Crossing the Line: How Evil Starts

Notes

What are the precipitating factors of violence?

Four root causes of evil:

1. Desire for material gain – money or power

· Violence used as a means to an end.

(Everyone wants money, but only criminals use violence to get it)

2. 
Threatened egotism
· Example used: Klu Klux Klan, loss of war by confederacy

· Loss of respect, insult, humiliation

· Political target

· Threat of power loss
· Thrill-seeking gone wrong – steps taken to elicit fear from another party

3. Idealism

· Just world hypothesis

· “noble end” justifies means

· Exaggerated perception of good and evil

4. Sadistic pleasure

· 5-6% of perpetrators take pleasure out of causing pain

How do you get other people to commit violence?

Ambiguity

· Moral line fuzzy/unclear

· Gradual steps lead to crossing of moral line

· Milgram’s study

· Klu Klux Klan

· Use of metaphorical/masking language

· “special actions”

· “final solution”

· Diffusion of blame

· Moral imperative to follow orders/commands

· Moral dilemma – conflicting obligations (more below)

· Lack of time pressure/keeping people in the dark

“Accepting the premise” – attempts to object seek grounds that are consistent with goals of perpetrator, try to argue on the basis of their assumptions, but this causes you to lose the higher ground (makes it look like you agree with those assumptions).

Proximal cause: “To produce violence, it is not necessary to promote it actively. All that is necessary is to stop restraining or preventing it”

Self-control – the immediate, proximal cause of violence is the collapse of inner restraining forces.

Things that interfere with self-control:

· Conflicting obligations

· Milgram’s study: participants exhibited clear signs of distress, conflict

· Instilled early as children

· Focusing on “here and now”

· Not thinking about broader, future implications of actions

· Shift to low-level explanations when carrying out immoral actions

· People speak about how they did what they did, not why.

· Emotional distress

· Seen as mitigating factor

· People under stress have less self-control, weakens defenses

· Tendency to not take in and process all relevant information

· Alcohol 

· Reduces self-control, freeing internal impulses

· Does not create new impulses/desires

· Contributes to every form of self-control failure (gambling, drugs, violence, etc.)

· Culture of violence?

· There is no good evidence that sub-cultures value violence or actively promote it – however, there are cultural norms about “losing control”, about succumbing to “irresistible impulses”.

· Giving in to one’s passions, being swept away by the moment

· Culture of honor

How cultures exert influence

· Laws/courts – what is considered a crime? What is considered less serious of a crime?

· Manslaughter (murder that occurs in the heat of the moment) is a less serious crime than 1st-degree murder (murder that was planned)

· Some cultures recognize “honor killings” as fully appropriate

· Social learning/modeling

· Mass media

· Spread of serial killing in US correlated with shift in depiction of movie violence from fantastical (aliens, Dracula) to every-day people committing terrible crimes.

· Allowed people to create substantive fantasies, to “flesh out” vague angers and violent inclinations into vivid, detailed fantasies – enable imaginative recreation of tormenting and killing victims. 

· 1st – people will seek out films that stimulate violence/criminal urges

· 2nd – arousing and anger-producing effect (more so on people predisposed to aggression)

· 3rd – such people are spurred to violence (more so than other people)
