
becoming evil how ordinary people commit
genocide and mass killing
becoming evil how ordinary people commit genocide and mass killing is a complex and
disturbing phenomenon that has been studied extensively in psychology, sociology, and history. This
article explores the mechanisms behind how seemingly normal individuals become perpetrators of
horrific acts, including genocide and mass killing. Understanding the psychological, social, and
cultural factors involved can shed light on the transformation from ordinary citizen to participant in
large-scale atrocities. The discussion will cover theories of obedience, conformity, dehumanization,
and group dynamics that contribute to this dark process. Additionally, historical examples will
illustrate how these elements come together in real-world scenarios. The article also examines the
role of ideology, propaganda, and authority in facilitating mass violence. Finally, the ethical
implications and preventative measures will be addressed to provide a comprehensive view of this
critical subject.
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The Psychological Mechanisms Behind Mass Violence
The transformation of ordinary individuals into perpetrators of genocide and mass killing involves
several psychological mechanisms. Understanding these processes is crucial to grasp how normal
people can commit extraordinary evil. Key factors include obedience to authority, diffusion of
responsibility, and cognitive dissonance. These mechanisms enable individuals to overcome moral
inhibitions and engage in acts they would typically find reprehensible.

Obedience to Authority
One of the most well-documented psychological factors is obedience to authority. Experiments such
as Stanley Milgram’s shock studies reveal how individuals comply with orders from perceived
legitimate authorities even when such orders conflict with their ethical values. This obedience can
lead ordinary people to commit violent acts under command, believing they are simply following
instructions.



Cognitive Dissonance and Moral Disengagement
Cognitive dissonance occurs when an individual experiences internal conflict between their actions
and beliefs. To resolve this discomfort, perpetrators may rationalize their behavior or disengage
morally. This process allows them to suppress feelings of guilt and justify participation in mass
violence.

Diffusion of Responsibility
When acts are committed within a group, the sense of individual responsibility often diminishes. This
diffusion of responsibility enables people to feel less accountable for their actions, facilitating
participation in genocide and mass killing.

Social and Cultural Factors Influencing Genocide
Beyond individual psychology, social and cultural contexts play a significant role in enabling genocide
and mass violence. Societal norms, historical grievances, and cultural narratives can create an
environment conducive to mass killing. These factors often provide justification and social support for
violent acts.

Societal Norms and Group Identity
Strong in-group identification can foster hostility towards out-groups. When societal norms endorse
exclusion or superiority of one group over another, it can escalate into violent conflict. Group identity
becomes a powerful motivator for participation in atrocities.

Historical Grievances and Scapegoating
Historical conflicts and perceived injustices may be exploited to justify genocide. Scapegoating a
particular group as the cause of social or economic problems creates a target for collective aggression
and violence.

Propaganda and Ideological Indoctrination
Propaganda plays a critical role in shaping public opinion and dehumanizing victims. State-sponsored
media and ideological narratives can normalize hatred and violence, making genocide appear as a
necessary or heroic act.

The Role of Authority and Obedience
Authority figures and hierarchical structures are instrumental in orchestrating genocide and mass
killing. Commanders, political leaders, and institutional authorities create frameworks that facilitate
mass violence by directing and legitimizing perpetrators’ actions.



Legitimization of Violence
When authorities legitimize violence through laws, orders, or rhetoric, ordinary individuals feel
empowered or obligated to participate. This legitimization removes moral ambiguity and promotes
compliance.

Militarization and Training
Formal military or paramilitary training conditions individuals to obey commands and desensitizes
them to violence. This process can transform civilians into effective instruments of mass killing.

Peer Pressure and Group Cohesion
Within military or paramilitary units, peer pressure and the desire to conform to group norms
encourage participation in violent acts. Group cohesion often suppresses dissent and reinforces
obedience.

Dehumanization and Group Dynamics
Dehumanization is a critical psychological process in which victims are stripped of their humanity,
making it easier for perpetrators to commit atrocities without empathy or remorse. Group dynamics
further exacerbate this effect, fostering an environment where violence becomes normalized.

Mechanisms of Dehumanization
Dehumanization often involves portraying victims as subhuman, animals, or threats. This portrayal
reduces empathy and moral restraint among perpetrators.

Conformity and Peer Influence
Group conformity pressures individuals to adopt the attitudes and behaviors of the majority. In
genocidal contexts, this can lead to widespread acceptance and participation in mass violence.

Social Identity Theory
Social identity theory explains how individuals derive self-esteem from group membership. In
situations of intergroup conflict, this can intensify hostility toward out-groups and justify violence
against them.



Historical Case Studies of Ordinary People in Genocide
Historical examples provide concrete evidence of how ordinary people commit genocide and mass
killing. These case studies illustrate the interplay of psychological, social, and political factors in real-
world contexts.

The Holocaust
The Holocaust remains one of the most studied genocides, revealing how millions of ordinary
Germans and collaborators participated in the systematic murder of Jews and other groups. Factors
such as obedience to Nazi authority, propaganda, and dehumanization were central.

Rwandan Genocide
During the 1994 Rwandan genocide, ordinary citizens were mobilized to commit mass killings against
the Tutsi minority. Government propaganda, ethnic tensions, and peer pressure played significant
roles in this rapid escalation of violence.

Armenian Genocide
The Armenian Genocide during World War I involved the mass killing of Armenians by Ottoman
authorities. Ordinary soldiers and civilians were implicated through orders, nationalist ideologies, and
widespread social acceptance of violence.

Preventative Strategies and Ethical Considerations
Understanding the factors behind becoming evil and committing mass atrocities informs preventative
strategies. Education, international law, and early intervention are essential components in reducing
the risk of genocide and mass killing.

Education and Awareness
Raising awareness about the mechanisms of mass violence and promoting critical thinking can help
individuals resist manipulation and propaganda. Education fosters empathy and respect for human
rights.

Legal Frameworks and Accountability
International laws, such as those established by the United Nations, aim to prevent genocide and hold
perpetrators accountable. Enforcement of these laws deters potential offenders and supports justice
for victims.



Early Warning Systems and Intervention
Monitoring social and political indicators of potential mass violence allows for timely intervention.
Diplomatic, economic, and, if necessary, military measures can prevent escalation.

Promote inclusive social policies to reduce ethnic and religious tensions.

Support independent media to counteract propaganda.

Encourage dialogue and reconciliation between conflicting groups.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of the book 'Becoming Evil: How
Ordinary People Commit Genocide and Mass Killing'?
'Becoming Evil' explores how ordinary individuals can commit horrific acts such as genocide and mass
killings, analyzing psychological, social, and situational factors that lead to such behavior.

Who is the author of 'Becoming Evil: How Ordinary People
Commit Genocide and Mass Killing'?
The book was written by James Waller, a psychologist specializing in genocide studies and moral
psychology.

What psychological factors contribute to ordinary people
committing genocide according to 'Becoming Evil'?
Factors include obedience to authority, conformity to group norms, dehumanization of victims, moral
disengagement, and situational pressures.

How does 'Becoming Evil' explain the role of authority in mass
killings?
The book discusses how authoritative commands and hierarchical structures can compel individuals
to commit atrocities they might otherwise reject, highlighting the power of obedience.

Does 'Becoming Evil' suggest that only inherently 'evil' people
commit genocide?
No, the book argues that ordinary people, not inherently evil, can commit genocide under certain
conditions, emphasizing situational and psychological influences.



What role does dehumanization play in enabling mass killings
according to 'Becoming Evil'?
Dehumanization reduces empathy towards victims by portraying them as less than human, making it
psychologically easier for perpetrators to justify violence.

How can understanding the concepts in 'Becoming Evil' help
prevent future genocides?
By recognizing the psychological and social mechanisms that lead to mass violence, societies can
develop interventions, education, and policies to disrupt these processes early.

Does 'Becoming Evil' discuss any historical examples of
genocide?
Yes, the book analyzes cases such as the Holocaust, the Rwandan Genocide, and other mass killings
to illustrate how ordinary people become perpetrators.

What is the significance of moral disengagement in the
context of 'Becoming Evil'?
Moral disengagement allows individuals to rationalize or justify harmful actions, disconnecting from
their ethical standards to commit violence without self-condemnation.

Can the insights from 'Becoming Evil' be applied to
understand other forms of group violence?
Yes, the psychological and social dynamics discussed can also shed light on other group-perpetrated
violence such as terrorism, war crimes, and hate crimes.

Additional Resources
1. Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil by Hannah Arendt
This seminal work explores the trial of Adolf Eichmann, a Nazi officer responsible for orchestrating the
Holocaust. Arendt introduces the concept of the "banality of evil," arguing that ordinary people can
commit horrific acts not out of fanaticism or inherent wickedness, but through thoughtlessness and
conformity. The book challenges readers to consider how bureaucratic obedience and moral
disengagement contribute to mass atrocities.

2. Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in Poland by Christopher R.
Browning
Browning examines how average German men, many of whom were not ardent Nazis, became willing
participants in the mass murder of Jews during World War II. Through detailed analysis of Reserve
Police Battalion 101, the book reveals the social pressures, moral choices, and psychological
mechanisms that led ordinary individuals to commit extraordinary evil. It provides a chilling insight
into the human capacity for violence under certain conditions.



3. Hitler’s Willing Executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust by Daniel Jonah Goldhagen
Goldhagen argues that deep-seated anti-Semitic beliefs among ordinary Germans were a driving force
behind the Holocaust. The book contends that widespread cultural and ideological factors led many to
actively participate in genocide. It sparked significant debate for its portrayal of collective
responsibility and the nature of evil within society.

4. The Lucifer Effect: Understanding How Good People Turn Evil by Philip Zimbardo
Drawing on psychological research, including the famous Stanford prison experiment, Zimbardo
explores how situational forces and systemic structures can lead normal individuals to commit
atrocities. The book delves into the dynamics of authority, conformity, and dehumanization that
facilitate evil actions. It provides a framework for understanding how environments, rather than
inherent personality traits, can corrupt human behavior.

5. Becoming Evil: How Ordinary People Commit Genocide and Mass Killing by James Waller
Waller investigates the psychological and social processes behind mass violence, focusing on how
ordinary individuals become perpetrators of genocide. He identifies key factors such as ideology,
group dynamics, and moral disengagement that enable people to commit heinous acts. The book
offers a comprehensive analysis of the transformation from normalcy to evil.

6. Explaining Hitler: The Search for the Origins of His Evil by Ron Rosenbaum
This book explores various attempts to understand the roots of Adolf Hitler's genocidal actions
through historical, psychological, and philosophical lenses. Rosenbaum discusses how ordinary human
traits and societal influences can culminate in extraordinary evil. The work challenges simplistic
explanations and encourages a nuanced examination of evil in historical context.

7. On Killing: The Psychological Cost of Learning to Kill in War and Society by Dave Grossman
Grossman explores the psychological impact on soldiers trained to kill, revealing how societal
conditioning and military training can override natural human aversion to killing. The book analyzes
the mechanisms that allow individuals to commit violence and the consequences for their mental
health. It provides insight into how killing becomes normalized in certain environments.

8. Ordinary Evil: A Case Study of a Mass Murderer by John G. Horgan
This case study delves into the life and psychology of a mass murderer to understand how ordinary
individuals can commit extraordinary evil acts. Horgan examines the interplay between personal
history, social context, and psychological factors. The book sheds light on the complexity behind the
making of a killer.

9. The Roots of Evil: The Origins of Genocide and Other Group Violence by Ervin Staub
Staub investigates the social and psychological origins of genocide and mass violence, emphasizing
how group dynamics, dehumanization, and ideology contribute to evil acts. He discusses prevention
strategies and the role of education in combating such atrocities. The book combines theory and case
studies to offer a hopeful perspective on addressing mass violence.
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