisoner or guard. Maybe 

it is the social circumstances we experience and how we learn to cope 

with them that determine which pot ential we develop. ln fact, maybe 

the potential for perversion is inherent in the very procesEes that make 

us able to do all the superbly wonde rful things we can do. 

From untold millions of years of evolution and adaptation, we have 

become the rulers of this planet, controlling the other animals and the 

physical matter of the earth for our survival, comfort, and happiness. 

This reign is currently being extended to life beneath the oceans as 

well as to outer space. We have reached this position because of our 

capacity for learning new relationships, for remembering old ones, 

for reasoning, inventing, and plann .ing act ion stra tegies. We have 

deve loped language to manipulate symbol s and transmit our thoughts and 

information to others. 

But each of these unique attributes can also become cancerous. 

The seeds of our perversion are nourished in the soil of the human 

potential for perfectibility. 
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For example, our remarkable memory enables us to profit from mis­

takes, establish continulttes within our lives, and master complex 

feats of learning. But this same gift of memory can convert our minds 

into storehouses filled with traumati c events, fears, anxieties, unre­

so lved cunflicts, and pet t y grudges. 

Our capacity for love allows us to experience the most tender and 

subtle of emotions, to feel special and needed, to nurture the growth 

of your beloved and to sacrifice for his or her well-being. But love 

can also lead to jealousy, possessiveness, domination, obsession, and 

its loss to depression, revenge, and suicide. 

Because we have developed a unique temporal perspective, we can 

plan for our future, "save for a rainy day," delay gratification, and 

profit from history. But because of this very sense of time, our present 

behavior often loses its spontaneity. We fail to take full meas~re of 

the love others offer or the joys of nature as we plod through each 

day's obli ations, promises, and commitments (our past contracts), 

while fulfilling responsibilities, avoiding liabilities, and anticipat­

ing the worst (our future concerns). 

Without the human con eption of an expan~ed time sense there could 

be no hope--but there would also be no guilt. 

A fuller catalogue of human attributes which share this duality, 

the potential for both good or evil is included in the appendix. 

Empirical Research on Evil 

For the past ten yea rs I have been engaged in research at New York 
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University and now at Stanford University (funded by the Office of 

Naval Research) ~tudying violence, vandalism and other forms of anti-social 

behavior. Hy colleagues and I have not only tried to systematically 

obHerve these forms of evil as they exist in everyday life, but in 

addition, we have a ttempted to manipulate evil--creating it as well as 

preventing it under carefully controlled laboratory conditions. 

The general conclusion which emerges from this body of research 

runs contrary to prevailing stereotypes wh t ch locate the source of evil 

~.!! people. Rather, these illvestigations i,.11ve led me to accept the wis­

dom of Nathaniel Hawthorne's assertion that, "There is no such thing 

in man's nature as a set t led and free resolve either for good or evil, 

except at the very moment of execution." (Twice Told Tales, 1837) 

In add it ion, l will a rgue in favor of a concept ion of evil as a 

behavioral act that is best understood in terms of the prevailing social 

conditions that elicit it and the situational forces that instigate 

and encourage it. 

Before I describe some of the evidence which supports this view-­

and in the process, describe how easy it is to make good people engage 

in evil acts--it is ~ecessary first to consider why we all prefer to find 

people who are personally responsible for the evil we see all around us 

rather than situations that are causally responsible for it. 

We have been programmed by our socialization process and basic 

institutions to accept doctrines of individual_ guil , sin, culpabi 1 fty, 

and failure, as well as to accept the cult of the ego, the strength of 

character and the stability of personality. 

This egocentric orientation assumes that there is in each of us a 

stable core of values, beliefs, attitudes and a constellation of personality 
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traits which guide and rationally direct our behavior. Defects in 

bel1avior are therefore traceabl e to de fects within the per son. Defe ts 

within the pe rson who breaks "l aws , or violat es the rul s a r then 1.·vi­

dence of a psychopathic ,,r so iopa thi • pe rs nality , de vl an , o r hara tcr 

disorde r. Or at a s impler l •vel, such peopll' ar • the s inn t' r s , Llw 

c rimina ls, the bad guys . 

Dis ositional versus Situational Attribution 

Who is to blame? Who i.s r esponsib l e? Who rr,ust pay for the damag s? 

Who must be punished? 

Phrasing the question i11 this way as who?, and not as what i s to 

• 
blame? What is responsible? How can we change the undesirable behavior 

knowing what a re its causes? is very cumfort i ng to many people . 

The two approaches lam contrasting are the dis ositional and the 

situational. The analysis of social problems--crime, violence, riots, 

rebellion, wars, vandalism, pove rty, s xual ahandon--according to those 

who espouse a dispositional or ientaU on always loca t es "the problem" 

inside the pe rson. Evil is in th• soul, spirit, hea rt, head, gut s of 

tte evil doer. 

J think the r e are three primary reasons why such a view is so 

readily accepted and so resistant to challenge: 

first: It assumes that the evil doer is different from the rest 

of us ln fundamental ways, since he or she did the evil deed 

and we have not. Therefore , we need not id ntify with hi m or 

her, feel empathy towards, nor share the guilt of such a p rson. 

lt also allows us lo fee.I s u1,c rior by virtue of this diff e rence 

between "us" (as the good) ;ind "them" (as t he bad). We thus 
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distance ourselves aud make the evil act and its perpetrator 

alien to us. 

Second: We need not feel responsible for having created or perpet­

uated social, economic, political or psychological conditions 

which may have caused the evil behavior, since hy assumi.!!_S an 

internal origin of the act, external cau~ation is irrelevant 

or merely an extenuating circumstance. Our analysis is thus 

simplified as well as our guilt assuaged. 

Third: By holding this "evil seed" theory of behavior, or by 

believing that some p ople who comit deeds we label as "evil" 

are "incc-rri gible," then it follows that their behavior cannot 

be modif ied, and so we Jon't have to really try to save them, 

or change them or change the conditions surrounding the evil 

act. The solution is again simple, instead of recognizing the 

particular, complex circumstances associated with the act and 

then determining an individualized treatment, or the need to 

make basic changes in the quality of life, we take note of the 

evil in the evildoer and prescribe institutional ISOLATION, 

SECl<EGATION, PUNISHMENT, OR EXTERMINATION for him or her or 

them. 

Paradoxically it is by personalizing evil that we are able to deal with 

it in an impersonal manner. 

If there is one message of contemporary social psychology that I 

wish to share with you, it is that we all ~verestimate the extent to 

which behavior--be it evil, good or neuter--is dispositionally controlled, 

while at the same time we systematically underestimate the degree to 

which it is situationally controlled. We walk around with th~ soothing 



illusion of ersonal lnvulne r _abHit ,of our inner strength to resist 

temptation and evil. fortified hy our strong moral fiber. We are con­

vinced that good p•opl , triumph in evil situations, thus evil must not 

be in thL• power of cc rta in s ituations to corrupt and pervert any of us, 

but in cvi I p •opl c . It is pr· i se ly this attributi o 11al e rror whi h mak es 

us m t vulne n 1h l e t cv i I influences . 

Seven Un > lcasan t _' l'l!_u..!_•li'•.!.:'-

And now for scv1.~n se I •r tcd Ji s ·om fort ing t hought s . 

l. is nut possible tu pr di · t with any certainty how a given pe r son 

will bc ha e in a parti ular s ituation sol e ly from knowledge of 

hi s/ h r pe r sona lit y , I ,, ,w ·v er it i s assessed. 

•1 'u on • ca n r e l i.tb] pn•dict violence from so - ca ll ed measure :-; ll f 

) ' 

i1 I , 111 ·1·-p 1·n 111 •n, · .. • i1 1 indi v idu;tl cases . 

,:.,•.1 1•,1 1 ,,11 ,,. ,v " ' " , •· I h;1v, · r·r,111mi1t t•d .1n evil de·tl , yo u can ' L be 

. .i 11, :, 111 ·-i i i ,,, , ,!,1 ~" in 1l tL ' 111t11 n · i f you an: put into parti cuL, r 

I I i i· Ii c '-' th :ll ,, , l1 ;1ve 1·u111mitt, ·d •vil in tlw pa s t and th ;1t 0 11 

, J t L' ·11rrv11L l y dol i ng so , ;1ltliuugh yo u do no t d ·f i n • tilt' <1c l s in quL•s ti on 

Lv il i :-; ty p i r.-1lly in th 

c f t li do -·r. 

y o f the obse r ve r, i L i s 1wv •r ln th e mind 

1J . Unde r th ' appropriate c ircumstances, any one o f yo u coul d b my 

po tent i;iJ assassi n, or ·in turn, my victim. 

7. Th · s u. ing for evil is rarely dramatic, evil operates most o ften 

~h en it i s trivial and banal, routinized and sanf or j zed. 

Le t us now ex mine the bM, js for such apparentlv cynica l views. 
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The Banality of Evil 

Last year more San Franciscans killed each other than ever before. 

Troubled by this record-breaking evil, the San Francisco Police Department 

set about to analyze the motives for these 131 homicides. The principal 

motive was-··"a trivial argument" (the 2nd most frequent motive being sex). 

Representative of th ese trivial triggering incidents were: stepping on a 

man's foot at a party, missing a billiard shot, taking someone's seat and 

having mus ( ard instead of the requested catsup put on a steak! But someone 

died because of such "evil" motivations--that someone was usually a white 

male shot to death by a friend or relative. 

In a quite different context, Hannah Arendt concluded from her observa­

tions of the war crimes' trial of Adolph Eichmann that despite the enormity 

of the holocaust in the Nazi concentration camps, the operation of evil 

itself was in its day-to-day manifestation rather banal. Petty bureaucrats 

following orders, signing death certificates , mee ting quotas, trying to 

please superiors, not wanting to offend, and above all, concerned about doing 

their duty and being obedient. 

Could you send a Jew to a gas chamber? Could you electrocute a perfect 

stranger because someone asked you to? Is it not comforting to think of the 

horrors of Nazi Germany as the evil of another time, a different place, and 

a peculiar Germanic character that thrives on authoritarian obedience? It 

could never happen here, not now, by Americans, and certainly not by you! 

SaJ to say there is compelling evidence that it could--and that~ would. 

Blind Obedience to Authority 

A colleague of mine, Stanley Hilgram, contrived a situation ln which 

subjects believed they Wt: re shocking a stranger as part of a study of tlH: 
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effects of punishment on learning. Whenever the learner made an error, the 

teacher-subject was instructed to press a lever that would deliver an electric 

shock to the middle aged learner. The subjects were Yale students as well 

as businessmen and ordinary citizens from Bridgeport, Connecticut. The 

special feature of this study was that the level of punishment escalated 

by 15 volts for each successive error. The shock gene rator ha<l 30 levers 

from 15 volts all the way up to 450 volts where it was marked "Danger. Severe 

shock." The protests of the victim, heard over an intercom, rose with the 

shock level being administered. At 75 volts he began to moan and grunt; at 

150 volts he demanded to be released from the experiment; at 180 volts he 

cried out that he could not stand the pain any longer. At 300 volts he 

insisted that he would no longer take part in the experiment and must be freed. 

He yelled out about his heart condition, screamed, and then failed to respond 

at all over the last series of trials. 

If the subject hesitated or protested against delivering the next shock, 

the experimenter told him, "Teacher, you have no r; ther choice; you must go on!" 

"Your job is to punish the learner's mistakes." The experimenter insisted 

that absence of a response must also be punished, because the rule stated that 

this was to be considered an error. 

As you might imagine, the situation was not an enjoyable one for the 

subjects. In fact, it produced considerable anguish in many. To shock an 

innocent stranger at such hjgh voltage levels obviously was an act of extreme 

violence against another human being. Most subjects complained and protest ed. 

As they became alarmed that they might even kill the learner if one of their 

shocks caused him t o have ,J l1eart attack, tliey insh;Le<l they could not go un 

with their job. That LhL' experimental silu;1tinn producc·d l't111sidt•r;1bll· c1111fl i L· L 

is readily apparent from a sample of the tr .:.111scri'.)t givc11 hL·rl!: 
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"180 volts delivered: 'He can't stand it! I'm not going to 

kill that man in there! You hear him hollering? He's hollering. 

He can't stand it. What if something happens to him? . .. I mean 

who is going to take the responsibility if anything happens to 

that gentleman?' (The experimenter accepts responsibility.) 

'All right.' 

"195 volts delivered: 'You see he's hollering. Hear that. Gee, I 

don't know.' (The experimenter says: 'The experiment requires that 

you go on. ')--' l know it does, sir, but l mean--huh--he don't know 

what he's in for. He's up to 195 volts.' 

"240 volts delivered: 'Aw, no. You mean I've got to keep going 

up with that scale? No sir, I'm not going to kill that man! I'm 

not going to give him 450 volts!"' (1965, p. 67). 

The majority of the subjects, like thls one, dissented but they did not 

disobey. Nearly two thirds of the subjects (62 percent) kept pressing the 

levers all the ~ay to the very last switch that delivered 450 volts, the 

maximum punishment poss ib lc ! Wh en the study was repeated using high school 

students tested with an authority figure who had considerable prestige 

telling them they must continue--a remarkable 85% went all the way. 

Personality tests did not reveal any differences between those people who 

refused to comply and the majority who showed total, blind obedience to 

authority. You will recall that there was a similar failure to find any 

individual differences between American POWs in the Korean War who collaborated 

with their Chinese captors and those who resisted. 

In these studies those situational forces are identified as: the presence 

of a "legj timate" authority who assumes responsibi l ity for the consequences 
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of one's actions; a victim who is physically remote; acceptance of a 

subordinate role with functions governed by rules; and finally allowing 

oneself to become part of a social system where public etiquette and 

protocol are more important to maintain than one's personal v· lues attd 

privat~ beliefs. 

An experiment such as this one is valuable not only because it provides 

answers, but also because it raises new questions and compels us to rethink 

some of our assumptions about human nature. It shatters the myth that evil 

is alien to Everyman and Everywoman and lurks only in particular other 

people who are different from us. It is a convincing demonstration that 

the "Eichmann phenomenon" could be reproduced in the majority of ordinary 

American citizens under specifiable social conditions. 

We dcn't like to believe such truths; we defend against them by saying 

it was "just an experiment," it's not "real life." But C. P. Snow reminds us: 

"When you think of the long and gloomy history of man, you 

will find more hideous crimes have been couanit~ in the 

name of obedience than have been commltted in the name of 

rebellion." 

Obedience in Real World Settings 

No one was really hurt in Hilgram's experiment because the victim was 

actually a confederate, but consider the following real life analogue in 

an interview I had with a veteran from Viet Nam, who was a medical corpsman: 

Vet eran: My last two weeks there in the jungle we're on a routine patrol 

and this little girl about three years old starts running toward us. She 

1.·,1s about forty or sixty feet away from us at the time, we noticed something 

bn uncing on her back as she ran, and our officer said "shoot." We shot her 



down. At ti e sam • t I me w shot he r down she exploded. She blew into small 

bits. The V.C. a tt ac- hed a savoy mine to her hack and it was wired to t? Xplodc 

by the time sh reached us. lt was eJther her or us. We didn't know for 

s ure the mine was th e re hut we couldn't take the chan e. 

Zimb a rd o : Wh en th offi c 0 r said "shoo t," how many people shot? 

Vet r a11: W a l l shot at her. The re was about thirty of us in this particular 

platoon. 

Zimb ardu : Rut d"id 1011 have t o do it ? 

Ve t ran: Right . Yo u have to do it, you are ordered t o do it, You either 

shout t h m, or i f you don't shoot them, your office r shoots you. You don't 

!i avc any choice. No choice about i t, you don't have time to think about it, 

you do it. 

ObedJe1ce is a virtue we instill in our children, but when it becomes 

perverted into blind, unquestioning obedience to authority, then it may give 

rise to the evil deeds of an Eichmann,or of President Nixon's inner circle 

who preferred to call it "loyalty to the Chief" rather than Eichman' s 

obedienc e to his dictator. 

Anonymity and Aggression 

But to make people ac t aggressively agai nst one another it isn't necess ary to 

have them knuckle under to an authority figure . ln an experiment I conducted 

with mild mannered co-eds from New York University, simply putting them in 

a group and making them feel anonymous--no one knew who they were or cared--

was sufficient to reduce their inhib i tions against aggression. The anonymous 

girls who were hooded and in a darkened room delivered twice as much shock 

to other girl-victims as did the groups of girls ~10 were made to feel 

identifiable. 
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In other studies in different parts of the country it has been shown 

that anonymity increases the likelihood of stealing and cheating as well as 

of aggression. Treating other people as if they were impersonal objects 

and making them feel anonymous sets the occasion for a wide range of anti­

social behavior in normally law-abiding people. 

Vandalism 

But anonymity is not something psychologists invented, it has become 

a characteristic of life in our cities. It is so much a part of the everyday 

scene in a place like New York City that even without hoods over their heads, 

people realize they are anonymous strangers to virtually everyone else they 

pass on the streets. We wonde red whether this pervasive anonymity would 

make it more likely for P'.!Ople to vandalize abandoned automobiles in New York 

: it , . L an say in Palo Alto, where there is still a sense of community. We 

wcr • :11 so curious about who vandals were; we assumed they were irresponsible 

y ungs tcrs, probably from lower lass , minority groups. To test our preconceptions, 

we (Scott Fraser and I), did a simple study; cars were abandoned near New York 

1111 i versity and Stanford and hidden cameras recorded what happened to them. 

Tlat> a r in New York was sub_ject t o 23 separate attacks by vandals in 

Ll1r, ·c la s and was finally reduced to a battered, useless pile of junk. The 

f irst ttackers drove up in a new car and appeared to be a father, mother and 

s m;il I .· ,m. They removed the radiator, battery and contents of the glove 

ompartment and trunk. All of the vandals were white, well-dressed adults, 

(except for a single group of young children) who under other circumstances 

wnuld be identified as typical,middle-class advocates of greater law and 

r1er. In Palo Alto the abandoned car was not even touched in a week, although 

as many people passed it by. 
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T!ie Evil f lnaction 

Th r is mun• to th is demonstration than that New York's greater nonymiLy 

allows for more vandalism than in California. During the act of vandalism 

.1 ain · c thi s valua'Jle property not one passerby lnterceclcd in nny wa y t o ,·umpJ a in 

r ns ur th vandals. Is this failure to act not itself a sanction u e vil? 

When a hundred thousand Japanese-Americans were rounded up in ti.is st .1 te 

of California back in 1941 and herded into concentration camps in tl,e south­

wc· t n1 desert s , how ma ny of Y.E!._1_ conrloned this action by your sil nee? And 

how m: 111 we r onvinced that thC' "Yellow Mena " was a real threat to national 

ec urit v? 8ut 11 un h •rued German-or It:1lian - i\me ri ca11s into s uch camps on 

the 'ast coast wher th • threat was at le.1st as great; if not mor e so. 

re ·omrn nd t o yo u the eloquent works of Eli 1./iesel whose childhood 

experi 11 es t Aus c hwitz lett him wondering not at th cruelty of his captors, but 

at th e ·v i I of all th ose neighbors who watched a nd saw and never intervened, 

and t h• 11 psy hologically denied the very existence of the concentration camps. 

Fro, a r ec 1: nt study at Princeton Un i versily we learn that one of t1ie 

rea sons we don't help a fellow in distress is not because we have grown ca llous, 

hut s i mp l b cause we don't have time , we're in too much of a hurry. 

In this study by Darley and Batson, theology students were on their way 

L J deli ver a sermon on the parable of the Good Samaritan. Some of them had 

hccn Lold by th£ experim~nters they were late, othe r s that they had time. 

The sit uat ion was rigged so that each theology stud nt came across a man who 

was lying in an alleyway moaning and covered with blood. Here was a chance 

to practice what they were about to preach. But did they? Only 10 percent 

of those in a hurry to give the Good Samaritan sermon stopped to aid a victim 

in distress! The more time they thought they had, the more likely they were 

to stop. However, when asked later why they did not stop, the theologians 

did come up with an interesting variety of justifications. 
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Justifying Evil Deeds 

One of the greatest contributors to bot:1 t~e evil of action arid the evil 

of inaction, is our limitless imagination which can generate justifications 

for virtually any action. 

"Historically, collect lve violen ce has flowe r1 regularly out of the 

central, political processes of Western countries. Men seeking 

to seize, hold, or realign the levers of power have continually 

engaged in collective violence as part of their struggles. The 

oppressed have struck in the name of justice, the privileged in 

the name of order, those in between in the name of fear." 

(Tilly, 1969, pp.4-5) 

People who violate basic laws of humanity often are convinced that evil 

is about to be wrought on them. Typically, they rationalize thc j r behavior 

according to some principle acceptable to others in their society. In addition, 

they often have some degree of soc 'al or political support or institutionalized 

structure that helps mak e it possible to redefine th e act in other than its 

human terms. 

Consider Hitler's justification in Mein Kampf: 

"Thus, if we review all the causes of the German collapse, the final 

and decisive one is seen to be the failure to realize the racial 

problem and, more especially, the Jewish menace .... Thus do I now 

believe that I must act in the sense of the Almighty Creator: by 

fighting against the Jews I am doing the Lord's work. '' (1933, p. 25) 

Or consider the reason mass killer Herbert Mullin gave for killing four 

teenage boys in Santa Cruz, CalifornL,, in 1973. He "punished" the "hippies" 

because they influenced him to be a conscientious objector and not to be a 
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soldier "in the best country on earth." He also killed thirteen people in 

the belief that their human sacrifice would prevent a catastrophic earthquake 

(Associated Press, August 7, 1973). Here again is the paradox of human 

perfection--the same mind that can comprehend the most profound philosophical 

and metaphysical truths can distort reality so that "evil" becomes "good." 

The 1-:vi t of Roles and Rules in a Prison 

tn a mock prison we (Craig llaney, Curt Banks and 1) created at Stanford 

; 1 few years ago, normal, average college students from throughout the country 

b0 ·l1 aved in pathological ways within a few days after playing the roles of 

i ' i~oner s or guards in a realistic prison setting. The guards behaved 

brutally, often sadistically, and the prisoners,after an initial rebellion, 

wvre docile and compliant, but half of them became so psychologically disturbed 

11 , l1a u to b released prematurely. The guards readily justified their 

ag• r ssion b pointing to the threats posed by the greater number of inmates 

tha n gua rds, their treachery, the need to show them who was boss and so on. 

\.lh e 11 tl1 1• p Lrn11 ·cl twerweek study had to be terminated after only five days, 

tlt e •11:1rcl .: werC' amazed t reca ll how alien their behavior was to their usual 

se 1 Vl' S. " 1 couldn't tell where 1 ended and my role beganir said one of our 

mean s l guards. "I tre:ited the prisoners like cattle and believed we had to 

wat ch them closely or they would not follow the rules or try to attack us," 

said another student who totally got into his new role as prison guard. 

Tht· re is tlm for but two more examples that will be perhaps more 

di s qui e ting Lo •ou than what I have desc ribed t 'aus far. 

Tlae • i na t Solution Revis it t~d ----- ----------

To study just how easy it is to get people to endorse the final solution 

of g nr,r idc fo r S < - called unfit people, a former student of mine, Helge : :nits:=.on, 
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aud his colleagues at the University of Hawaii tested over 1000 students in 

the fol lowing study. A brief speech was given abnut the impending danger of 

overpopulation by mentally and physically unfit peoples. The audience was 

flattered at being chosen to assist the government in determining how to 

dt!al with this "problem" because they were intelligent, educated and had 

high ethical values. After the speech opinions were solicited concerning 

the final solution. The results: 

90% agreed that there will always be people who are more fit to 

survive than others. 

91% agreed that "it is entirely just to eliminate those judged 

dangerous to the general welfare." 

85% preferred to assist only with the decisions of who should 

be killed, while 

8% preferred to assist directly with the killings. 

Most surprisingly, nearly a third of the students even supported the 

final solution when applied to their own famili es--only if necessary, of course! 

Business as Usual 

But these are students of a diff erent gen eration than yours, you might 

be thinking. Businessmen would not engage in that kind of evil. Before 

you disengage yourself from the rest of the human race, let me put you on 

the hot seat with the following perspective on legitimized evil. 

Tax evasion, price-fixing, and misleading advertising are examples of 

more "legitimized" violence; they are usually tolerated by the general public, 

either through ignorance of what is going on or because such activities are 

less personally threatening than what people see as "real" crime, such as 

robbery, muggings, and rape. In a classic study (Sutherland, 1949), the 

seventy largest industrial and commercial corporations i n the U.S. were all 
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found to have engaged in illegal activities. All of them had been prosecuted 

for various crimes, wit~ the average company receiving fourt een convictions. 

Given this high rate of recidivism, 90 percent of these companies could be 

legally considl·red habitual criminals. The people who engage in this kind of 

~ime, however, do not feel they are doing something really wrong: 

"Businessmen differ from professional thieves principally in their 

greater interest in status and respectability. They think of 

themselves as honest men, not as criminals , wh e r eas professional 

thieves, when they speak hones tly, admit they a r e thieves. The 

businessman does regard himself as a lawbreaker, but he thinks 

the laws are wrong or at least that they should not restrict him, 

a lthough they may well restrict others. He does not think of 

himself as a criminal, because he does not conform to the popular 

stereotype of the criminal. This popular stereotype is always 

taken from the lower socioeconomic class." (Sutherland, 1968). 

This sort of attitude toward crime may be the reason why some people, 

s ud, as our former Governor,felt the part i cipants in the Watergate conspiracy 

s l 11 u ld not be puni s hed because "they weren't criminal types." 

/\11 Optimi s t i c Conc l usion After All That? 

i\ l L •r a J I these years of being surrounded by the ugliness of evil in my 

r esearch and observations, I still remain an optimist precisely because I 

believe that collectively we can change the situations, environments and 

experi ences that gi ve rise to the perversion of human perfection. We must 

begin however, by not seeking the simplistic refuge of the dispositional 

analys is, t he wh ~ ques tion. Instead we should encourage understanding of 

the wh_a}_ and how of c rime , violence ,111J vandallsm. Evil, however you defin e 
J 

it, is a complex process that requires complex solu t i ons, but they can b ·• 
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1, ,uml in th, type of situational variables l have tried to show elic it evll 

s 1 readily. I urge you further to: Question illegitimate authority; if you dissenl 

i>'l: .tuse of your moral principles be willing also to disobey; do not allow 

·ourse lf to bl' forced into roles of p0\-1er where that power can be abused; 

u 11 tallow secrecy in the operation of government nor in our institutions 

Ls p d ally our prisons; make other people feel wanted, recognized, worthwhile-­

your mployees, your kids and even strangers; make the time to help someone 

in distres s , l ook at your own possibly evil actions not from a self-justifying 

perspective, but from that of someone e lse, say Judge Sirica's perspective; 

,,n'L re j ect peopl e because they a r e di f ferent from you in appearance or 

ideas, ins t ead try to appreciate the basis for that difference. Finally, 

and most important as we approach the bicentennial year of our nation, I 

encourage you to help prevent evil by promoting the old-fashioned virtues 

of neighborhood and comunity values. You alone can prevent or reduce crime 

by ~howing you care about others who might commit a crime against you. And as I 

have tried to show, we are all potential assassins, so I ask for your recognition 

and love, and in turn, am willing to give them to you--both from fear of the 

evil that can result from no t doing s o , and f rom anticipation of the joys that 

s uch shared trust can bring to each of us . 



■ WAYS WE CAN GO WRONG 

Allribute 
~ •nIory 

l ime sense 

At, 11tty 10 assoc:Iatc 
cl m nls an c1 infer 
111 1!:,1"',•n 1v •11 ts 

Pcrccplton of c: ho1ce 

Rcspons1b11tty. 
scll -evaluolton 

Competence mntivalton 

Concept ol just,ce 

AIJ1 l1ly to use 
I,rn,J1tage and olh r 
symools 

S11scep1tbiltly to 
!>Oc1:il 1nlluenc1; 

Love 

EnablH Us to 
l'rol1t lr o1n past m1st;ikes 
De·,elop ;ind use comple>1 concepts 
Rel c1le present lo past 
D1s11ngui"h novel ents l rom previously 
experienced ones 

Develop a history and s,mse ot 
continuous sell 
Relate present behavior lo the future 
D,st ,ngu1sh bclwf' n transience and 
permanenr.e 

Create. Imag,ne ev')nts 1101 e,per1••nced 
Gcneraltzo from pc1I tial d:ilJ 
Constrn I lhcori t s hypolhP.SCS 

Not he st11 m,lus boun<J, he 1nrtcpent1 ' "' 
Sec ourselves :is respono;1bl a1Jcnts 
tlope. IJ11 1td for future 

T,1ke pride m accomplishments 
Delay g olrfical1on, undertake 
<11ll1c ,11 or unpopular la:;ks 
Be conc.., rr ,eJ about -?11 -~r.ts r>f our 
actions 0.1 others 

Do work well , set h1yh standards 
ud1n bPneltls of hard •Nork 
Adv:in~-:? 1echnoI091r.,1lly. u-;e m snurces 
10 meet our needs 

ProlC>t. l 1nd1vidua1 riyhl '; 
"r' up t:1ir rules btnl1tnq on all 
Value equality of opp0rt urnly 

Cornrn(lf o!Cale w1lh o thers. prP.st>n l ,.1od 
.1bsen1, 1c., r 1nforma1,cn, comlorl , 
pte.isu re. pl ::inn11111 . social control 

Follow group ~tandards 
Loarn an<1 tr;~nsm1t values 
Coop<:rale csl3bl1 ~I; :ornmunity 

E•pcr1ence tcr.der emo:ions 
N11r11, :e gr~wth ar,'1 tnd•?pendcnc11 ol 
others 
Support , encourage, comfort nlhers 
Feel wanted 11nd !ipec,at 

APPENDIX 

Bui Can Also Lead Us lo 
Carry l)rndgns, suit -,, trurn forrr.,,, . 
!lrcl~ and pa!:1 traumatic e·, c 'lts 
Lose spontaneity ol bf:11a v1or b~c..1 .. . ,. 
of commI1111en1s anti obhgat1ons 
Feel e>1ces~Ive rernor!'.e or SOMt! ,,· 

Fear change, live tn the past . let:' . . 
Dread an unknown future, bccn,111: _ • . 

E.11pe11coc • d1sapp'Jmtmen1s lrom 
unfult, lled tJJ1pec1a11ono; 
Concent rate on past or future, 11Jnc. 
the present 

Form nega tive. cr1prl11111 a~soc,J: :.•• 
M1,;percc ,..,e self or others, dt! we1,>r, 
<;l er •otypIc ;in(1 dP. lus1onal th1111 r 1 

::~pcricn t: confl ,c ts. 111dr! c1s1on 
'.; ,,t l•! r from 1nab1lily to a d .vtwn ,, ·.: 
nt:.:cssary 

reel inadequate 
r eel g111 !' for not living •JP to St 'trH:.,· . 
or tor lct11 w someone down 
Fe I con5l ra,ned by obhgatrons 

Fear failure. suffer feel ings of 
inadequnry 
BP Jn)(I011s about tests of our ,11lil1! , 
Work for scll-aggrand1,cmcn!. to h·• 
" number 0ne." to be.it other,; uo,. 
SJ,; 11•1LC ,nd111Idual nee f,; lo group 
prJnc1 pl•~:; or rules 
To1turu. 111pr1son. CJ1Pcule d1~·cn!•• , 
lrnpn-;c 011 r own s1)h1hons on 11 1i11 r , 

C1rc11l;i tc ,11111 be prey to r11 rno , ; ;i , ,_. 

t., tsehoud 'i , cr,nrcri l tr ue l•a1·l11• •J~ 
Use • wn ru rr.ag,c " - curse Vl' ,h;,I 
riero9,1t1c.,n - to rnf11cl h,1rm 
M,s!:ikc It c sy,nbol for the rc,>l• ty 

Ovurcunfurm, sacrif1 0: 1J rntegr,ty 
Rc1ec1 ,nnovalion and &lrflc t:r l'Jlt\ ,:, • 
ourselves and other:; 

Become Jealous. vengeful 
l'osse~~1v1:ly limit an.:>ll •er person ~ 
f1eedorn 
Become d~pressed nnd ~u,c dat 
from loss of love 

From Psychology & Life, 1975 
Philip G. Zid>ard~ 
Scott, Foresman & Co. 
Glenview, 11 l lnols 
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Footnote 

Evil is a term applied to "situations when force, violence, and other 

fo rms of coercion excee . institutional or moral limits" (Smelser, 1971). The 

Lhree class es of situa tions that qualify as "evil" by this definition are those 

jn wh i ch individuals or groups: (1) exercise coercive power over others when 

they a re not legitimately empowered to do so; (2) exceed the limits of their 

1 gi timatc authority to exercise coercion; or (3) exercise coercive or destructive 

control over others that violates a higher standard of humanity or morality even 

though it may be within politically sanctioned authority. 
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