Can Evil be Fun? The Joy of Hurting

Class Notes

Sadism: getting enjoyment or pleasure from hurting others, as well as the desire for that pleasure.

What does it feel like hurting someone for most of us? Most people feel repelled by causing pain in others – we experience “sheer physical revulsion”, unpleasant, negative reactions, distress. 

Many people laugh at the pain/suffering of others – Should this be considered a sign of enjoyment? Could be, but laughter serves other purposes:

1. revealing embarrassment, nervousness or uncertainty about how to react

2. effort to cope with distress-inducing pressure

3. achievement of goal-oriented behavior

4. callous attitude towards killings (reduced sensitivity) – turning it into a game

5. humiliation, degradation can be humorous (source of comedy)

Yet, humans are clearly fascinated with spectacle of human suffering – desire to see justice served, goodness prevail. Underneath that, though, may lie an experience of genuine enjoyment of scene/entertainment.
Gratuitous cruelty – sadistic enjoyment of hurting others:

1) too many incidents to ignore – must be a genuine phenomenon

2) only true of a small number of people

3) something that is learned, developing over a period of time

4) best explained by addiction model

Addiction model of sadism: Opponent Process Theory. This is the body’s natural tendency to maintain a stable, peaceful state of equilibrium (homeostasis). Intense positive/negative experiences have to be compensated for.

Highly pleasurable states are compensated for by unpleasant states – e.g., alcohol and drugs. The compensation process becomes stronger, more efficient, so that the initial positive experience becomes dulled/lessened and the compensatory negative state becomes more severe. Addiction comes from a person’s dependence on recreating the positive state. 

The same is true in the opposite: When the initial state is negative, the compensatory response is positive. You feel a state of extreme fear and your body compensates with an experience of elation. The more often you do it, the weaker the fear response and the stronger the compensatory positive response.
Thus in sadism, the pleasure comes, not as the first state, but as the compensatory state – the backwash. This implies that sadism is a compensatory response that could develop in anyone. So, why doesn’t it?
Protection against sadism:

· Empathy/sympathy: empathy can be a double-edged sword – without sympathy (natural experience of distress at suffering of others), it can be used to increase cruelty of actions. 

· Guilt (conscience): guilt leads us to disown/disavow the compensatory pleasure experienced.

· Circumstances under which guilt is lessened:

· War/hostile situations in which the one harmed is clear “enemy”

· Dehumanization situations in which one harmed has been reduced to “vermin”
· Attachment to thrill-seeking behaviors

People most at risk:
· Thrill-seekers – feels good to “let loose” and engage in risky behaviors, looking for adventure, breaking rules

· Power-seekers – feels good to control, manipulate people’s behaviors

· Achievement oriented

· Intimacy oriented

· Power oriented

