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 We looked at additional examples of the ethical theories we studied in week 1, 
including an example of virtue-based (Mengzi) and contract-based (Rawls) theories.

 Then we looked at how the structure of situations can impede or facilitate 
cooperation (Bowles and Gintis), and how human social institutions can transform 
the structure of situations to make cooperation more likely.

 We saw that cooperation is easiest to sustain when it occurs over many periods and 
includes the possibility of sanctioning noncooperators.

 Next, we looked at theories about the origins of our moral intuitions, and we 
examined two theories about how our reasoning interacts with them. Then we 
looked at Railton’s theory of intuitions as tacit competences.

 The midterm essay was posted last Thursday morning and will be due on 
Wednesday by 11:59pm.

Week 2 Review



 This week, we’ll look at the role of morality in human violence, and we’ll start to think about the 
role of institutions of government in promoting cooperation.

 First, we’re going to review some theories on the role that morality plays in inhibiting violence, 
and we’ll look at mechanisms used by individuals and groups for disengaging from moral “self-
sanctions.”

 We’ll look at some of these mechanisms in action in Grossman’s Forever Flowing.

 Then we’ll study the different ways that victims and perpetrators of violence appeal to morality, 
trying to understand the role of morality in promoting and inhibiting violence.

 On Wednesday, we’ll start examining whether government can be a solution to the problem of 
violence, and the role of moral reasoning in the justification of governing institutions.

 Reminder: the midterm essay will be due on Wednesday by 11:59pm.

 Next week, we’ll look at the specifics of some particular political ideologies and try to 
understand how they build on and appeal to the moral theories and intuitions we’ve discussed.

Looking Forward



Reading for Monday 8/16

 Albert Bandura - Moral Disengagement

 Vasily Grossman - Forever Flowing (selections)

 Steven Pinker - The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has 
Declined (selections)



From George Orwell’s collected essays

 “As I write, highly civilized human beings are flying overhead, trying to kill 
me.”

 “They do not feel any enmity against me as an individual, nor I against 
them. They are ‘only doing their duty’, as the saying goes. Most of them, I 
have no doubt, are kind-hearted law-abiding men who would never 
dream of committing murder in private life. On the other hand, if one of 
them succeeds in blowing me to pieces with a well-placed bomb, he will 
never sleep any the worse for it. He is serving his country, which has the 
power to absolve him from evil.”

 “One cannot see the modern world as it is unless one recognizes the 
overwhelming strength of patriotism, national loyalty. In certain 
circumstances it can break down, at certain levels of civilization it does not 
exist, but as a positive force there is nothing to set beside it.”



Böhm, Hilbig and Thielman - Morality and 
Aggression

 Prior research emphasizing the positive aspects of in-group morality (e.g. cooperation, 
fairness and altruism) fails to account for “the dramatic negative consequences of (opposing) 
moral convictions for human interactions.”

 “the presence of a morally opposing out-group is a central criterion of ingroup identification” 
(Parker & Janoff-Bulman, 2013)

 “introducing morality into intergroup conflict has the destructive potential to override the 
human aversion of doing harm to others”

 “members of morality-based out-groups are easily dehumanized”

 “the immoral behaviors of the in-group toward morality-based out-groups...are reframed 
such that the mistreatment of (alleged) moral opponents becomes psychologically more 
acceptable.”

 As soon as several individuals with shared moral convictions form opposing groups, the moral 
foundation [becomes] a basis for long-term intergroup conflict and violence, which aims at 
actively harming out-group members rather than at restoring cooperative social interactions.

 This inherent link might even have co-evolved as suggested by the theory of parochial 
altruism (e.g., Choi & Bowles, 2007).



Fiske and Rai – Virtuous Violence

 “most violence is the exercise of moral rights and obligations.”

 “most violence is motivated by moral sentiments”

 Virtuous violence theory – “based on the observation that people often judge that to 
constitute or regulate crucial relationships they are morally required to hurt or kill 
another person”

 “…the person doing the violence subjectively feels that what she is doing is right: she 
believes that she should do the violence, and she is actually moved by moral 
emotions such as loyalty or outrage.”

 “a person may be sincerely and truly morally motivated to do something that many 
other people involved judge to be wrong.”

 “Within large groups, violence can take on moral or idealistic dimensions and 
overwhelm motives that would have previously restrained violence if it were built 
into an ideology, leading to many cases of mass killing and intergroup violence.”



Albert Bandura – Moral Disengagement

 “Self-sanctions keep conduct in line with internal standards. However, moral 
standards do not function as an unwavering regulator of moral conduct. There 
are many psychosocial maneuvers by which people selectively disengage moral 
self-sanctions from inhumane conduct.”

 “Selective activation and disengagement of self-sanctions permits different types 
of conduct by people with the same moral standards.”

 Eight mechanisms of moral evasion / disengagement

 Change harmful conduct into benign conduct

 Sanctifying harmful means with worthy ends

 Exonerating by comparison

 Euphemistic/sanitizing language

 Agentless passive voice



Albert Bandura – Moral Disengagement

 Reduce accountability for detrimental practices

 Displacement of responsibility

 Diffusion of responsibility

 Group decision-making can relieve individuals of personal responsibility

 Disregard/deny injurious effects

 “When people see and hear the suffering they cause they find it diffiicult to behave 
destructively.”

 Ignore, minimize, distort/dispute harm

 Dehumanizing/blaming the victim

 “ Those who can make you believe absurdities can make you commit atrocities. ” 
- Voltaire



Albert Bandura –
Moral 
Disengagement



Albert Bandura – Moral Disengagement

 Policy prescriptions:

 The exercise of moral agency has dual aspects—inhibitive and proactive. The 
inhibitive form is manifested in the power to refrain from behaving 
inhumanely. The proactive form of morality is expressed in the power to 
behave humanely. In this higher-order morality, people do good things as well 
as refrain from doing bad things.

 “…the power of humanization to counteract cruelty is equally striking but 
receives relatively little attention.”

 “[S]ocieties cannot rely solely on individuals, however righteous their 
standards, to ensure a civil society. Humane life requires, in addition to 
ethical personal standards, effective safeguards built into social systems 
that uphold compassionate behavior and curb human cruelty.”



Albert Bandura – Moral Disengagement

 “Monolithic political systems, that exercise tight control over communication 
systems can more easily promote moral disengagement, than pluralistic systems 
that represent diverse perspectives, interests and concerns. Political diversity, 
and tolerance of dissent allow challenges to suspect moral appeals. Healthy 
skepticism toward moral pretensions puts a further check on the misuse of 
morality for inhumane purposes.”

 “To function humanely, societies must establish effective social safeguards 
against the misuse of institutional power for exploitive and destructive purposes. 
It should be made difficult for people to remove humanity from their conduct.”



Vasily Grossman – Forever 
Flowing

 “In order to massacre them, it was necessary to 
proclaim that kulaks are not human beings.”

 "...the so-called "kulaks" were pariahs, untouchables, 
vermin. They would not sit down at a "parasite's" 
table; the "kulak" child was loathsome; the young 
"kulak" girl was lower than a louse. They looked on 
the so-called " kulaks" as cattle, swine, loathsome, 
repulsive: they had no souls; they stank; they all had 
venereal diseases; they were enemies of the people 
and exploited the labor of others."



Vasily Grossman – Forever 
Flowing

 From our village, on the other hand , the "kulaks" were driven 
out on foot. They took what they could carry on their backs : 
bedding, clothing. The mud was so deep it pulled the boots off 
their feet. It was terrible to watch them. They marched along 
in a column and looked back at their huts, and their bodies still 
held the warmth- from their own stoves. 

 What pain they must have suffered ! After all, they had been 
born in those houses ; they had given their daughters in 
marriage in those cabins. They had heated up their stoves, and 
the cabbage soup they had cooked was left there behind them 
. The milk had not been drunk, and smoke was still rising from 
their chimneys . The women were sobbing-but were afraid to 
scream. The Party activists didn't give a damn about them. We 
drove them off like geese.



Vasily Grossman – Forever 
Flowing

 “…there was no pity for them. They were not to be regarded as 
people; they were not human beings; one had a hard time 
making out what they were - vermin, evidently .

 “And the state, intended as the means to an end, itself turned 
out to be the end. The people who created it had conceived of 
it as a means to the realization of their ideals. But it turned out 
that their dreams, their ideals, were merely a means, a tool, of 
the great and dread state. Instead of being a servant, as it was 
meant to be, the state had become a grim tyrant.” 

 “The state had become the master. What had been envisioned 
as national in form had become national in content; it had 
become the essence . And the socialist element, which had 
been envisaged as the content. had been forced out, reduced 
to mere phraseology, mere external form, a shell.”



Vasily Grossman – Forever 
Flowing

 “For these children were Soviet children, and those who 
were putting them to death were Soviet people . These 
children were Russians, and those who were putting 
them to death were Russians. And the government was 
a government of worker, and peasants . Why this 
massacre?”

 “One of the NKVD men said to me: ‘Do you know what 
they call your villages in the provincial center? A 
hardschool cemetery.’ But when I first heard those 
words, I did not understand them.”



Vasily Grossman – Forever 
Flowing

 “Can it really be that nothing at all is left of it? Can it 
really be that no one will ever answer for everything 
that happened? That it will all be forgotten without even 
any words to commemorate it? That the grass has grown 
over it?”

 “…the sacred law of all life defined itself: freedom of the 
individual human being is higher than anything else, and 
there is no goal, no purpose in the world, for which it 
may be sacrificed.”

 Which ethical theory does this position resemble?



Steven Pinker – The Better Angels of Our Nature

 “Not a single category of violence has been pinned to a fixed rate over the course 
of history. Whatever causes violence, it is not a perennial urge like hunger, sex, or 
the need to sleep.”

 “…the most violent stage of life is not adolescence or even young adulthood but 
the aptly named terrible twos.”

 “any tendency toward violence must have evolved in a world in which everyone 
else was evolving the same tendency.”

 “Like adultery, violence may be improbable, but when an opportunity arises, the 
potential consequences for Darwinian fitness are gargantuan.

 “Symons suggests that higher consciousness itself is designed for low-
frequency, high-impact events.”



Steven Pinker – The Better Angels of Our Nature

 “When an opportunity does arise to eliminate a hated opponent with little danger 
of reprisal, a Darwinian creature will seize on it.”

 “…the human behavioral repertoire includes scripts for violence that lie quiescent 
and may be cued by propitious circumstances, rather than building up over time 
like hunger or thirst.”

 Forward panic/rampage: “When an aggressive coalition has stalked or faced off 
against an opponent in a prolonged state of apprehension and fear, then catches 
the opponent in a moment of vulnerability, fear turns to rage, and the men will 
explode in a savage frenzy.”

 “A rampage may be a primitive adaptation to seize a fleeting opportunity to decisively 
rout a dangerous enemy before it can remobilize and retaliate.”



Steven Pinker – The Better Angels of Our Nature

 “[T]he people who perpetrate destructive acts, from everyday peccadilloes to 
serial murders and genocides, never think they are doing anything wrong. How 
can there be so much evil in the world with so few evil people doing it?”

 “The Moralization Gap consists of complementary bargaining tactics in the 
negotiation for recompense between a victim and a perpetrator.”

 “Like opposing counsel in a lawsuit over a tort, the social plaintiff will emphasize 
the deliberateness, or at least the depraved indifference, of the defendant's 
action, together with the pain and suffering the plaintiff endures.”

 “The social defendant will emphasize the reasonableness or unavoidability of the 
action, and will minimize the plaintiff’s pain and suffering. The competing 
framings shape the negotiations over amends, and also play to the gallery in a 
competition for their sympathy and for a reputation as a responsible 
reciprocator.”



Steven 
Pinker – The 
Better 
Angels of 
Our Nature



Steven Pinker – The Better Angels of Our Nature

 “…natural selection may have favored a degree of self-deception so as to
suppress the tells at the source. We lie to ourselves so that we're more believable 
when we lie to others…The difference between the way people judge other 
people's behavior and the way they judge their own behavior is a classic instance 
of a self-serving bias.”

 “Did the self-servers really, deep down, believe that they were acting fairly? Or 
did the conscious spin doctor in their brains just say that, while the unconscious 
reality-checker registered the truth? To find out, the psychologists tied up the 
conscious mind by forcing a group of participants to keep seven digits in memory 
while they evaluated the experiment, including the judgment about whether they 
(or others) had acted fairly. 

 With the conscious mind distracted, the terrible truth came out: the participants 
judged themselves as harshly as they judged other people. This vindicates 
Trivers’s theory that the truth was in there all along.”



Steven Pinker – The Better Angels of Our Nature

 “Once you become aware of this fateful quirk in our psychology, social life begins 
to look different, and so do history and current events. It’s not just that there are 
two sides to every dispute. It’s that each side sincerely believes its version of the 
story, namely that it is an innocent and long-suffering victim and the other side a 
malevolent and treacherous sadist. And each side has assembled a historical 
narrative and database of facts consistent with its sincere belief.”

 “Adversaries are divided not just by their competitive spin-doctoring but by the 
calendars with which they measure history and the importance they put on 
remembrance. The victims of a conflict are assiduous historians and cultivators of 
memory. The perpetrators are pragmatists, firmly planted in the present.”



Steven Pinker – The Better Angels of Our Nature

 “The myth of pure evil bedevils our attempt to understand real evil. Because the 
standpoint of the scientist resembles the standpoint of the perpetrator, while the 
standpoint of the moralizer resembles the standpoint of the victim, the scientist 
is bound to be seen as “making excuses” or “blaming the victim,” or as trying to 
vindicate the amoral doctrine that “to understand all is to forgive all.””


