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The Human Brain: Thought,

Behavior, and Emotion

Frontal lobe controls:
* Thinking

* Planning

» Organizing

* Problem solving

» Short-term memaory

Parietal lobe:

= M overment
* Personality . _Interpret_s sensory
* Emoctions information such
i as taste, temperature,
- Behavior

and touch

Temporal lobe:
* Processes information

fromthe senses of smell,
taste, and hearing

Occipital lobe:
« Plays role in memory * Processes images from the eyes

storage

* Links information with images
stored in memory




“INTRODUCTION

Scientists agree that violence is one of the defining features of
humanity. The Homo sapiens species is particularly violent when
compared to most other mammals. Only about 0.3 percent of all
mammalian deaths are caused by same-species violence, but
primates —like gorillas, chimps, and human beings—Kkil each
other at a rate that is nearly six times higher. While humans are
not the most murderous species (that dubious honor goes to the
meerkat), they are unusually viclent. As neuroscientist R. Douglas
Fields describes:

Slaughter is a defining behavior of our species. We kil all
other creatures, and we kil our own. . . . Camivores kil for
food; we Kill our family members, our children, our parents,
our spouses, our brothers and sisters, our cousins and
in-laws. We kil strangers. We kil people who are different
from us, in appearance, beliefs, race, and social status. . ..
Grandparents, parents, fathers, mothers—all kill and all of
them are the targets of kiling.’

Fields and other researchers believe that three factors combine
to make humans especially violent. Humans are extremely social,
highly territorial, and unusually intelligent. Because they are both
social and territorial, they are psychologically predisposed to join



social groups and to defend their territory and resources against
outsiders. And because they are intelligent, they have the ability
to carefully plan these acts of violence and to invent deadly and
efficient ways of killing.

However, the factors leading to group-on-group violence do
not explain violence between individuals—which can escalate
from minor disagreements to deadly encounters in the blink of
an eye. This type of violence is driven by rage—an emotional re-
sponse to threat that compels people to lash out against one an-
other, sometimes with deadly results. Hage-induced violence is
extremely common. As journalist Jennifer Mascia points out about
gun violence, “It's the shootings taking place in parking lots, bars,
schools, bedrooms, and street corners across America that are re-
sponsible for most gun injuries and deaths.™ Though her example
focuses on a specific kind of violence, her point can be applied to
humans’ violent behavior in general. It is the people who ordinarily

Police officers in Chicago
investigate a shooting death.
Rage between individuals, which
can escalate in secomds, is
responsible for most gun infuries
and deaths in the United States.



do not engage in criminally violent behavior— people with families,
jobs, and ties to the community—who are responsible for most of
the violence among humans.

Even though hurmans have a propensity for violence, they also
have a natural aversion to killing. Few people will voluntarily harm
or kill another human being if they, or their group, are not un-
der threat. Kiling is repellent to most

people—in part because of the human
ability to empathize. Empathy allows a ‘:%':?r:;_::'
person not only to imagine what anoth-

;arrmlg ;ﬁzlgg‘ but tq ElCtI_II.-_?1||y.IEXDEI’IEI"ICE emml'

ings. This abilty is encoded

in the human brain and allows humans

to bond with each other, care for each
other, and form lasting relationships.

Empathy also encourages people to

The ability to feel,
emotionally and
physically, what
others feel.

cooperate in social groups, which gives

humans a nonviolent way to increase and protect their resources.
Many scientists believe that humans benefit more from cooperat-
ing and sharing than they do from using viclence to acquire and
defend resources. As biologist Luke Glowacki explains, “Just as
groups may fight because of environmental pressures or resource
scarcity, they may also have strong incentives to expand trade
relations and build alliances that benefit both parties. The capac-
ity for peaceful and cooperative relationships was surely more es-
sential for the survival and success of the species than bellicos-
ity."* If people usually benefit more frorm cooperation than they do
from conflict, it makes sense that the human brain has evolved to
avoid viokence when possible.

Today humans are cooperating with each other at unprecedented
levels. Despite that fact, people tend to believe that the world
is becoming an increasingly violent and dangerous place. Every
day, the media reports dozens of senseless acts of violence and



brutality. As psychologist Steven Pinker notes, “Anyone who has
followed the news knows that this doesn’t appear to be a particu-
larly peaceful time."

However, Pinker, who has studied worldwide trends in vio-
lence extensively, claims that the idea that violence is increasing is
actually anillusion. The media tends to report violence that is both
unusual and shocking, such as terrorist attacks, mass shootings,
and police shootings of civilians. Even though these acts of vio-
lence are prominently covered in the news, they represent only a
tiny fraction of violent incidents overall, and these more commaon
incidents have been in steady decline for years. "Reporters give
lavish coverage to gun bursts, explosions, and viral videos, oblivi-
ous to how representative they are,” says Finker. "The world is
not falling apart. The kinds of violence to which most people are
vulnerable —homicide, rape, battering, child abuse—have been
in steady decline. . . . Wars between states [nations]—by far the
most destructive of all conflicts —are all but obsolete.™

For example, gun homicides in the United States have been
declining for decades. According to the FBI, from 1993 to 2014
{the most recent year for which data is available), gun homicides
dropped by more than half, and the overall homicide rate in the
United States was at a fifty-one-year low. Global violence due to
war is also declining. According to the Peace Research Institute
Cslo, in 1950 there were between 557,000 and 851,000 battle
deaths. The Uppsala Conflict Data Program estimates that by
2013 (the most recent year for which worldwide data is available),
battle deaths had decreasedto about 30,000. As Pinker explains,
“Today we are probably living in the most peaceful time in our
species’ existence.™

Scientists do not know precisely why violence has been decreas-
ing so dramatically in recent years, but some scientists have
come up with a theory to explain the trend. They suggest that
the decrease in violence corresponds with the rise in connect-
edness among peoples across the world. Connection through
globalization, or international trade, has reduced conflicts be-



tween nations. As Pinker explains, “The incentives for conquest
and invasion have been outnumbered by the incentives to make
business —what that means is that a person alive is worth more
to me than a dead one, or buying a good is easier than stealing
one."” Also, technologies like the Internet allow people from dif-
ferent nations to form relationships. Books and movies are also
now distributed internationally, which exposes people to other
cultures and allows them to understand the interior lives of differ-
ent types of people. According to psychologist Steve Taylor, this
increased interconnection “promotes moral inclusion, an expan-
sion of empathy, and makes it less possible for us to perceive dif-
ferent groups as ‘other’ to us. It helps us

to sense that, even if they appear cultur-
ally or racially different, all human beings WORDS IN
are essentially the same as us.™ CONTEXT

Though humanity’s increased inter-

connectedness fosters empathy and territorial
) . Relating to the
reduces violence, humans are still ex-
propensity to defend

tremely social, highly territorial, and un-
usually intelligent. Those combined fac-
tors continue to create violence between
people. And humans still have brains
that were designed to respond to threats

or guard one’s land,
property, or resources
from others, especially
outsiders.

with violence. People kill outsiders they

see as a threat, either in cities or on the battlefield, and they kil
people close to them when enraged. Increased interconnected-
ness is helping to decrease these incidences, yet violence re-
mains a serious problem for humanity.



*CHAPTER 1

Most people are shocked when an ordinary, nonviolent person
commits a horrendous act of violence. Their first instinct is to
look for an explanation—perhaps the person just suffered a loss,
is mentally ill, or is in the grips of religious mania. However, the
likely explanation is that the individual was simply overcome by
rage. Rage is an automatic response to threat that humans have
evolved to protect themselves and their loved ones from danger.
When people are enraged, they are capable of superhuman acts
of strength, speed, and stamina. All humans have the capacity for
rage. And when rage gets out of control, it can be deadly.

Before discussing the rage response, it is important to understand
how the brain works. The human brain is an extremely complex
organ—the most complicated structure in the known universe. It
Is made up of about 100 billion neurons, or nerve cells, that con-
trol everything that happens in the human body. Each neuron is
highly specialized and works in conjunction with other neurons,
sending chemical messages throughout the body via the nervous
system. To send these messages, each neuron connects with as
many as 10,000 other neurons, creating an unimaginably com-
plex network made up of about 100 trilion connections.
Meurons connect to each other by growing threadlike struc-
tures (called axons) that reach out to receptor threads (called
dendrites) of targeted neurons. Some of these threads are mi-
croscopic, while others can be several feet long. Axons and
dendrites do not actually touch each other; instead, they leave
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a microscopic space between them called a synapse. Once a
group of neurons are connected, they communicate with each
other by releasing a type of chemical known as a neurotransmitter
into the synapse. The neurotransmitter is like a control switch; for
instance, some neurotransmitters increase attention, some are
involved in creating emotions like love or sadness or anger, and
some activate various chemical processes in the body.

All of this activity is powered by electrical charges created in-
side the neurons. This allows information to be communicated
throughout the brain and body extremely rapidly. In addition,
neurons are constantly connecting and disconnecting with each

This illustration depicts the threadiike
structures called axons and dendrites that are
part of a neural network. Axons and dendrites
communicate with each other by sending
chemicals known as neuroiransmitters across
a microscopic gap called a synapse.

\““‘“’i —




WORDS IN
CONTEXT

neurotransmitter
Brain chemicals
that are used to
send signals, or
messages, from one
neuron to the next.
Neurotransmitters
allow humans to
think, feel, move, and
carry out all other

other based on sensory input and expe-
riences. The pathways also grow stron-
ger or weaker, depending on how of-
ten they are used. This process, called
neuroplasticity or brain plasticity, allows
humans to mature, learn, and change.
This complex web of ever-changing
neural pathways gives rise to thought,
memory, emotion, and consciousness.
Some neural pathways are hard-
wired in the human brain, meaning that
the pathways are genetically determined
and are part of the brain’s basic design.
Threat detection pathways evolved in

bodily functions. our ancestors hundreds of thousands

of years ago to detect dangerous situ-
ations and ensure survival. Like the neural pathways that auto-
matically keep the heart pumping and the lungs expanding and
contracting, the pathways of threat detection and response can
operate independently of human thought. Once triggered, they
can activate what scientists refer to as the rage response—the
powerful and instinctual emotional reaction that drives sponta-
neous acts of violence. Rage arises automaticaly, but in many
cases—especially when the danger is not immediate or life
threatening —the urge to respond with violence can be controlled
or suppressed by the thinking part of the brain. And because of
brain plasticity, people can weaken and change the neural path-
ways that control the rage response so that the pathways are not
activated inappropriately.

The brain structure involved in threat detection and the rage re-
sponse is caled the amygdala. The amygdala is made up of two
small, almond-shaped structures located deep within the brain.
These structures are part of the limbic system—the portion of
the brain involved in generating emotion. While the function of
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the amygdala is complex, scientists believe it is primarily involved
in generating strong, primary emotions, such as fear and rage.
Aggression and violence, scientists believe, begin in the amyg-
dala. When assessing and responding to threats, the amygdala
communicates with the rest of the brain in an extremely complex
and sophisticated way. Working in conjunction with other parts of
the brain, it evaluates information from all five senses, accesses
memories and stored knowledge, and if necessary, takes control
of the motor system.

Neuroscientist R. Douglas Fields has intimate experience
with the complexity of the brain’s threat detection and rage re-
sponse system. While on vacation in Barcelona, Spain, he and
his daughter were walking on a crowded street. Suddenly, Fields
felt a tug on his pant leg and realized his wallet had just been
stolen. In an instant he shot his hand backward, hooked his

Meditation Calms Rage

(One excellent therapy to tame rage is meditation. Meditation allows its practi-
tioners to have greater conscious control over their thought processes. During
practice, when their thoughts drift away from the object of their focus (for
instance, their breathing), practitioners re-center their attention. The mental
exercise of observing thoughts and refocusing attention has remarkable ef-
fects on the brain. Studies have shown that meditation actually increases the
number of neurons and neural pathways involved with calmness and focus
and decreases those involved with anger, fear, and anxiety. For instance, a
2011 study at Harvard University found that after completing an eight-week
meditation class, participants had fewer neurons and neural activity in their
amygdalas. “It is fascinating to see the brain’s plasticity and that, by practicing
meditation, we can play an active role in changing the brain and can increase
our well-being and quality of life,” says psychologist Britta Hdlzel, one of the
authors of the study.

Quoted in Brent Lambert, “Harvard Unveils MAI Study Proving Meditation Literally Rebuilds the Brain's Gray
Matter in 8 Weeks,” FEELquide, November 19, 2014 . www feelguide.com.
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WORDS IN
CONTEXT

synapse
A microscopic
space between two
connected neurons.
Neurotransmitters
are released into this
space by one neuron
and absorbed by the

arm around the pickpocket's neck, and
threw him to the ground, where he pinned
him to the pavement in a headlock. He
was able to respond so quickly because
his unconscious brain—specifically, his
amygdala—had detected the pickpocket
and had primed his body for a violent re-
sponse.

At the time, Fields was fifty-six years
old and weighed 130 pounds (59 kg), and
his last physical confrontation had been on
the high school wrestling team. The man

other. he attacked was young and strong, yet

Fields was able to immediately overpower
hirm and recover his walet with no conscious thought or planning.
“The rage reflex can unleash furious, uncontrollable anger,” Fields
explaing, “[or it can| trigger a rage of intense and purposeful vio-
lence devoid of anger. In either case the response is automatic
and apparently unchecked by rational thought.”

The rage response is part of the fight-or-flight response—the urge
to either fight or flee in a dangerous situation. When the amygdala
detects a threat, it directs chemicals like adrenaline and cortisol to
flood the body, pulling blood into muscles, speeding up breathing
and heart rate, and priming the body to either attack or escape.
In this state humans can suddenly have tremendous strength and
speed as the body delegates all of its resources toward surviving
the threat at hand.

In humans the hardwired fight-or-flight response can be con-
sciously suppressed—especially if the threat does not require im-
mediate lifesaving action. This conscious control derives from a
highly specialized part of the brain called the cerebral cortex. The
cerebral cortex is the outer layer of the brain and is responsible
for conscious thought and free will. The ability to suppress urges
like the fight-or-flight response is controlled by a part of the cere-
bral cortex located right behind the forehead, called the prefrontal

14
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A threatening situation, such as being bullied, prompts a
physical reaction known as the fight-or-flight response.
This response causes physiological changes that prepare
the body to either fight or flee the perceived threat.

cortex. This area is involved in planning, goal-directed behavior,
and resisting urges or impulses.

After Fields retrieved his wallet from the pickpockst, to con-
tinue the example, he was finally able to access his prefrontal cor-
tex. He could see that he was not out of danger; the pickpocket
had been working with a gang of other young men, who now
surrounded Fields and his daughter. By this time Fields's body
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Heroes and the Rage Response

On Christmas Day 2009, Nigerian-born Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab attempted
to blow up Northwest Airlines Flight 253 over Detroit, Michigan. Abdulmutallab
had sewn part of a bomb into his undergarments, and it had not been noticed by
security. When he attempted to explode the bomb with a handheld detonation
device, the device began to smoke and caught fire.

One of the passengers, Duich filmmaker Jasper Schuringa, saw that Ab-
dulmutallab was holding a suspicious-looking device in his hand and was sur-
rounded by smoke and fire. Schuringa jumped over the seat in front of him,
yanked the object from Abdulmutallab’s hand, and put out the fire. When Schu-
ringa was asked later why he ran toward danger and the other passengers did
not, he replied, “I don’t know, | didn't think.”

Schuringa's automatic act of heroism was generated by the same part of
the brain that controls the rage response. “We have these circuits to protect
ourselves, our family unit, or society,” explains neuroscientist R. Douglas Fields.
“Most of the time, they work amazingly well. We don’t call it snapping [in rage]
unless the result of this aggressive response is inappropriate. When it works as
intended we call it quick thinking or,in many cases, heroic.”

Quoted in Simon Worrall, “Your Brain Is Hardwired to Snap,” National Geographic, Febuary 7, 2016. hitp: /¥
news nationakyeggraphic.com.

was flooded with adrenaline and cortisol, and he was primed to
attack. He recalls his thought processes at the time:

A massive surge of adrenaline fueled my twitching mus-
cles and nerves to levels of raw power | had never felt be-
fore. | was now struggling not to pick up the next hoodlum
squaring off with me, hoist him over my head, and hurl him
into his accomplices. . . . It was not a question of whether
| could execute the superhuman feat. | had no doubt that
| could do it. Rather, | was trying not to do it, simply be-
cause this might not be my best option. ™
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Fields used his prefrontal cortex to suppress the violent urges
generated by his amygdala until he could decide on the safest
thing to do. Luckily, the criminals were distracted by a passerby,
allowing him and his daughter to escape.

Fields says that he wishes he had had access to his prefrontal
cortex earlier, because then he could have resisted the urge to-
ward violence altogether. It would have been much safer, he says,
if he had simply allowed the pickpocket to take his wallet and
not fought back. Instead, he fell under the power of an ancient,
instinctual reflex —to protect his resources at any cost.

Inearly humans the rage response was crucial for survival. When
a person was under attack by a wild animal or another human,
there was no time to consciously assess the situation and decide
what to do. Therefore, the brain developed a defensive system
that automatically springs into action in response to danger. Evo-
lutionary biclogists believe that this danger did not need to be
physical to trigger the reaction. Intrusions on territory, perceived
threats to family members or ong's community, or even insults
were —and still are—perceived as deadly threats by the brain.
Even though modern humans face far fewer dangers than
their ancestors, the human rage response still interprets some
threats as potentially life threatening. Most people have experi-
enced the rage response in their day-to-day lives and know how
powerful it can be. Small disagreements suddenly escalate into
shouting matches; parents lash out at their children after a stress-
ful day; people ruin each other’s reputations online in a fit of anger
or jealousy. And even among law-abiding individuals, the rage re-
sponse can occasionally turn viokent. Shouting matches can turn
into physical fights. Enraged parents can hurt their children. And
if aweapon is at hand, anger or jealousy can quickly turn deadly.
In his book Why We Snap: Understanding the Rage Circuit in
Your Bran, Felds presents the idea that there are universal trig-
gers for rage and violence among human beings. He groups the
triggers into nine general categories that can be remembered with
the acronym LIFEMORTS. They are Life-orimb (a physical attack),
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Insult (a challenge to dominance), Family (a threat to blood relatives),
Environment (a threat to one's temitory), Mate (rage triggered by jeal-
ousy), Order in society (an urge to punish those who disrupt soci-
ety), Resources (a threat to one'’s belongings), Tribe (a threat from
another group), and Stopped (rage triggered by being restrained,
either physically or by oppression).

The triggers of rage often layer one on top of another, caus-
ing frustration to build until a person snaps, or explodes in a fit of
violence. While this may have been a useful response for early hu-
mans fighting for survival, in modern times rage and aggression
are often counterproductive. Fields notes that most of the time,
when modern humans experience bouts of rage, they do or say
things they deeply regret.

One example of how these triggers can be activated in modern
society—sometimes with deadly results—is the phenomenon of
road rage. Fields explains that the act of driving a car can activate
nearly every one of the LUFEMORTS rage triggers. Imagine, for
instance, that a woman driving with her children is cut off in traffic.
The other driver has put her and her family in danger (Life-or-limb
and Family); has nearly hit her car (Resources); has cut in line, in-
fringing on her territory (Environment); has broken the law (Order
in society); and has slowed her progress (Stopped). Now imagine
that the other driver is a different race or class than the woman
(Tribe) and makes an obscene gesture as she cuts the worman off
(Insult). In this very common scenario, all but the Mate (jealousy)
trigger has been activated. If the woman is already frustrated by
traffic—and therefore has a lowered threshold for stress —she may
be overcome with rage.

According to Fields, acts of spontaneous rage and aggression
like road rage happen constantly in modern society. When they
cause a deadly tragedy, people tend to assume that some sort of
mental illness or other underlying pathology is involved, but this is
rarely the case. “The commonplace blind rage attacks between
spouses, coworkers, and complete strangers are the cause of far
more aggression and violence than that caused by the mentally ill
or psychopathic kiler,”" Fields explains.

18



The modern phenomenon known
as road rage results from what

some researchers believe are

universal triggers for rage and

violence. According to this theory,

the act of driving a car can activate
nearly every one of these triggers.

Even though most people have experienced the rage response,
few behave so violently that they run afoul of the police or harm
another person. Most people are able to use their prefrontal
cortex to control their aggression. Those who do inflict violence
on others—people whom we think of as violent criminals—
sometimes have characteristics that might explain their violent
actions, such as a history of childhood abuse or mental illness.
However, most people who have been abused as children or
suffer from mental illness do not commit violent acts, and psy-
chologists agree that in the vast majority of cases, abuse or
mental illness do not in themselves cause people to be violent.
“Violent crimes committed by people with mental iliness get a
lot of attention,” says psychologist Laura Hayes. "But they are
rare enough that if all the violent crime perpetrated by those
with mental illness were eliminated, 96 percent of viclent crime
would continue.”?

The one thing that almost all violent criminals have in commaon
is an inability to control their rage response. “Violent crimes are
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committed by people who lack the ability to regulate and modulate
their response to perceived danger,”™ explains Hayes. Because of
this, nearly all violent criminals have a history of escalating violent
behavior. For instance, 80 percent to 90 percent of murderers have
police records, as compared to 15 percent of the general popu-
lation. And when one spouse kills another, there is a nine in ten
chance that there was previous violence in the household.

As Hayes explains, “The individual who lacks the essential skill of
using more sophisticated reasoning, perspective-taking, and emo-
tional stabilization to regulate his more primitive fear and aggressive
impulses wil fall into the pattern of aggressive overreaction again
and again, often with escalating levels of violkence.™ In other words,
people who cannot use their prefrontal cortex to control their rage
response are the ones who become criminally viokent. They may also
have a history of eady exposure to violence or a mental ilness, but
their lack of anger management skills is what precipitates violence.

One way to reduce violence in society is to identify people who
cannot control their anger and give them skills to calm their
rage response. Many psychologists

believe that children and adolescents
WORDS IN should be taught anger manage-
CONTEXT ment techniques such as breathing

. .. deeply, redirecting their thoughts,
Th:It;ar;IInl‘Jslaa?JtIEty and practicirjg compassion for oth-
to make or break ers before violence becgmes a ha-
e bitual responae._ According to psy-
neurons. which cmlogst Melanie Greenberg, these
allows hhmans o techniques work fc_r adults _as well
learn, change, and and can hel.p “retrain our mlnqs 54::
grcrwj Also kn-::rwn as we are less likely to overreact wdh. in-
neuroplasticity. tense anger or fear to ps_ycholog@al
threats.” ” Because of brain plasticity,

people have the ability to learn new
responses to stress and frustration, and with practice, these
new responses can replace the rage response.

20



* CHAPTER 2

Early humans lived in groups that scientists call “tribes” —bands
of hunter-gatherers who shared commaon ancestry, culture, and
beliefs. During this period of history, the envionment was harsh
and dangerous, and people needed to live in groups to survive.
Tribes could hunt more efficiently, share resources, and protect
each other from predatory animals and other humans. For these
reasons, humans have evolved a deep psychological need to find
acceptance within a larger group and to defend that group from
others. According to biologist Luke Glowacki, scientists believe
that “the human propensity for lethal violence against ‘out-group’
members has deep evolutionary roots.” ® In other words, tribalism
and the violence it can lead to are psychologically hardwired into
the human brain.

In modern times this predisposition toward tribalism explains
why people can be suspicious and hostile toward those of different
races, classes, religions, or nationalities. Tribalism drives racism,
hate crimes, and warfare. In fact, the desire to protect and defend
one’s group can become a moral |ustification for violence —even
among people who believe that violence is morally wrong.

Social scientists use the terms in-group and out-group when de-
scribing the human tendency to identify with a particular tribe or
group of people. Humans identify with others based on things like

appearance and kinship (or family ties), cutture, nationality, ideology,
and polttical or religious beliefs. For most of human history, people
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Over the course of history, religious belfefs replaced kinship and
appearance as a means of defining group identity. A church group, like
the one pictured here, may include people of many different backgrounds.

organized themselves into tribes based on appearance and kinship,
most likely because people who are related to each other tend to
take care of each other, providing group security. As human popula-
tions grew and more diverse people joined together, religious beliefs
came to define a group’s identity. According to Jared Diamond, au-
thor of Guns, Germs, and Steel, "Religion helps solve the problem
of how unrelated individuals are to live together without kiling each
other.™" As societies and nation-states formed, things like cultural
practices and ideclogies became part of a group’s social identity.

Because competition over territory and resources was a real-
ity for the earliest human tribes, group membership provided not
only safety from other groups but solidarity —an "us-versus-them”
mind-set that helped group members work together to protect
themselves. Therefore, distrust of people in out-groups evolved
alongside an affinity for in-groups.

22



This has resulted in a psychological drive in humans to belong
toanin-group and in an innate distrust of members of cut-groups.
Scientists have concluded that these drives are not products of
rational decision making or conscious choice. When scientists ran-
domly assign people into groups, in-group and out-group behav-
iors naturally arise. Even when the differences between groups are
entirely random and meaningless, people still tend to try to help
their own group and hamn the out-group. For instance, a famous
study in 1954 called the Robbers Cave experiment found that pre-
teen boys in a camp setting bonded with their group members and
began to distrust another group in a faraway portion of the camp.
When games were set up between the competing groups, the
competition quickly devolved into aggressive behavior: The boys
fought, stole from each other, and orga-

nized raids on the other camp.

Similar behaviors have been replicat- WORDS IN
ed in dozens of studies. Scientists have CONTEXT
even observed this behavior in babies as ribalism

Young as ning months old. A series of
psychological experiments at Yale Uni-
versity in 2012 demonstrated that babies
prefer puppets that have been linked
with foods that they like (graham crack-
ers) and actively dislike puppets linked
with foods they dislike (green beans). Ac-
cording to psychologist Paul Bloom, the

Strong loyalty to
one's group, involving
behaviors and
attitudes that support
the group and protect
it against competing
groups.

study found that babies “actually prefer

puppets who punish the puppet with the different food taste.”®
This study and many others like it support the idea that aggression
toward out-group members is hardwired into the human brain.

Unconscious prejudice based on general appearance is another
sign of humanity's distrust of the out-group. Studies have shown
that humans make all sorts of assumptions about others based
on their appearance —usually in a matter of seconds. "You like
faces that are closer to your own definition of a typical face,”
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explains psychologist Alexander Todorov. “It's like a tribal bias.
| like people that look like the people around me."™ This split-
second decision making -QWBE rise to all sorts of biases and
prejudices that often operate on an

unconscious level. For instance, racial

WORDS 1IN prejudice, which is strongly associated
CONTEXT with differences in dppearance, can
bias be at work witt‘;in peopl; ,_,,;Th-o| r;lavle
no awareness of any prejudicial feel-
:‘;ngpf: E;ﬁ;a” ings within themselves. Studies have
’ shown that managers who are review-

idea, or practice.

ing the résumés of job candidates will
be biased for and against candidates
based on their assumptions about the
race of the applicant—even when the
resumeés are identical in every other
way. In many cases these managers
are honestly unaware that they hold

While bias is not
necessarily negative,
the term is often
used to mean that
something is being
unfairly judged.

any racial prejudices at all.

In modern society, group membership is defined by a host
of factors, but the most common is differences in racial appear-
ance. Scientists now know that racial appearance has nothing
to do with differences in the underlying biology of humans and
that race is not defined by genetics. As sociologist Justin Berg
explains, “We see millions of people who have the same skin
color separate themselves into many different racial groups, or
into more than one racial group. This is the opposite outcome
of what we'd expect if biology determined our racial identities."
However, people still tend to use racial characteristics to decide if
a person should be accepted into a group or excluded. Assigning
out-group status to those of different races has led to horrendous
acts of oppression and brutality. Some examples from US history,
in which Caucasian people have historically held power, include
the extermination of Native Americans and the enslavement of
African Americans.

Spiit-second decisions based on racial appearance can also
cause fear-based violence. A 2015 study published in the Jour-
nal of Experimental Social Psychology examined forty-two studies
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Demonstrators in New York City's
Times Square protest the deaths of
people kifled by faw enforcement
personnel. Many of the victims werg
African American; research suggests
that unconscious racial bias may
have played a role in these incidents.

of racial shooter bias, or the tendency to feel more threatened by
people who belong to a particular racial group. The study found
that people playing a first-person shooter video game were more
likely to shoot computer-generated assailants who had dark skin.
According to Yara Mekawi, the study’s author, "People were quick-
er to shoot black targets with a gun, relative to white targets with a
agun. And . .. people were more trigger-happy when shooting black
targets compared to shooting white targets.”™' Mekawi believes
that this unconscious racial bias may be behind the rash of police
shootings of unarmed African Americans in the United States.

Out-group violence can also be motivated by a desire to help
ones in-group work toward a common ideological goal. For
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Male Aggression Benefits the Tribe

In primates and many other social mammals, the male of the species is larger,
stronger, and more aggressive than the female. In humans males are about 8
percent faller and 20 percent heavier than females. They also have more of the
hormone testosterone, which increases aggression. This difference between the
sexes is known as sexual dimorphism, and it is thought to be a reproductive
strategy. Males who must compete for females in a group need fo be able to fight
other males, and the strongest and most aggressive male passes on his genes.

However, males also use their extira size and increased aggressiveness to
benefit the tribe. According to Dorian Furtuna, an ethologist who studies the
evolutionary roots of human aggression, “In many animal species, including pri-
mates, males have the biological role of being guardians of the territory and of
banishing the intruders or of protecting the group from predators, and these
functions imply that males exhibit a higher level of aggression than females.”
This social component to male aggression would have made evolutionary sense
for early humans. The women, who were weaker and less aggressive, would
care for the children and take care of the tribe’s other needs, while the men
were free to use their strength and aggressiveness to hunt and defend the tribe
from invaders.

Dorian Furtuna, “Male Aggression,” Homo Aggressivies (biog), Psychology Today, September 22, 2014,
wearw. psychology today.com.

instance, many people fight wars because they believe that vio-
lence is necessary to ensure the survival of their country—even
though they do not feel immediately threatened by an enemy.
They will follow their leader's orders to accomplish this goal,
even though it might be emotionally difficult for them to harm
other human beings.

This idea was tested in 1961 by psychologist Stanley Milgram.
Milgram wanted to understand the actions of the thousands of
German soldiers involved in atrocities in the Nazi death camps
in the 1940s. He suspected that these ordinary soldiers—Iloving
family men, in many cases—systematically murdered millions of
men, women, and children not because they were evil (as most
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people believed), but because they were ordered to do so by a
higher authority —Adolf Hitler and the leaders of the Third Reich.
A powerful group leader, Milgram thought, could persuade group
members to abandon their morality and follow any order, no mat-
ter how maorally repugnant.

In his experiment Milgram told participants that they were as-
sisting in an important experiment that tested learning and mem-
ory {this was not true). Under the supervision of a scientist, a par-
ticipant (dubbed the “teacher”) tested the memory of a “learner”
who was hooked up to an electric shock machine in the next
room. The teacher was instructed to ask the learner (via intemom]
to memorize and repeat a string of words. When the learner got
an answer wrong, the teacher was instructed to deliver an in-
creasingly painful shock to the learner.

The teacher did not know that the learner was actually an
actor who was only pretending to be shocked. As the “shocks”
grew more painful and dangerous, the learner screamed in pain
and begged for the experiment to end. When participants ex-
pressed their concern, the scientist simply emphasized how im-
portant it was for the experiment to go on. Some participants
refused to continue, but many continued to shock the learner,
even after he cried out that he had a heart condition—and then
fell ominously silent.

The results of the experiment were unsettling. Most of the
participants were upset about what they were asked to do. Still,
an alarming percentage continued to deliver what they thought
were increasingly dangerous shocks. In fact, in one version of the
experiment, 65 percent of participants delivered the maximum
shock of 450 volts to the learner. As editor Cari Bomm writes in
the Atlantic, the participants “had just been used to prove the
claim that would soon make Milgram famous: that ordinary peo-
ple, under the direction of an authority figure, would obey just
about any order they were given, even to torture. . . . If the Nazis
were just following orders, then he [Milgram] had just proved that
anyone at all could be a Nazi."# In other words, Milgram had
shown that most people were capable of extreme violence if they
were under orders from a higher authority.
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In recent years psychologists have begun to question Migram’s
conclusions. Psychologist Alex Haslam does not think that Mil-
gram’s participants were simply following orders. Instead, Haslam
believed that they were identifying with the scientist and his goals.

WORDS IN
CONTEXT

social identification
The tendency for
humans to incorporate
the values, morals,
ideclogies, and
preferences of their
groups into their own
identities.

Haslam examined M"QI’EI’“I"]E data and
found this to be the case; he discovered
that the likelihood that a participant would
follow directions and deliver a shock de-
pended on how much he or she believed
in the importance of the experiment —and
by extension, the goals of science itself,
which the scientist represented. This is
called social identification, a term mean-
iI"IQ thata DETEDI"I'E beliefs are drawn from
the group with which they identify. There-
fore, participants who identified with the
scientist continued to deliver shocks—

even though harming another person
was morally uncomfortable for them. They also did not regret their
actions after the experiment was over. According to Haslam, “They
did not think they had done anything wrong. This was largely due
to Milgram's ability to convinee them that they had made an impor-
tant contribution to science.™*

Haslam explains that people who commit violkence because
their group leader orders them to do so “are generally motivated,
not by a desire to do evil, but by a sense that what they are do-
ing is worthy and noble.™ He and his colleagues concluded that
a person’s "wilingness to perform unpleasant tasks [i.e., violence
against others|] is contingent upon identification with collective
goals” of the group, thereby making violence “seem virtuous rather
than vicious.™ In other words, violence can seem morally accept-
able if it is done for the good of the group.

One horrific example of this can be seen in the way Germany
justified kiling children during the Holocaust. On May 5, 1944, Hein-
rich Himmler, a high-ranking leader of the Nazi Party, gave a speech
in which he defended the murder of Jewish children in the Ger-
man death camps: “In my view, we as Germans, however deeply
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we may feel in our hearts, are not entitled to allow a generation of
avengers filled with hatred to grow up with whom our children and
grandchildren will have to deal because we, too weak and cowardly,
left it to them." In other words, Himmler was saying that soldiers
who endure the emotional pain of murdering innocent children are
making a noble sacrifice for future generations of Germans.

Despite the natural tendency to distrust and fear people who are
not part of their groups, most people do not find it easy to delib-
erately harm or kil others without provocation. Humans have a
great capacity for empathy. For instance, most people feel bad

The Power of Masks

When people gather together, they become more likely to take on the values and
behaviors of the group around them. This psychological phenomenon is called
deindividuation. Deindividuation is even more pronounced when the person feels
anonymous, or just a face in the crowd. When people know they will not be held
accountable for their acfions, they are more likely to join in a group’s bad behavior.

In the 1970s several prominent studies on deindividuation were performed
with school-aged children. On Halloween night, researchers set up an experi-
ment in a neighborhood home. When children came to the door asking for candy,
a researcher instructed them to fake only one or two pieces from a bowl. The
researcher then pretended to be called away, leaving the children alone with
the candy bowl. Kids who were in groups were twice as likely to grab fistfuls
of candy than those who came alone. And groups of children who wore masks
were even more likely to steal.

Deindividuation can have far more serious consequences than stealing can-
dy, of course. For example, deindividuation explains some of the behavior of the
Ku Klux Klan, a white supremacist group responsible for brutally lynching thou-
sands of African Americans in the mid-1800s through the 1950s. Klan members
hid their identities under hoods and robes so they could act anonymaously. This
allowed members who might be hesitant to commit acts of such brutal violence
to more easily act with the group.
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when they see someone in emotional or physical pain. In fact, the
empathy effect is so strong that people often share the emotions
of characters in books and movies, crying when a character cries
or wincing when a character is hurt.

Because of the human ability to understand and share the feel-
ings of others, most people will not kill even if their rage response
is triggered. Violence —especially premeditated or unprovoked
violence—is not easy for people to commit. Yet violence among
people who belong to different groups happens all the time. How
are normally nonviolent people able to ignore their morals, shut off
their empathy, and harm or kil other human beings?

In some cases the psychological process of dehumanization
makes this possible. Dehumanization is the practice of attributing
less-than-human characteristics to a group of people. According
to philosophy professor David Livingstone Smith, “When people
dehumanize others, they think of them as subhuman creatures or
inanimate objects rather than human beings."™ Examples from
history include the era of American slavery, when people of Eu-
ropean descent considered slaves of African descent to be less
evolved and compared them to apes; the Rwandan genocide,
when the Hutus characterized their victims, the Tutsis, as cock-
roaches and snakes; and the Holocaust, when the Nazi Party
compared people of Jewish descent to rats. Dehumanization is
almost always accompanied by oppression and violence. Ac-
cording to Smith, “Dehumanization is a way of overcoming our
inhibitions against performing acts of violence for our own advan-
tage. Conceiving of other people as rats, snakes, lice, dangerous
predators, or beasts of burden, makes it much easier to treat
them inhumanely. "

Dehumanization depends on the psychological tendency to
see the human species as more evolved or superior to other liv-
ing things. Many people believe that humans have an intangible
essence inside that makes them human, and thus different from
other animals. Belief in this intangible essence may have its roots
in science (humans are the most evolved species) or in religion
(humans are God's greatest achievement or are the only creatures
with a soul). Dehumanization occurs when in-group members at-
tribute human superiority to their group only, viewing out-group
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The psychological
process of
dehwmanization, or
vigwing a group of
people as less than
human, enabled
German Nazis to
commit unimaginable
atrocities against
other human beings in
the 19305 and 1940s.
This 1941 photograph
shows a Nazi soldier
executing a Jewish
man in Wkraine.

members as not just different, but less human and therefore not
entitled to the same legal protection or moral consideration.
Dehumanized groups are often viewed with intense hatred
and are humiliated, tortured, and brutally murdered. Some psy-
chologists believe this is because the idea that a human form
contains a subhuman essence evokes deep emotions of fear and
disgust. Dehumanization often involves characterizing victims as
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monstrous —evil entities in human form. For instance, in a 1942
propaganda booklet distributed by Himmler in Nazi Germany,
Jewish |IJ-BD|:I-|E were described as follows: “Inside of this creature
lies wild and unrestrained DﬂEEiDI"IE: an incessant need to dEE’tI’D‘jﬂ
filed with the most primitive desires, chaos, and coldhearted vil-
Iainy. ... I'hese subhuman creatures dwell in the CEEEDDDE, and
swamps, preferring a hell on earth, to the light of the sun." In this
passage Jewish people are described as demons—outwardly
human, but inwardly subhuman and vilainous. Smith notes that
attrit:ruting monstrous or demonic characteristics to 'DLIt-QI’CILIDE s
commonly used to justify humiliation and torture.

The human need to belong to a tribe and defend that tribe against
outsiders has caused most of the violence that has plagued hu-
man history. Forces such as racism, nationalism, and religious
fanaticism continue to drive tribal violence today. However, new
technologies that promote interconnection and empathy have re-
sulted in a celebration of diversity and arise in tolerance in many
cultures. Understanding the evolutionary roots of tribal psychol-
ogy can only enhance this trend by encouraging people to ques-
tion their mistrust and fear of those who are not like themselves.
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*CHAPTER 3

Nations almost always go to war to gain or protect territory and
resources. But the individuals who fight those wars—the people
who are ordered to kil, torture, rape, brutalize, and enslave their
enemigs—have much more compléex psychological motives. Even
though humans have a great capacity for violence, they are also
hardwired for empathy. According to US Army historian S.L.A.
Marshall, “The average and normally healthy individual . . . still has
such an inner and usually unrealized resistance to killing a fellow
man that he will not of his own volition take life if it is possible to
turn away from that responsibility. "

How does a nation or group go to war when its members are
s0 averse to killing? According to David Livingstone Smith, “"Over
the millennia, human beings developed methods for selectively
disabling inhibitions against doing violence to others, so as to
reap the advantages attendant upon war, genocide, and oppres-
sion.” These methods are used by armies and terrorist groups
around the world to ensure that their soldiers will follow orders —
to kill, torture, and terrorize.

During World War Il (1939-1945), Marshall conducted a series of
post-combat interviews that revealed that three-quarters of US
combat soldiers did not fire their weapons at the enemy. These
soldiers would not shoot their attackers even to save their own
lives or the lives of their friends. Instead, they either pretended to
fire or deliberately aimed over the heads of the enemy.

When military experts realized what was happening, they be-
gan to change their training methods. By the Vietham War (1955—
1975), the new training methods had paid off. A full 95 percent of
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Sudanese women fleeing the threat
of genocide rest at a refugee camp

in 2004. Fighters who commit crimes
such as genocide usually have been
subjected to psychological technigues
that lower their innate aversion fo
taking a felfow human being's Iife.

soldiers had overcome their aversion to kiling and were firing at
the enemy in combat.

Natural resistance to kiling was overcome through a psycho-
logical process caled operant conditioning. According to psychol-
ogy educator Kendra Cherry, "Operant conditioning relies on a
fairly simple premise—actions that are followed by reinforcement
will be strengthened and more likely to occur again in the future.”*
If this reinforcement happens over and over, the actions will even-
tually become automatic. For instance, a child who is praised for
hanging up his or her jacket and scolded for dropping it on the
floor will, after sufficient repetition, reflexively hang up the jacket.
Operant conditioning is one of the main ways animals —including
hurnans—learn.

This type of learning is extremely powerful because it allows
hurmans to perform a complex set of behaviors automatically
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when they are under stress. According to Lieutenant Colonel
Dave Grossman, author of On Killing: The Psychological Cost of
Learning to Kill in War and Society, “When people are frightened
or angry, they wil do what they have been conditioned to do. In
fire drills, children learn to file out of the school in orderly fashion.
One day there is a real fire, and they are frightened out of their
wits; but they do exactly what they have been conditioned to do,
and it saves their lives.™=

After World War Il, military trainers
began concentrating their training efforts WORDS IN
on conditioning soldiers for combat. To CONTEXT

do so, they began to make combat .
training as realistic as possible. Trainers operant conditioning
A type of learning

replaced paper fargets with simulated
hurnan figures that would behave realis- :}hna:e‘}“‘inlgﬂlgﬁ 5
tically when shot. As sniper trainer Dale | £ aﬁz oo it
Dye describes, “I put clothes on these ’
targets and polyurethane heads. | cut | mmediate fesdback
& POlyUT A in the form of rewards
up a cabbage and poured catsup into || ounishments
it and put it back together. | said, “When :

you look through that scope, | want you

to see a head blowing up."™* Soldiers began to practice in full
gear in an environment that mimicked combat. Repetition be-
came a key part of training.

Operant conditioning depends on there being a punishment
or reward that gives learners immediate feedback on their perfor-
mance. Since the concept of being rewarded for killing is distaste-
ful even to career soldiers, rewards and punishments in operant
conditioning for warfare are minimal. Poor performance might re-
sult in having to repeat the training, and good performance might
earn the soldier a marksmanship badge or public recognition.
Most of the reward came simply from hitting the target, which
was often designed to fall over in a realistic fashion, providing the
shooter with a sense of success.

According to Grossman, this new style of training created sol-
diers who were able to shoot instantly, without thought or hesitation.
“Most modern infantry leaders understand that realistic training with
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immediate feedback to the soldier works,” he explains, "and they
know that it is essential for success and survival on the modern
battlefield."

Operant conditioning is not the only technique used to turn mili-
tary recruits into kilers. In addition, violence can be made to seem
unremarkable through a process called normalization. This pro-
cess often happens naturally during wartime. Because soldiers
are immersed in a military culture that views violence as a neces-
sary and morally acceptable practice, the act of killing the enemy
gradually becomes part of normal life.

The normalization of violence can also be a training technigue.
Soldiers are sometimes deliberately desensitized to violence by
being exposed to it in stages. One horrific example of the nor-
malization of violence occurs within armies or rebel groups that
recruit children. For instance, according to researcher Mia Bloom,
the lslamic State (IS) uses a specific process of normalization on
children that has the effect of “slowly breaking down the boundar-
ies, making something unnatural seem normal.™ After befriend-

Video purported to be from the IS terrorist group shows young people being
trained in the use of powerful weapons. The technigue of desensitizing young
people to viekence by making i seem routine and normal produces individuals
who are willing to kill others if they believe it is necessary and right to do so.




ing children by offering them candy and

toys, IS fighters begin by showing chil- WORDS IN
dren violent acts—first on video, and CONTEXT
then live. Next they instruct the children

to participate in violent acts by pass- normalization

ing out weapons or leading prisoners to A process by

their death. The children are then trained which constant and
in a brutal environment that causes repeated exposure
themn to bond closely with other child to an unfamiliar or
fighters. This process produces children distasteful practice
who would lay down their lives for their causes it to seem
friends and who believe that kiling the commonplace or
enemy is normal and commaonplace as acceptable.

well as necessary and right.

Although 1S and other terrorist groups train members to perform
horrible acts of violence through operant conditioning or normaliza-
tion, most national armies do not routinely give their combat soldiers
this type of training. Yet soldiers have committed hideous acts of vio-
lence during warfare—and sometimes even seem to enjoy it. There
are multiple instances of US soldiers torturing, brutalizing, or even
murdering enemy soldiers and civilians in cold blood —behavior that
cannot be explained by operant conditioning or normalization.

One of the most notable incidents of US soldiers engaging in
this type of behavior occurred in the Abu Ghraib prison in Irag.
The prison was used by US forces at the beginning of the Iraq
War (2003-2011) to hold captured enemy combatants, some of
whom were interrogated by miitary inteligence. In April 2004 a
US news program aired photographs of Abu Ghraib prisoners be-
ing physicaly and sexually abused, humiliated, and tortured. The
pictures were taken by the prison guards themselves —military
police who had no prison training. In many of the pictures, the
guards posed with the tortured prisoners, smiling broadly at the
camera or giving a thumbs-up sign.

Most people assume that this level of brutality is the fault of
the soldiers, not the system. This is known as the dispositional
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theory of good and evil. As historian and scientist Michael Sherm-
er explaing, "The dispositional theory holds that evil is the result of
bad dispositions in some people (a few bad apples).” In contrast,
the situational theory of good and evil suggests that “evil is the
product of corrupting circumstances (bad barrels that corrupt ap-
ples),” says Shermer. He sees behaviors like those at Abu Ghraib
as a combination of the two. “We all have the capacity to commit
evil deeds, but the expression of such acts very much depends
on circumstances and conditions. ™

Shermer's assessment of Abu Ghraib was based on afamous 1971
experiment conducted by psychologist Philip Zimbardo known as
the Stanford prison experiment. Zimbardo recruited twenty-four
male college students to spend two weeks in a makeshift prison
playing the parts of either guards or prisoners (roles were assigned
randomly). The “prisoners” were treated as realistically as possible:
They were arrested at their homes by real policemen and were
locked up in small cells in the basement of Stanford's psychology
building, which was transformed into a prison for the experiment.
The "guards” were given uniforms, clubs, and the authorty to de-
cide on their own how they would supervise the prisoners during
the two-week experiment. Guards were not permitted to physically
harm anyone, but otherwise they could behave as they liked.

On the second day of the experiment, the prisoners rebelled.
As Zimbardo explains, it was at that point that the guards began
abusing the prisoners:

All 12 guards came in, and they crushed the rebellion. At
that point, the guards said, “These are dangerous prison-
ers. We have to show who is in charge, who is the boss.”
That changed everything. That’s when it became a prison.
No one used the word “experiment” again. The guards
used physical force—stripped the prisoners naked, put
them in chains, put them in solitary confinement. There
was actually fighting. The guards used psychological force
to make prisoners feel helpless and hopeless.®
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The behavior of the quards became so cruel and the prisoners
became so demoralized that Zimbardo called off the experiment
after only six days.

In the years since, the Stanford prison experiment has be-
come a staple of psychology textbooks as an explanation of how
a situation can cause good people to do bad things. "We knew
these students were good apples,” Zimbardo says. “Yet within
days, the guards were transformed into sadistic thugs and the
prisoners were emotionally broken.” As he writes in The Lucifer
Effect: Understanding How Good People Turm Evil, “if you put
good apples in a bad situation, you'll get bad apples.™®

When the soldiers who had been involved in Abu Ghraib were
brought to trial, Zimbardo was called on as an expert witness. He
saw many similarities between the brutal torture that occurred
at the Abu Ghraib prison and the behavior of the guards in his

Modern Warfare

Brandon Bryant was a drone pilot for the US Air Force between 2005 and 2011.
In one of his missions, he tracked a small group of suspected insurgents in Af-
ghanistan for several hours until they fell asleep for the night, then launched a
missile at the group, killing them all. Bryant was shaken by the mission, which
he carried out from a base outside of Las Vegas, Nevada. “We waited for those
men to settle down in their beds and then we killed them in their sleep,” he said.
“That was cowardly murder.”

Bryant is part of a new way to wage war. Military drones—pilotless, radio-
controlled aircraft that can be operated from thousands of miles away—allow
soldiers to kill by remote control. Michael Haas, another drone pilot, says the
experience is extremely disturbing. “You start o do these psychological gym-
nastics to make it easier to do what you have to do—they deserved it, they
chose their side. You had to kill part of your conscience to keep doing your job
every day—and ignore those voices telling you this wasn't right.”

Ouoted in Ed Pikington, “Life as a Drone Operatar,” Suardfan{Manchester), November 19, 20 15. ww the
guandian com.
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experiment. BEven though Zimbardo’s guards were not physically
brutal, they, like the Abu Ghraib guards, humiliated the prisoners
fortheir own amusement. Zimbardo explains, "As the boredom of
their job increased, they [the guards in the experiment] began us-
ing the prisoners as their playthings, devising ever more humiliating
and degrading games for them to play. Over time, these amuse-
ments took a sexual turn, such as having the prisoners simulate
sodomy on each other.™ This is similar to what happened at Abu
Ghraib. The soldiers not only tortured and abused the prisoners,
they devised increasingly bizarre ways to humiliate them sexually.

Zimbardo believes that it was the situation at Abu Ghraib that
caused the soldiers to abuse their prisoners. The Abu Ghraib
prison had been used for torture by the Iragi government before it
was commandeered by the US military. it was a horrible environ-
ment, filthy and broken down, with no running water or toilets.
It was also under constant enemy attack. The soldiers worked
twelve-hour shifts and had been stationed inside the prison for
maore than a month without a break. They were also responsible
for preparing the prisoners for interrogation. The US government
had authorized torture to be used in these interrogations, which
the soldiers knew. Their superiors did not order or officially con-
done the abuses, but they turned a blind eye to them and instead
praised the soldiers for their work.

These conditions created a situation where soldiers with nor-
mal and stable psychological profiles committed horrendous
acts. Still, Zimbardo believes they should be held responsible for
their actions. At the same time, he also believes that the soldiers’
superiors, as well as the system that condoned torture, should
assume most of the blame.

Most young men and women do not join an army because they
want to kill, torture, and brutalize others. They choose to serve in
the military because they have a strong belief in the ideology of
their in-group. The ideological goal of war may be specific (to win
independence from a dictator) or general {to support one’s nation).
The ideology may also be based on religious beliefs. War allows
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An American soldier adfusts his rifle sight in Afghanistan. Despite the bloodshed
that warfare inevitably produces, most recruits volunteer for the military for
ideological reasons and not because they want to kill or otherwise harm others.
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people to actively fight for the ideologies of their in-groups, which
most cultures view as a noble and honorable pursuit.

Wartare also gives young people a mission. “War gives you a
trermendous sense of purpose and energy,” explains documenta-
ry filmmaker Sebastian Junger. “Out there, there is a very strong
sense of brotherhood, there's a lot of adrenalin.™' In fact, for many
young men and women, warfare has some positive psychological
aspects. As psychologist Steve Taylor explains, war “makes people
feel more alive, more alert and awake. . . . It supplies meaning and
purpose, transcending the monotony of everyday life. . . . Warfare
also enables the expression of higher human qualities which often
lie dormant in ordinary life, such as discipline, courage, unselfish-
ness and self-sacrifice.”*

Strong ideological beliefs coupled with a yearning for a sense
of purpose can drive young people to join a military group even
if it commits atrocities against out-groups. An example of this is
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The Spoils of War

Terrorist organizations often recruit poor young men who do not have any way
to earn enough money to attract a wife or support their families. Taru Daniel, a
twenty-three-year-old Migerian man who escaped a raid by the Islamic terror-
ist group Boko Haram, understands why other young Nigerian men join Boko
Haram. “We have nothing,” he explains. “That is why they join. For some small,
small money. For a wife.”

The desire for sex and the need to procreate is an extremely strong biologi-
cal and psychological drive in humans—especially in males in their late teens
and twenties. “Any creature that is recognizably on track towards complete re-
productive failure must somehow expend effort, often at risk of death, to try to
improve its present life trajectory,” explain psychologists Martin Daly and Margo
Wilson. For this reason, terrorist organizations even use the promise of rape to
recruit these men. This draw is even more powerful if raping women can be jus-
tified by religious ideology. For instance, Muslim men are not permitted to have
sex outside of marriage. However, IS uses religion to authorize its soldiers to buy,
sell, and rape non-Muslim women. As journalist Rukmini Callimachi explains, 1S
uses religious texts “to not only justify violence, but also to elevate and celebrate
each sexual assault as spiritually beneficial, even virtuous.”

Quoted in Economist, “0f Men and Mayhem,” January 23, 2016, wwww.econom ist.com.

Quoted in John Sexton, “Captured 1S Solider: Rape of Yazidi Women ‘ks Normal,"™ Hot Arr, February 17,
2017. http:/ hotair. com.

the recruiting success of IS, which offers young people a chance
to be part of a war that has the goal of reestablishing the lslamic
caliphate, or religious society ruled by a holy leader. "Recruits are
driven by this passionate need to right some perceived wrong,
to address some sort of injustice, to restore honor to those from
whom it's been taken,” explains psychologist John Horgan. He
says that IS is particularly effective at "offering an opportunity for
people to feel powerful. They're making disillusioned, disaffected
radicals feel like they're doing something truly meaningful with
their lives.™ That power is expressed by complete dorminion over
all nonbelievers, who are slaughtered or enslaved.
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According to Horgan, once recruits join an organization like
IS, they are gradually desensitized to violence, which is eventually
normalized. This can be a lengthy process, and recruits can be-
come disillusioned when they are faced with the extreme brutality
these groups perpetrate on civilans. Horgan explains that recruits
often “take refuge in ideology when faced with the reality of doing
something horrific."* In this case the ideology of IS includes the
belief that violence against nonbelievers is not only necessary, but
the work of God. For IS, war is a holy purpose.

War brings out the worst in humans. People have been waging
war for at least ten thousand years, starting when huntergatherers
attacked and brutally kiled members of neighboring tnbes. Today
sophisticated psychological conditioning coupled with the power
of the group can lead people to commit horrible acts of violence
against each other. However, warfare seems to be on the decline.
The past several decades have been the most peaceful in recent
history, and fewer people are being killed in battle than ever before.
As people improve their understanding of how they can be psy-
chologically manipulated to hate, fear, and kil members of oppos-
ing groups, they may become more likely to resist the forces that
drive humanity to war.
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*CHAPTER 4

When Christine Suhan was a young woman, she was violently
raped. Thirteen years later she still experiences the effects that vi-
olent encounter had on her brain. For instance, during an intimate
moment with herhusband, Suhan suddenly felt as though she was
again being sexually assaulted. “I felt trapped. | couldn’t breathe.
In a split second my body went from passionate love-making to
fight-or-fight mode,” she writes. “I ripped my husband's arms off
of me, threw a few automatic punches and jumped backward.”*

Suhan suffers from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), a
brain-based disorder caused by physical and emotional trauma.
PTSD causes changes in the brain that make it relive a traumatic
event again and again. "My brain can't differentiate the past from
the present and mistakenly thinks that | am re-living the trauma,”
Suhan explains. "l have to give my brain stem time . . . before it
can realize that 13 years have passed since therape and I'min a
safe place with a safe person.™®

When a person is under threat, his or her brain automatically acti-
vates the fight-or-flight response. Sometimes such an experience
does not have a lasting emotional effect. But if the experience is
disturbing or frightening enough, a person will experience emo-
tional trauma, which Merriam-Webster defines as "a disordered
psychic or behavioral state resulting from severe mental or emo-
tional stress or physical injury."” Emotional trauma often involves
feelings of fear, anger, guilt, and sadness, which can linger long
after the traumatic event has passed. It can also be accompanied
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by a host of painful psychological aftereffects, including anxiety,
hypenvigilance (being on high alert to danger), insomnia, depres-
sion, or bouts of aggression.

In most people symptoms of emotional trauma gradually di-
minish as the memory of the traumatic event fades. Eventually,
the individual is able to return to normal

psychological functioning. However, in

some people the effects of emotional WORDS IN
trauma do not fade. When this happens, CONTEXT
a person may be diagnosed with PTSD. hypervigilance

The brain of a person with PTSD—
specificaly, the areas involved in threat
detection and memory—has been dam-
aged by the traumatic event. People
with PTSD often describe their traurmatic

An enhanced state
of alertness and
sensitivity to real or
imagined threats.

memories as flashbacks: sudden, vivid
recollections of past events that evoke intense emotional respons-
es. When a traumatic flashback is triggered, the brains of people
with PTSD respond as though the event is happening in real time.
Their flight-or-flight response activates, causing their heart rate to
speed up, their bodies to flood with the substances adrenaline and
cortisol, and their perceptions of reality to alter. This experience
can be so terrifying that the PTSD sufferer wil try to avoid thinking
about the event at all. "Usually victims try to avoid people, objects,
and situations that remind them of their hurtful expenences,” says
psychologist Viatcheslay Wlassoff. “This behavior is debilitating
and prevents them from living their lives meaningfully. ™

Many people with PTSD are never able to turn off their
fight-or-flight response. “Frightened and traumatized, they are
almost always on edge,”™ explains Wlassoff. They remain on
high alert, experiencing constant fear and paranoia. They have
trouble managing their emotions and often act inappropriately
with others. They may lash out or retreat from the world, and
they sometimes try to dull their feelings of intense anxiety with
drugs or alcohol.

Soldiers who return from battle with PTSD have a higher risk
of becoming violent when triggered. This is because they have
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Experiencing a traumatic
avent can produce post-
traumatic stress disorder,
or PTSD. Sufferers of

the disorder experience
flashbacks to the event
that make it seem as if it
is taking place again in the
present moment.

been trained, through operant conditioning, to immediately re-
spond to threat with violence. “When one is exposed to war-
zone trauma and combat trauma, they are going to be more
likely to assume the worst and assume people are trying to do
harm to them—and more likely to respond to that with aggres-
sions,”™ " explains Dr. Casey Taft, who researches PTSD as part of
his work with the US Department of Veterans Affairs. According
to Taft, veterans with PTSD are three times more likely to be vio-
lent than civilians suffering from the disorder. This violence often
affects those closest to the veteran —their spouses and children.
For instance, as the wife of a US veteran with PTSD recounted
on National Public Radio, when she tried to wake her husband
from a nightmare, “He was shrieking with his eyes open. And
| went to shake him. He grabbed my wrist and twisted it. . . . |
know my wrist was broken.™’
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As evidenced by PTSD, experiencing emotional trauma can have
profound effects on the brain. The most significant changes oc-
cur in the hippocampus —a small structure near the center of the
brain that is involved in memory forma-

tion and retrieval. The hippocampus also
allows people to tell the difference be- WORDS IN
tween memories that were formed long CONTEXT

ago and memories that were formed o
recently. The hippocampus is linked | I .
with the amygdala, the nearby structure | 4 ;};p?rgﬁe |
that controls the fight-or-flight response. GEI‘ dlstﬂ?blng ;ffhgg
VWhen le encounter a dangerous

beop e ngerou psyche, often with

situation, the amygdala and the hippo-
campus work together to determine if L:aﬁsi]tg psychological

the situation is life threatening based on

stored knowledge and memories.

Meuroimaging studies on people with PTSD have revealed
that they have a smaller hippocampus, which means that there
are fewer neural connections formed within the structure and few-
er links to outside structures like the amygdala. This means that
the functioning of the hippocampus is impaired. Because of this,
when a memaory of a traumatic event is triggered, the amygdala
does not get the message that the event happened in the past.
Instead, the fight-or-flight response is triggered, and the individual
goes on high alert. While he or she may understand that the trau-
matic event happened in the past, his or her body still reacts as if
there is immediate danger.

People with PTSD also have increased activity in their amyg-
dala. This causes ongoing anxiety, panic, and extreme stress—
especially when something triggers a memaory of the traumatic
event. Their hyperactive amygdala can also cause them to over-
react to other upsetting or stressful situations. As Wiassoff ex-
plains, “These people exhibit fear and stress responses . . . when
they are simply shown photographs of people exhibiting fear. ™

This effect is compounded by another brain change—a reduc-
tion in functioning of the part of the prefrontal cortex that alows

47



Scientists believe that the prefrontal cortex of the brain
{illustrated here in yellow) does not function normally in a
parson who suffers from post-trauwmatic stress disorder. This
sometimes results in fearful reactions to things that have no
apparent association with the original traumatizing event.




Scientists do not completely understand why some traumatic
events cause PTSD and some do not or why some people are
more vulnerable to the disorder than others. Because PTSD
changes the way the brain processes stress, scientists believe
that risk factors can include prior trauma, elevated stress levels,
or mental health disorders (like depression or anxiety) that make
people more vulnerable to stress. The brains of people with
these risk factors may already have been changed by stress,
which then makes it harder for the brain to process trauma. Re-
searchers have found that women are twice as likely as men to
develop PTSD. This may be because, due to generally possess-
ing less muscle mass, women often perceive traurmatic events
as more physically dangerous. In addition, people who have a
family history of PTSD seem to be more vulnerable to the disor-
der. Scientists still do not know if this is because PTSD sufferers
do not teach their children healthy ways of dealing with stress or
if the vulnerability is genetic. In general, scientists believe that all
of these risk factors are cumulative.

People who have good coping skills and strong support net-
works seem to be protected somewhat from PTSD. Post-traurma
therapy also seems to help. Therapists can assess whether a
trauma victim is processing the memory of the traumain a healthy
way. They can help victims who are either fixating on the memaory
or attempting to block t—commaon features of PTSD. They can
also help those who blame themselves for the trauma or are oth-
erwise experiencing shame, both of which seem to be risk factors
for PTSD. Scientists are also developing a screening tool that will
identify some of these risk factors in trauma victims so that those
who are at risk of developing PTSD can get help quickly.

In addition to PTSD, traumatic violence such as torture can create
other changes to the brain. Torture is defined as inflicting severe pain
on another person. That pain can be physical, emotional, or a com-
bination of the two. People torture for a variety of reasons: to gain
information in an interrogation; to establish dominance and control
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WORDS IN
CONTEXT

sadistic
Deriving pleasure
from inflicting pain or
suffering on another
person.

over another person (as may happen in a
domestic abuse situation); or in a sadis-
tic individual, for sport or pleasure. Tor-
ture can induce a state known as learned
helplessness. Learned helplessness oc-
curs when people learn, through trial and
error, that they cannot help themselves.
People in a state of learned helplessness
are overcome by a sense of powerless-

ness and apathy, and they often wil not

try to help themselves even if it becomes
possible. For instance, a torture victim in a state of learned helpless-
ness rmay not try to escape, even if the opportunity presents itself.
After the terror attacks in New York City and Washington, DC,
on September 11, 2001, the CIA began using torture in its inter-
rogation of suspected terrorists based on the theory of learned
helplessness. According to a Senate Intelligence Committee report
quoted in the New Yorker, CIA psychologists believed that “detain-
ees might become passive and depressed in response to adverse
or uncontrollable events, and would thus cooperate and provide
information.™ This was the reasoning behind the torture inficted
on the prisoners in the Abu Ghraib prison in lraq. If people were in-
terrogated in a state of learned helplessness, military psychologists
reasoned, they would be more likely to divulge information.
Psychologists now know that inducing a state of learned
helplessness through repeated physical and emotional trauma
has a profoundly negative effect on the memory centers of the
brain. “Memories are fragile, subject to revision and loss,” ex-
plains Shane O'Mara, director of the Trinity College Institute of
Neuroscience and an expert on the psychological effects of tor-
ture. “Severe stressors of the type used during torture . . . disrupt
the consolidation of memory, and erode one's ability to retrisve
memories—even of simple, straightforward, fact-based informa-
tion.™ In other words, just as it does in people with PTSD, severe
or prolonged trauma disrupts the brain's ability to process mermo-
ries. A person who is under severe stress cannot reliably retrieve
memories, nor can he or she tell if those memories are accurate.
Ironically, then, though torture is often committed to obtain infor-
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mation, any information obtained will most likely be unreliable. As
O’'Mara asserts, “Torture, as an interrogational tactic, has been
proven to be a complete and utter failure.”™

Children are particularly vulnerable to violence-induced emotional
trauma—especially when that viclence occurs within the home.
Child abuse is all too common in the United States. According
to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, over seven

New Therapies for PTSD

Recent studies have found that the ability to conirol attenfion and focus may
protect people from developing PTSD. A 2014 study published in European Psy-
chiatry compared functional magnetic resonance imaging (iMRBI) brain scans of
Dutch veterans who suffered from PTSD with those who did not. The study found
that veterans without PTSD had stronger connections in the medial prefrontal
cortex—the part of the brain behind the forehead invalved in controlling attention
and regulating emofional responses. This means that the veterans who did not
have PTSD were better able to control what they thought about. The researchers
believe that increasing neural connections in the medial prefrontal cortex—in
other words, building attention skills—might protect people from developing
PTSD. It might also help people already suffering from the disorder recover.
Meditation, which increases neural connections and builds attention, is show-
ing a great deal of promise in treating PTSD. A 2016 study published in Military
Medicine compared soldiers with PTSD who praciiced transcendental meditation
to solders who did not. After one month 83.7 percent of the meditators were able
to reduce or stop their medication for PTSD, compared to only 59.4 percent of the
control group. In addition, only 10.9 percent of the meditators needed to increase
their medication, compared to 40.5 percent of the control group. As the study’s
lead author, physiologist Vernon Barnes, explains, “Regular practice of Transcen-
dental Meditation provides a habit of calming down and healing the brain.”

Ouoted in Christopher Bergland, “Meditation Reduces Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder Symptoms,” The
Athlete's Way iblog), Psychology Today, January 13, 2016, www. psychokigytoday.com.
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hundred thousand children were abused in 2014, and experts
estimate that one in four children will experience abuse at some
point during their childhood. Domestic partner violence is also
prevalent in families with children; studies estimate that 3.3 million
to 10 million children witness violence between their parents or
caretakers each year.

Because children have a deep need to rely on their parents,
young children rarely blame their parents for abuse. Instead, they
tend to blame themselves. According to psychotherapist Bev-
erly Engel, “In essence [children who are abused arg] saying to
themselves, "My mother is treating me like this because I've been
bad,” or, ‘| am being neglected because | am unlovable.”™ This
results in pervasive feelings of shame in abused children, which
can cause themn to develop mental disorders like depression and

Children who are victims of abuse at
home are particulary vulnerable to
vislence-induced emotional trauma.
Lacking the reasoning ability of
aduwl'ts, such children tend to blame
their abuse on their own behavior
rather than that of their abusers.
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anxiety. It can also cause lasting self-esteem issues that can in-
terfere with quality of life and the ability to form healthy adult re-
lationships.

Violence in the home can also disrupt a child’s psychologi-
cal and social development. In young chidren healthy brain de-
velopment depends on healthy interactions with adults in a safe
and secure environment. Children are born with the need to bond
with a parent or caregiver, a process that psychologists call at-
tachment. According to attachment theory, this first bond allows
a child's brain to make the neural connections necessary for
healthy growth and development. In addition, when children are
confident that a parent can provide safety and security, they are
able to attach to other people and create new relationships—with
siblings, friends, teachers, and other adults. However, if a parent
cannot be relied on to keep the child safe—either because the
parent is abusing the child or there is violence between adults in
the home —the child cannot form other heatthy relationships and
is at risk of developing emotional and behavioral problems that
can last a lifetime.

Children who are severely neglected or traumatized by abuse
early in life are also at risk of developing reactive attachment dis-
order (RAD). Children with BAD stop looking to adults for comfort
and have profound difficulties creating relationships with others.
Some children with RAD never develop the ability to empathize
with others. According to the Institute for Attachment and Child
Development, some characteristics of RAD include having a lack
of remorse, conscience, or compassion for others; lying, stealing,
and cheating; and destructive and cruel behavior.

Children in violent environments also are at risk of developing
PTSD. According to social worker Lauren Isaac, these children
“develop the sense that . . . [they arg] in constant danger; also
known as the ‘fight-or-flight’ response; meaning that they will be in
a consistent state of hyper vigilance.™ These children often have
sleep and appetite disturbances, constant fatigue, difficutty con-
centrating, reduced cognitive function, and chronic physical pain.
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Children with PTSD frequently behave like children who are suf-
fering from attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)—they
have poor impulse control, display aggressiveness and hyperac-
tivity, and are unable to interact appropriately with other children.
These children are often misdiagnosed and treated for ADHD with
stimulant medications, which does not address the problems of
ongoing physical abuse and emotional trauma in the home.

Social learning theory posits that children learn norms of behavior
by observing their parents and other adults. The theory holds that
learning is a cognitive process that occurs in a social context. In
other words, children are able to learn simply by observing an-
other person’s actions or behaviors. If children witness violence in
the home, they learn that violence is normal and acceptable, and
they will imitate the viclent behavior.

Social learning theory was developed by psychologist Albert
Bandura in the early 1960s. The theory was demonstrated in a
series of psychological experiments on children known as the
Bobo doll experiments. Bandura recruited children between the
ages of three and six and placed them individually in a playroom
with an adult. Some of the adults violently attacked one of the
toys in the playroom called a Bobo doll—a large clown-shaped
doll weighted on the bottomn that could be used as a punching
bag. The adult modeled violent behavior by punching the doll,
hitting it with a mallet, kicking it around the room, and shouting at
it. Mext, all the children were placed in a room with desirable toys
that they were not allowed to play with, with the aim of elevating
their frustration levels. Finally, they were each placed in a room
alone with another set of toys and a Bobo doll.

As Bandura predicted, the children who had witnessed the
adult behaving violently toward the Bobo doll imitated the adult’s
behavior almost exactly. They punched, kicked, and yelled at the
Bobo doll, expressing far more aggressive behavior than the con-
trol group, who had also become frustrated by not being allowed
to play with toys but had not witnessed any violence toward the
doll. As psychology educator Kendra Cherry explains, “According
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Depression Research Used for Developing Torture

One of the most famous experiments in learned helplessness was conducted by
psychologist Martin Seligman in 1967. Seligman wanted to help people who suf-
fered from depression regain their mofivation. To explore this subject, he created
an experiment in learned helplessness. Seligman placed dogs in an enclosure
and randomly delivered electric shocks to the floor of their cages. Some of the
dogs could stop the shocks by pushing a lever, but some could not. He then
placed the dogs in enclosures where they could move away from the shocks.
The dogs who had been able fo stop the shocks previously figured out how to
avoid the new shocks. However, the dogs who had learmed that they were help-
less made no effort to avoid the new shocks; they simply lay down and whined.
Mext, Seligman showed the helpless dogs how to avoid the shocks by mov-
ing their limbs. After a few repetitions, the dogs were no longer apathetic and
avoided the shocks on their own. Seligman concluded that the dogs did not try
to escape the shocks because they expected to fail, but once they were shown
they could succeed, they regained their mofivation.

Seligman’s learned helplessness experiments were used to develop the CIA
torture program. When this was revealed in 2014, Seligman was siunned. He
said he was “grieved that good science, which has helped many people over-
come depression, may have been used for such a bad purpose as torture.”

Ouoted in Maria Konnikova, “Trying to Cure Depression, but inspiring Torture, " Mew arker, January 14, 2015,
WO ey QKL COm.

to Bandura, the violent behavior of the adult models toward the
dolls led children to believe that such actions were acceptable.
He also suggested that as a result, children may be more inclined
to respond to frustration with aggression in the future."
Bandura’s results, which have been confirmed by similar
studies, explain why children from violent homes tend to be far
more aggressive than other children. These children also have
a harder time reading social cues when interacting with their
peers. “"Children who are exposed to higher aggression in the
household between parents are having more difficulty reading
the signals or the signs of others’ negative emaotions accurately,”
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explains psychologist C. Cybele Raver. “So if they're coming
down the stairs at school and another child bumps into them,
they may respond in an aggressive way. "0

Some psychologists have characterized violence as a disease—a
contagion that is passed from aggressor to victim. As victims of
violence deal with the psychological damage caused by their ex-
periences, they can lash out violently at their loved ones. Children
who witness or are victims of violence learn that it is an accept-
able response to conflict and become violkent themselves, often
going on to abuse their own spouse or children. Only by putting
an end to the cycle of viclence can society hope to prevent the
damage violence does to the brain.
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* CHAPTER 5

Most mentally ill people are not violent, and most violence is not
caused by mental iliness or abnormal psychology. However, vio-
lence in the mentally ill does happen, though mentally ill people
are much more likely to harm themselves than to harm others.
Violence toward others by the mentally ill is more likely to occur
when a person is in a psychotic state. In addition, some mental
conditions correlate strongly with violent behavior. People with
these conditions have in common a lack of empathy —a trait that
makes it much more likely that they will harm others.

On June 12, 2016, Omar Mateen entered the Pulse nightclub in
Crlando, Florida, and opened fire on the packed crowd inside.
Mateen murdered forty-nine people and injured fifty-three more
before he was Killed by police. While he had never been diag-
nosed with a mental illness, several media sources cited his wife's
description of his unstable behavior as evidence that a mental
disorder had driven Mateen to kill. However, according to psy-
chologist Laura Hayes, it was not mental illness that turned him
into a killer. Mateen was already a violent person, prone to physi-
cal violence and bouts of rage. “There is no form of mental ilness
that predicts murderous behavior,” Hayes explains. “Violence is
not a product of mental ilness. Violent crimes are committed by
violent people, people who are unable to manage their anger.™
According to a 2016 study published in the journal Health
Affairs, only about 4 percent of violence in the United States is
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Visitors view a memorial that sprang up in
the wake of the Junme 12, 2016, attack on
the Pulse nightclub in Oriando, Florida, that
kilted forty-nine people and injured another
fifty-three. Although the shooting was
widely attributed to mental illmess on the
part of the culprit, experts say that violence
is not usually a product of mental illness.

caused by mental iliness. As psychologist Jillian Peterson ex-
plains, “The vast majority of F“H-Grrh—- with mental illness are not
violent, not criminal and not dangerous.™? Those who do become
violent are usually inthe throes of psychosis. However, psychosis
by itself does not cause violent behavior. ALLDrdlng to a 2013
study published in JAMA Psychiatry, psychosis DI"I|'-- associ-
ated with violence when it is combined with ragw 5 the study’s
authors write, "Anger due to delusion is a key factor that Mrrlaln
the relationship between violence and acute psychosis."™

58




People who are psychotic often suffer from delusional thinking. A
delusion is a firmly held belief that is not or cannot be true. People
who have delusions insist that their beliefs are true, despite clear
proof that they are false. Delusional thinking is not evidence of a
mental ilness—many mentally healthy people believe things that
have been proved false. But delusions can be a symptom of men-
tal ilness, especially when they are accompanied by disordered
thinking.

Delusions and psychosis can manifest in a variety of mental
disorders, including schizophrenia, depression, bipolar disor-
der, and dementia. The most serious of these mental ilnesses is
schizophrenia, a disease in which one's thought processes and
emcations become highly disordered and

fragmented, leading to a blurring of fan-

tasy and realty. Schizophrenia is char- ‘ggﬁ?r:;_?
acterized by persistent hallucinations,
delusional thinking that is sometimes psychosis

grandiose or paranoid in nature, and—in
the acute stage—psychosis, which can
sometimes lead to viokence.

While there are several types of
schizophrenia, the type most common-
ly associated with violence is paranoid
schizophrenia. People suffering from par-
anoid schizophrenia experience intense

A mental state in
which one’s thoughts
and feelings are

so disrupted and
disorganized that a

touch with reality.

person is no longer in

anxiety, suspicion, and fear of others.

Their thinking can become disordered and illogical, lkeading to the
belief that they are being persecuted in some way. These delu-
sional beliefs are accompanied by halucinations that commonly
take the form of voices. To a person suffering from schizophrenia,
these voices are indistinguishable from real speech. Neuroscien-
tists believe that these hallucinations are caused by a malfunction
in the auditory processing function of the brain. Because of this
malfunction, schizophrenics do not recognize that these voices
are being generated by their own thoughts, which makes them
prone to delusional thinking. Some common delusions among
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Paranoia

Paranoia is a thought process that revolves around persecutory thinking—the
idea that people are attempting to harm the paranocid person. It often is accom-
panied by hypervigilance, anxiety, and fear. Paranoia is thought to be closely
connected to the fight-or-flight response, which is why it can lead to rage and
violence.

Paranoid people often demonstrate what psychologists call attribufion bias.
People who exhibit attribution bias are not interpreting the motivations of oth-
ers correctly. For instance, if 2 woman believes she has been fired because her
boss hates her—when in fact she was fired because she was making errors on
the job—she is exhibiting aftribution bias. Most people exhibit attribution bias
at some point in their lives, but when that bias is accompanied by fear, anxiety,
depression, and a need to isolate and protect oneself, paranoia is most likely
the cause.

Paranocia is not, in itself, an official mental disorder. But because itis linked
with the fight-or-flight response and aggressive behavior, it can be a danger-
ous feature of mental illnesses or personality disorders that are associated
with violence. For example, psychiatrist Phillip J. Resnick describes a man
with paranoid schizophrenia who developed a delusion that there was a con-
spiracy o kill him. When his wife took him to the hospital to be evaluated, he
concluded she was part of the conspiracy and stabbed her to death. Because
he was paranoid, the man misunderstood his wife's motivations and respond-
ed with deadly violence.

people who suffer from auditory hallucinations are that their minds
are being invaded by aliens, they are in contact with God or other
supernatural beings, or that the government is employing mind
control technology to control them.

People with schizophrenia are about four times more likely to
be viclent than the general population. In most cases violence
among schizophrenics is directed toward family members and is
complicated by substance abuse. However, the idea that schizo-
phrenics are prone to violent kiling sprees is a myth. Researchers
have estimated that the chance of being kiled by a stranger suf-
fering from schizophrenia is about 1 in 14 milion. Medication can
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recduce halucinations and allow a rerson with EChiEDDhrEI"IiEl to
think more clearly—which typically eliminates any violent impulses.

When people with schizophrenia or other mental illnesses be-
come violent, it is usually the case that they are operating under a
paranoid delusion. They are convinced that they—or the people
they love—are in immediate danger. "Persecutory delusions are
more likely to lead to homicide than any other psychiatric symp-
tomn,™* explains psychiatrist Phillip J. Resnick. Resnick, who has
performed more than one hundred sanity evaluations on people
charged with murder, believes that those suffering from paranoid
delusions kill for four reasons: in self-defense, in defense of one’s
manhood (often brought on by hormophobia), in defense of one’s
children, or in defense of the world. For instance, one man Res-
nick evaluated believed that his former high school football coach
had the team rape him each night while he slept, so he shot the

People with serious mental illnesses
such as schizophrenia may turn to
violence under a delusion that they are
protecting themselves or their loved
ones from immediate danger. Such
people have a great deal of difficulty
distinguishing reality from fantasy.



coach {defense of one's manhood). In another example, a deeply
religious woman believed her children were in danger from child
pornographers, so to save their souls she killed them (defense of
one's children).

People who Kill in these circumstances are often experiencing
the fight-or-flight response. And because they are not interpret-
ing reality accurately, they believe an extreme fight response is
necessary. “Someone trapped inside a delusion, complete with
its own illusory sights, smells, and sounds, can't tell reality from
fantasy,” explains psychologist Betsy Seifter. “Someone who
can't trust his own senses and is in [a] state of internal chaos
and fear . . . cant tell the good guys from the bad guys.”® The
psychotic state—particularly when combined with the fight-or-
flight response—also disrupts thinking processes in the prefron-
tal cortex, which is responsible for keeping violent impulses in
check. This makes it more likely that a psychotic person will react
to a perceived threat with rage and violence.

There is another psychological condition that is linked with
violence —a lack of empathy. Empathy is often associated with
compassion, which literally means “to suffer together.” When a
person feels compassion, he or she is motivated to help relieve
the suffering of others. Empathy often leads to compassion, but
not always. Sometimes sharing another's emotions can be so
painful that a person will turn away rather than attempt to help.

People who have low empathy have a limited ability to feel
what others feel. They may be able to understand how another
person is feeling, but they do not feel the corresponding emo-
tions. This puts people with low empathy at a distinct disadvan-
tage when it comes to social relationships. Human connections
are rooted in the ability to empathize —to connect through the
shared feelings of love and friendship. Because people with low
empathy are often unaffected by the emotional state of others,
they have little motivation to behave with kindness and compas-
sion. They also often cannot offer the understanding that people
tend to desire most in relationships.
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Mirror Neurons

Scientists have discovered that empathy is associated with specialized cells in
the brain called mirror neurons. When someone observes emotions in another
person, the mirror neurons in the observer's brain generate—or mirror—the
emotions that are observed. For instance, human infants who observe fear on
their mothers’ faces will react with fear and distress, even though they have no
conscious understanding of danger.

Mirror neurons are why humans often have astrong emotional reaction when
they see another person in pain and why behaviors such as laughter or yawning
are contagious. According to psychiatrist Amy Banks, “There have been stud-
ies that look at emotions in human beings such as disgust, shame, happiness,
where the exact same areas of the brain light up in the listener who is reading
the feelings of the person talking. We are, literally, hardwired to connect.”

Some researchers believe that people with psychopathy and other disorders
of low empathy may have dysfunctional mirror neuron systems. Other scientists
believe that psychopaths are simply able to turn their empathy system on or oft
on demand, activating their mirror neurons at will. This allows them to harm
others without regret.

Quoted in Rebecca Eanes, “Wined to Connect—Discipling Shoulkdn't Hurt,” Pos itive Parenting: Toddlers &
Beyond, July 23, 2014, waw positive-parents.ong.

People with low or no empathy are not mentally ill, and there
is no evidence that people with low empathy are more prone to
violence. However, when low empathy is paired with a disregard
for others—as it is in certain personality disorders—the risk of
violent behavior becomes much more pronounced.

Personality disorders are not mental illnesses. Instead, they are
rigid and maladaptive behaviors that interfere with well-being
and happiness. People with personality disorders usually have a
hard time forming positive relationships or interacting with others
in a productive way. People with these disorders rarely recognize
that their personality traits are at the root of their problems, and
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therefore they almost never seek treatment. At the same time,
most psychologists do not believe that personality disorders can
be treated effectively, because they are part of the individual's es-
sential character. Although all people with personality disorders
have difficulties understanding and connecting with others, there
are three personality disorders that are specifically associated
with low empathy: narcissistic personality disorder, borderling
personality disorder, and antisocial personality disorder.

People with narcissistic personality disorder have a sense of
entitlernent, a need to be admired, and an unshakable belief in
their own importance. Many have a certain amount of social cha-
risma that can make them the center of attention. However, they
also lie compulsively to make themselves seem more important,
and they will exploit others to help themselves. They also tend to
be so self-absorbed that they lack awareness of the feelings of
others and therefore have difficulty with close personal relation-
ships. It is not clear if people with narcissistic personality disorder
lack the ability to be empathetic or if they simply choose to disen-
gage from any empathetic response that does not benefit them.

Narcissists can also be prone to fits of rage. As psychiatrist
MNeel Burton describes, “If he [a narcissist] feels obstructed or ridi-
culed, he canfly into afit of destructive anger and revenge. Such
a reaction is sometimes called ‘narcissistic rage’, and can have
disastrous consequences for all those involved. ™

People with borderlineg personality disorder have a poorly
formed sense of self and an intense fear of abandonment. The
disorder is marked by heightened emotions, mood swings, and
paranoid and delusional thinking. Like narcissists, borderlines can
be charismatic. They tend to crave relationships and are con-
stantly seeking them out; however, their manipulative and impul-
sive behavior usually guarantees that any relationships they form
are chaotic and short lived. They are also prone to fits of rage over
perceived slights or betrayals, which can lead to viclent behavior.

Through fMRI imaging, scientists have recently discovered that
borderlines have reduced empathy activity in the brain. Scientists
believe that this is one reason why borderlines have such difficulty
with relationships. According to psychologist Brian Haas, the lead
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author of one such study, “This reduced activation [of empathy]
may suggest that people with more BPD [borderling personal-
ity disorder] traits have a more difficult time understanding and/
or predicting how others feel."™ A lack of empathy also explains
why they are more likely to harm others. In addition, up to 50 per-
cent of borderlines also have features of

narcissistic and/or antisocial personality
disarder, both of which are associated ‘:%I:[_:_:xl_:l
with violent behavior,

Of all officially recqgnzgd mental ill- correlate
nesses and personality disorders, an-

e _ _ ) In scientific studies,
t||54::+:|]al perslo:ljcljlty .tglsd.::rlder |5P mo,lat when two things are
closely correlated with violence. People observed together

with an antisocial personalty have a
lack of empathy combined with a cal-
lous disregard for the feelings and rights
of others. They ignore rules and laws,

(which is not the
same as one thing
causing the other).

are impulsive, tend to be viclent, and do

not feel quilt over their actions. They also tend to be irritable and
aggressive, and they often fail to learn from experience. About
40 percent to 70 percent of all prison inmates exhibit features of
antisocial personality disorder, even though only about 1 percent
to 3 percent of the general population have the disorder.

A psychopath (or sociopath, as these terms are often used in-
terchangeably) is a person who is incapable of feeling empathy.
Most people associate psychopathy with serial killers like Ted
Bundy or Jeffrey Dahmer—predators who Killed multiple people
over an extended period of time for psychological gratification.
While most experts believe that all serial killers are psychopaths,
very few psychopaths are serial killers. Psychologists believe
about 1 percent of the US population (about 3 million people) are
psychopaths, but the FBI estimates that there are only between
twenty-five and fifty serial killers operating in the United States at
any given time. However, this does not mean that psychopaths
are harmless. As psychologist Marisa Brown explains, “The lack
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Conmvicted serial killer
Jeffrey Dahmer listens
calmly at his murder trial.
Psychopaths like Dafmer
are able to commit their
crimes because they

are incapable of feeling
empathy for others; this
trait makes even those
psychopaths who are not
killers dangerous because
they have no reluctance
to hurt other people

of empathy is what makes such individuals dangerous, since their
reduced empathy makes it is easier for them to hurt others.™®

Psychologist Robert Hare has been studying psychopaths for
most of his career. He was the first to discover that the brains
of psychopaths are markedly different from the brains of others.
When psychopaths are shown disturbing photographs of human
suffering, the emational systems in their brains are not activated.
In fact, MRl imaging has revealed that viewing these images acti-
vates the ventral striatum, a brain structure associated with plea-
sure. According to neurobiologist Jean Decety, who conducted
such a study in 2013, psychopaths seem to “find the distress of
cthers pleasurable or positively arousing.™

Psychopaths do not just have a lack of empathy. Their entire
emotional range tends to be blunted. Emotions like fear, anger,
love, joy, and guilt do not mativate psychopaths—if they feel them
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at all. Instead, most psychopaths are motivated by the desire to
acquire power over others. That power can take many forms.
Some acquire wealth or seek out leadership positions, others pur-
sue sexual conquests, and still others get pleasure from harming
animals or people. While experts do not understand why this drive
for power is so strong in psychopaths, some speculate that dom-
inating others is the only way a psychopath can feel pleasure. For
instance, serial killer David Krueger (also

known as Peter Woodcock) describes

kiling as the ultimate rush: “I felt like WORDS IN
God, [like | had] the power of God over CONTEXT
a human being. . . . In the strangling of | stri
children | felt a degree and a sensation | Eutaru"cthuar:daematp““

of pleasure, and of accomplishment,
that | didn't feel anywhere else.”"®
Some psychologists have tried to
treat violent psychopaths by asking
them to do exercises designed to in-
crease their empathy. Unfortunately,
these therapies only helped psycho-

within the brain that
uses dopamine

to evaluate risk

and reward and to
generate feelings of
pleasure.

paths refine their manipulative abilities

and made them more likely to reoffend. Krueger underwent this
type of therapy in the 1970s and was thought to be so improved
that he was transferred to a less-secure facility. Of that therapy,
Krueger said, "l did learn how to manipulate better. | learmed how
to get control of expressing my feelngs inappropriately . . . and
keep the more outrageous feelings under wraps.”” When Krueger
was finally given a day pass—his first in thirty years—he brutally
murdered a fellow inmate.

Today psychologists believe that psychopathy is caused by a
genetic abnormality that can be identified by MRl imaging and ge-
netic testing. People with this abnormality are not necessarily vio-
lent. Experts believe that many of these nonviolent psychopaths
have successfully integrated themselves into society. According to
psychologist Kevin Dutton, psychopaths often excel as chief ex-
ecutive officers, lawyers, surgeons, and in other careers in which
fearless decisiveness and a lack of empathy are an advantage.
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Some psychologists believe that people borm with psychopa-
thy usually will not become violent predators unless they are ex-
posed to extreme trauma, abuse, or neglect as children. For in-
stance, neurosurgeon James Fallon has the genetic markers and
brain patterns of a psychopath. Fallon, who had a happy and un-
eventful childhood, admits that he does not feel empathy and has
many other psychopathic traits, but he claims he has no desire
to be violent. As he speculates, “If | hadn't been treated so well,
| probably wouldn't have made it out of being a teenager . . . be-
cause | would have been a violent guy.”™

People with psychopathy, personality disorders, or mental
ilinesses do commit violent acts, but most violence is commit-
ted by people without these conditions. In fact, in most cases of
violence, perpetrators are perfectly ordinary individuals who have
either been overwhelmed by rage or caught up in the violent be-
havior of their in-group. Everyone has the capacity for violence,
but most people will not commit acts of violence unless triggered
or conditioned to do so.
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