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Starter

1. Sit next to your partner of the day.
2. Journal:

a. How do you explain how and why 
people commit genocide? 

b. What factors increase the risk that a 
genocide could happen?
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Choices: 
The Range of Human Behaviors
• Bystanders
• Resisters
• Rescuers
• Upstanders
• Perpetrators 





General Principle

• Political, social, or religious 
groups wanting to commit 
genocide and mass killing 
do.  Though there may be 
other obstacles, they can 
always recruit individual 
human beings who will kill 
other human beings in large 
numbers and over an 
extended period of time.



Research Questions
• How many people does it 

take to carry out genocide 
and mass killing?

• Who are these people and 
how are they enlisted to 
perpetrate such 
extraordinary evil? 
– “Can one recapture the 

experiential history of these 
killers – the choices they 
faced, the emotions they felt, 
the coping mechanisms they 
employed, the changes they 
underwent?”

• Browning (1992), p. 27

The Interahamwe (Kinyarwanda meaning Those Who Stand 
Together or Those Who Fight Together) was the most important 
of the militias formed by the Hutu ethnic majority of Rwanda.

Modern history in Guatemala, on a monument in the 
cemetery in Rabinal, Guatemala.



What are the arguments for the extraordinary 
origins of extraordinary human evil?

Extraordinary Origins of
Extraordinary Human Evil

found in…

Extraordinary Nature 
of the Collective
Gustav LeBon

Reinhold Niebuhr
M. Scott Peck

Nature of an 
Extraordinary Ideology

Daniel Jonah 
Goldhagen

Nature of 
Extraordinary 

Individuals

“Mad Nazi”
Psychopathology

“Bad Nazi”
Personality



The “Mad Nazi” Thesis

• Nuremberg Trials 
(November 20, 1945-
October 1, 1946)

• 22 Nazi Leaders
• Douglas M. Kelley 

(Psychiatrist) and Gustave 
Gilbert (Psychologist)

• IQ Testing
• Rorschach Testing The defendants at the International Military Tribunal trial 

of war criminals at Nuremberg (1945-1946). 





The “Bad Nazi” Thesis

• Psychological Foundations of the 
Wehrmacht (1944) 
– Henry V. Dicks
– “High F (Fanatical) Syndrome”

• The Authoritarian Personality 
(1950)
– Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, 

Levinson, and Sanford
– http://www.anesi.com/fscale.htm



The Dead End of Demonization

• “Evil is unspectacular 
and always human.”
– W.H. Auden

• It is ordinary people, 
like you and me, who 
commit genocide and 
mass killing.

• Why is this argument so 
difficult to admit, to 
understand, to absorb?



• “I would have preferred them to be 
monsters.  Coming to understand that this is 
not the case was disturbing – for what it 
taught me about these people, and 
ultimately, about myself.  I did not want to 
think that many of the violent are ‘people 
like us;’ so civilized, so educated, so 
cultured, and because of that, so terrifying.”
– Tina Rosenberg, Children of Cain: Violence 

and the Violent in Latin America (1991, p. 17)



• “The metaphysical category of absolute evil 
distracts attention from our everyday 
experience, leaving us safe from the distress 
that might be caused by examining the 
genocidal potential latent in every modern 
society, and all its members.”
– Daniel Feierstein, The Concept of “Genocidal 

Social Practices” (2011, p.29) 



• “…we do far better to explain their descent 
into atrocity as human beings than as some 
mutated creatures whose behaviors defy 
understanding.  In the latter instance, we will 
claim no purchase on explanation and possible 
prevention, whereas in the former we may find 
some hope for the future.”
– Manus Midlarsky, The Killing Trap: Genocide in 

the Twentieth Century (2005, p.10) 



• “…at the time of those murders, I didn’t 
even notice the tiny thing that would change 
me into a killer.”
– Jean Hatzfeld, Machete Season: The Killers in 

Rwanda Speak (2003, p. 27)



Cultural Construction of Worldview

• Collectivistic 
Values

• Authority 
Orientation

• Social Dominance



Psychological Construction of the “Other”

• Us-Them Thinking
• Moral Reorientation
• Blaming the Victims



Social Construction of Cruelty

• Professional 
Socialization

• Group 
Identification

• Binding Factors of 
the Group



An Explanatory Shift

• Internal
• Dispositional
• Personality-Oriented 

Characteristics of the 
Actors

• Monstrous People
• Demonize
• Figure
• Binary Black & White

• External
• Situational
• Social Psychological-

Oriented Explanations
• Conducive Social 

Conditions
• Humanize
• Ground
• Grey Zones



• “The response [to mass atrocities] 
should resist the temptation to 
dehumanize perpetrators and 
instead seek to confirm the 
humanity of everyone…Affirming 
common humanity does not mean 
turning the other cheek or 
forgetting what happened.”
– Martha Minow, Between Vengeance 

and Forgiveness (1998, p. 146)



The Teacher’s Dilemma

• Does a focus on the “power of the situation” 
imply a diminished sense of intentionality or 
personal responsibility on the part of the actors?

• Does taking into account the perspective of 
perpetrators, seeing things from their point of 
view, exonerate them (implicitly or explicitly)?

• Does “humanizing” (rather than “demonizing”) 
the perpetrators indict ourselves as potential 
perpetrators?



Why Does It Matter?

• Understanding facilitates prevention and 
intervention; because it is reprehensible does not 
mean it is incomprehensible.

• Understanding the needs (psychological, physical, 
emotional, etc.) that are fulfilled by evil-doing can 
also help us understand how to fulfill those needs 
in less destructive ways.

• Auschwitz Institute for Peace and 
Reconciliation

• Raphael Lemkin Center for Genocide 
Prevention

• http://www.auschwitzinstitute.org 





Rescuers of the Holocaust



Rescuers - Readings

Readings:
• "Choosing to Rescue" p. 

380
• "Links in a Chain" p. 382
•  "The Courage of Le 

Chambon" p. 385
• "The Mysterious Major" p.

388
• "Schindler's List" p.390
• "A Nation United" p.393

Directions: 
Individually read 
as many as you 
can. EVERYONE 
reads “Choosing to 
Rescue”.

Read at least two 
different accounts.



Debriefing Rescuers Readings

Commonalities among the rescuers?



"Goodness, like evil, often begins in small steps. 
Heroes evolve; they aren't born. Very often the 
rescuers make only a small commitment at the start - 
to hide someone for a day or two. But once they had 
taken that step, they began to see themselves 
differently, as someone who helps. What starts as 
mere willingness becomes intense involvement. " - 
Psychologist Ervin Staub



Wrap Up
No new HW for Thursday


