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Self-sanctions play a central role in the regulation of inhumane con-
duct. In the course of socialization, people adopt moral standards that serve
as guides and deterrents for conduct. After personal control has developed,
people regulate their actions by the sanctions they apply to themselves. They
do things that give them self-satisfaction and a sense of self-worth. They
refrain from behaving in ways that violate their moral standards because such
behavior brings self-condemnation. Self-sanctions thus keep conduct in line
with internal standards.

However, moral standards do not function as fixed internal regulators
of conduct. Self-regulatory mechanisms do not operate unless they are acti-
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vated, and there are many psychological processes by which control reac-
tions can be disengaged from inhumane conduct (Bandura, 1986). Selective
activation and disengagement of moral self-sanctions permit different types
of conduct despite the same moral standards. Figure 6.1 shows the locus in
the process of moral control at which moral self-censure can be disengaged
from reprehensible conduct. The disengagement may center on redefining
harmful conduct as honorable by moral justification, exonerating social com-
parison, and sanitizing language. It may focus on agency of action so that
perpetrators can minimize their role in causing harm by diffusion and dis-
placement of responsibility. It may involve minimizing or distorting the harm
that flows from detrimental actions. The disengagement may include dehu-
manizing the victims and blaming them for bringing the suffering on them-
selves.

The way in which these moral disengagement practices operate in the
perpetration of inhumanities is analyzed in detail in later sections of this
chapter.

These psychosocial mechanisms of moral disengagement have been
examined most extensively in the area of political and military violence.
This limited focus tends to convey the impression that selective disengage-
ment of moral self-sanctions occurs only under extraordinary circumstances.
Quite the contrary. Such mechanisms operate in everyday situations in which
decent people routinely perform activities that further their interests but have
injurious effects on others. Self-exonerations are needed to eliminate self-
prohibitions and self-censure. This chapter analyzes how the mechanisms of
moral disengagement function in terrorist operations.

Terrorism is a strategy of violence designed to promote desired out-
comes by instilling fear in the public at large {Bassiouni, 1981). Public in-
timidation is a key element that distinguishes terrorist violence from other
forms of violence. Unlike the customary violence in which victims are per-
sonally targeted, in terrorism the victims are incidental to the terrorists’ in-
tended aims, and the violence is used mainly as a way to provoke social con-
ditions designed to further broader aims.

Several features of terrorist acts give power to a few incidents to induce
widespread public fear that vastly exceeds the objective threat. The first ter-
rorizing feature is the unpredictability of who will be targeted and when or
where a terrorist act will occur. The second feature is the gravity of terrorist
acts that maim and kill. With the magnified lethality of the weapons tech-
nology, terrorists can now wreak destruction on a massive scale. A third fea-
ture of terrorist acts that render them so terrorizing is the sense of
uncontrollability that they instill. The fourth feature that contributes to a
sense of personal and societal vulnerability is the high centralization and
interdependence of essential service systems in modern life. A single destruc-
tive act that knocks out communications, transportation, and power systems
and damages safe water and food supplies can instantly frighten and harm
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Figure 6.1. Mechanism through which moral self-sanctions are selectively activated
and disengaged from detrimental behavior at different points in the self-regulatory
process. From Social Foundations of Thought and Action: A Social Cognitive
Theory (p. 376), by A. Bandura, 1986, Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.
Copyright 1986 by Prentice Hall. Reprinted with permission.

vast numbers of people. The combination of unpredictability, gravity, vul-
nerable interdependence, and perceived self-inefficacy is especially intimi-
dating and socially constraining (Bandura, 1990).

In coping with problems of terrorism, societies are faced with a dual
task. The first is how to reduce terrorist acts; the second is how to combat the
fear they arouse. Because the number of terrorist acts is small, the widespread
public fear and the intrusive and costly security countermeasures pose the
more serious problems. Utilitarian justifications can readily win the support
of a frightened public for curtailment of civil liberties and violent counter-
terrorist measures. A frightened and angered citizenry does not spend much
time agonizing over the morality of lethal modes of self-defense.

The term terrorism is often applied to violent acts that dissident groups
direct surreptitiously at officials of regimes to force social or political changes.
So defined, terrorism becomes indistinguishable from straightforward politi-
cal violence. Particularized threats are certainly intimidating to the martial
and political figures who are personally targeted for assassination and create
some apprehension over destabilizing societal effects. However, such threats
do not necessarily terrify the general public as long as ordinary civilians are
not targeted. As I show later, terrorist tactics relying on public intimidation
can serve other purposes as well as serve as a political weapon.

From a psychological standpoint, third-party violence directed at inno-
cent people is a much more horrific undertaking than political violence in
which political figures are personally targeted. It is easier to get individuals
who harbor strong grievances to kill hated political officials or to abduct
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advisors and consular staffs of foreign nations that are alleged to support op-
pressive regimes. However, to cold-bloodedly slaughter innocent women and
children in buses, department stores, and airports requires more powerful
psychological machinations of moral disengagement. [ntensive psychologi-
cal training in moral disengagement is needed to create the capacity to kill
innocent human beings as a way of toppling rulers or regimes or of accom-
plishing other political goals.

MORAL JUSTIFICATION

One set of disengagement practices operates on the construal of the
behavior itself. People do not ordinarily engage in teprehensible conduct
until they have justified to themselves the morality of their actions. In this
process, destructive conduct is made personally and socially acceptable by
+ portraying it as serving socially worthy and moral purposes. People then act
on a moral imperative. Moral justification sanctifies violent means.

Radical shifts in destructive behavior through moral justification are
most strikingly revealed in military conduct. People who have been social-
ized to deplore killing as morally condemnable can be rapidly transformed
into skilled combatants, who may feel little compunction at and even a sense
of pride in taking human life. Moral reconstrual of killing is dramatically
illustrated in the case of Sergeant York, one of the phenomenal fighters in
the history of modem warfare (Skeyhill, 1928). Because of his deep religious
convictions, he registered as a conscientious objector, but his numerous ap-
peals were denied. At camp, his battalion commander quoted chapter and
verse from the Bible to persuade him that under appropriate conditions it
was Christian to fight and kill. A marathon mountainside prayer finally con-
vinced him that he could serve both God and country by becoming a dedi-
cated fighter.

The conversion of socialized people into dedicated fighters is achieved
not by altering their personality structures, aggressive drives, or moral stan-
dards. Rather, it is accomplished by cognitively redefining the morality of
killing, so that it can be done free from self-censuring restraints. Through
moral sanction of violent means, people see themselves as fighting ruthless
oppressors who have an unquenchable appetite for conquest or as protecting
their cherished values and way of life, preserving world peace, saving human-
ity from subjugation to an evil ideology, and honoring their country’s inter-
national commitments.

Over the centuries, much destructive conduct has been perpetrated by
ordinary, decent people in the name of righteous ideologies, religious prin-
ciples, and nationalistic imperatives (Kramer, 1990; Rapoport & Alexander,
1982; Reich, 1990/1998). Throughout history countless people have suffered
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at the hands of self-righteous crusaders bent on stamping out what they consid-
ered evil. Voltaire put it well when he said, “Those who can make you believe
absurdities, can make you commit atrocities.” Adversaries sanctify their mili-
tant actions but condemn those of their antagonists as barbarity masquerading
under a mask of outrageous moral reasoning. Each side feels morally superior to
the other. Acting on moral or ideological imperatives reflects a conscious of-
fense mechanism, not an unconscious defense mechanism.

The politicization of religion has a long and bloody history. In holy
terror, perpetrators twist theology and see themselves as doing God’s will. In
1095, Pope Urban I launched the Crusades with the following impassioned
moral proclamation: “I address those present, 1 proclaim it, to those absent,
Christ commands it. For all those going thither, there will be remission of
sins if they come to the end of this fettered life.” He then dehumanized and
beastialized the Muslim enemies: “What a disgrace if a race so despicable,
degenerate, and enslaved by demons, should overcome a people endowed
with faith in Almighty God and resplendent in the name of Christ! Let those
who once fought against brothers and relatives now rightfully fight against
the barbarians under the guidance of the Lord.”

[stamic extremists mount their jihad, construed as self-defense against
tyrannical, decadent infidels who seek to enslave the Muslim world. Bin Laden
ennobled his global terrorism as serving a holy imperative (Borger, 2001;
Ludlow, 2001): “We will continue this course because it is part of our reli-
gion and because Allah, praise and glory be to him, ordered us to carry out
jthad so that the word of Allah may remain exalted to the heights.” In the
jihad they are carrying out Allah’s will as a “religious duty.” The prime agency
for the holy terror is thus displaced to Allah. By attribution of blame, terrot-
ist strikes are construed as morally justifiable defensive reactions to humilia-
tion and atrocities perpetrated by atheistic forces. “We are only defending
ourselves. This is defensive jihad.” By advantageous comparison with the
nuclear bombing of Japan, and the toll of the [ragi sanctions on children, the
jihad takes on an altruistic appearance: “When people at the ends of the
earth, Japan, were killed by their hundreds of thousands, young and old, it
was not considered a war crime, it is something that has justification. Mil-
lions of children in lraq are something that has justification.” Bin Laden
bestialized the American enemy as “lowly people” perpetrating acts that “the
most ravenous of animals would not descend to.” Terrorism is sanitized as
“the winds of faith [that] have come” to eradicate the “debauched” oppres-
sors. His followers see themselves as holy warriors who gain a blessed eternal
life through their martyrdom.

Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin's assassin was similarly acting on a
divine mandate, using the rabbinical pursuer’s decree as moral justification.
In his view, those who give over their people and land to the enemy must be
killed. As he explained, the killing was meant to prevent transfer of land to
Palestinian control: “Maybe physically, | acted alone but what pulled the
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trigger was not only my finger but the finger of this whole nation which, for
2,000 years, yearned for this land and dreamed of it.™

Paul Hill, the Presbyterian minister, also justified the killing of a doctor
and his elderly assistant outside the abortion clinic as carrying out God’s will:
“God's law positively requires us to defend helpless people. God has used
people, who are willing to die for their cause to save human life. I'm willing
to do that” (see Footnote 1).

Although moral cognitive restructuring can be easily used to support
self-serving and destructive purposes, it can also serve militant action aimed
at changing inhumane social conditions. By appealing to morality, social
reformers are able to use coercive, and even violent, tactics to force social
change. Vigorous disputes arise over the morality of aggressive action di-
rected against institutional practices. Powerholders often resist, by forcible
means if necessary, pressures to make needed social changes that jeopardize
their own self-interests. Such tactics provoke social activisma. Challengers
consider their militant actions to be morally justifiable because they serve to
eradicate harmful social practices. Powerholders condemn violent means as
unjustified and unnecessary because nonviolent means exist to effect social
change. They tend to view resorting to violence as an effort to coerce changes
that lack popular support. Finally, they may argue that terrorist acts are con-
demnable because they violate civilized standards of conduct. Anarchy would
flourish in a climate in which individuals considered violent tactics accept-
able whenever they disliked particular social practices or policies.

Challengers refute such moral arguments by appealing to what they
regard as a higher level of morality derived from communal concems. They
see their constituencies as comprising all people, both at home and abroad,
who are victimized either directly or indirectly by injurious institutional prac-
tices. Challengers argue that, when many people benefit from a system that
is deleterious to disfavored segments of the society, harmful social practices
secure widespread public support. From the challengers’ perspective, they are
acting under a moral imperative to stop the maltreatment of people who
have no way of modifying injurious social policies because they are either
outside the system that victimizes them, or they lack the social power to
effect changes from within by peaceable means. Their defendants regard mili-
tant action as the only recourse available to them.

Clearly, adversaries can easily marshal moral reasons for the use of ag-
gressive actions for social control or for social change. When viewed from
divergent perspectives, violent acts are different things to different people.
In conflicts of power, one person's violence is another person’s selfless be-
nevolence. [t is often proclaimed that one group’s criminal terrorist activity

'A copy of the newspaper article this material was extracted from is available from Albert Bandura,
Department of Psychology, Stanford University, Stanford, CA 94305.
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is another group’s liberation movement fought by heroic freedom fighters.
This is why moral appeals against violence usually fall on deaf ears.

MORAL JUSTIFICATIONS AND THE MASS MEDIA

The mass media, especially television, provide the best access to the
public because of its strong drawing power. For this reason, television is in-
creasingly used as the principal vehicle of social and moral justifications of
goals and violent means. Struggles to legitimize and gain support for one’s
causes, and to discredit those of one’s foes, are now waged more and more
through the electronic media (Ball-Rokeach, 1972).

Terrorists try to exercise influence over targeted officials and nations
through intimidation of the public and arousal of sympathy for the social and
political causes they espouse. Without widespread publicity, terrorist acts
can achieve neither of these effects. Terrorists, therefore, coerce access to
the media to publicize their grievances to the international community. They
use television as the main instrument for gaining sympathy and support for
their plight by presenting themselves as risking their lives for the welfare of a
victimized constituency whose legitimate grievances are ignored. The me-
dia, in turn, come under heavy fire from targeted officials who regard grant-
ing terrorists a worldwide forum as aiding terrorist causes. Security forces do
not like media personnel tracking their conduct, broadcasting tactical infor-
mation that terrorists can put to good use, and interposing themselves as
intermediaries in risky negotiation situations. Social pressures mount to cur-

tail media coverage of terrorist events, especially while they are in progress
(Bassiouni, 1981).

ADVANTAGEOUS COMPARISON

How behavior is viewed is colored by what it is compared to. By ex-
ploiting the contrast principle, reprehensible acts can be made tighteous.
The more flagrant the contrasting inhumanities, the more likely it is that
one’s own destructive conduct would appear trifling or even benevolent. Thus,
terrorists minimize their killings as the only defensive weapon they have to
curb the widespread cruelties inflicted on their people under tyrannical re-
gimes. In the eyes of their supporters, risky atracks directed at the apparatus
of oppression are acts of selflessness and martyrdom. Those who are the ob-
jects of terrorist attacks, in turn, characterize their own retaliatory violence
as trifling, or even laudable, by comparing it with the carnage and terror
perpetrated by terrorists. In social conflicts, injurious behavior usually esca-
lates, with each side lauding its own behavior but condemning that of its
adversaries as heinous.
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Advantageous comparisons also draw heavily on history to justify vio-
lence. Terrorists are quick to note that the French and Americans got their
democracies through violent overthrow of oppressive rule, and the Jewish people
got their homeland by paramilitary violence. Terrorists claim entitlement to
the same tactics to rout those they regard as their oppressors. A former director
of the CIA effectively deflected, by expedient comparison, embarrassing ques-
tions about the morality and legality of CIA-directed covert operations de-
signed to overthrow an authoritarian regime. He explained that French covert
operations and military supplies greatly aided the overthrow of oppressive Brit-
ish rule during the War of Independence, thereby creating the modern model
of democracy for other subjugated people to emulate.

Social comparison is similarly used to show that the social labeling of
acts as terrorism depends more on the ideological allegiances of the labelers
than on the acts themselves. Airline hijackings were applauded as heroic
deeds when East Europeans and Cubans initiated this practice, but condemned
as terrorist acts when the airliners of Western nations and friendly countries
were commandeered. The degree of psychopathology ascribed to hijackers
varied depending on the direction of the rerouted flights. Moral condemna-
tions of politically motivated terrorism are easily blunted by social compari-
son because, in international contests of power, it is hard to find nations that
categorically condemn terrorism. Instead, they often back the perpetrators
they like but condemn those they repudiate.

Violent countermeasures to deter terrorists from future assaults inevita-
bly sacrifice innocent lives. Democratic societies face the fundamental moral
dilemma of how to justify countermeasures that are taken to stop terrorists’
atrocities without violating the values of their society in defense of those
values (Carmichael, 1982). Because of many uncertain factors, the toll that
counterterrorist assaults may take on innocent life is neither easily control-
lable nor accurately calculable in advance. '

Moral justification of violent countermeasures by expedient compari-
son telies heavily on utilitarian principles. The rask of making retaliatory
violence morally acceptable from a utilitarian perspective is facilitated by
two sets of judgments. First, nonviolent options are judged to be ineffective
to achieve desired changes. This removes them from consideration. Second,
utilitarian analyses affirm that one’s injurious actions may prevent more hu-
man suffering than they cause. Curbing terrorism benefits humanity and the
social order. Thus, on the assumption that fighting terror with terror will
achieve a deterrent effect, it is argued that retaliatory assaults will reduce the
total amount of human suffering.

As Carmichael (1982) noted, utilitarian justifications place few con-
straints on violent countermeasures because, in the utilitarian calculus, sac-
rificing the lives of some innocent persons can be greatly outweighed by halting
terrorist massacres and the perpetual terrorizing of entire populations. How-
ever, the utilitarian calculus is quite slippery in specific applications.
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Lethal countermeasures are readily justified in response to grave threats
that inflict extensive human pain or that endanger the very survival of the
society. However, the criterion of “grave threat,” although fine in principle,
is shifty in specific circumstances. Like most human judgments, gauging the
gravity of threats involves some subjectivity. Moreover, violence is often
used as a weapon against threats of lesser magnitude on the grounds that, if
left unchecked, the threats may escalate to the point of extracting a heavy
toll on human liberties and suffering. Gauging potential gravity involves even
greater subjectivity and hence fallibility of judgment than does assessment of
present danger. The future contains many uncertainties, and human judg-
ment is subject to a lot of biases (Nisbett & Ross, 1980). Assessment of grav-
ity prescribes the choice of options, but choice of violent options often shapes
evaluation of gravity itself. Thus, projected grave dangers to the society are
commonly invoked in the moral justification of violent means to squelch
present objections. The perturbing appearance of national impotence in the
face of terrorist acts creates additional social pressures on targeted nations to
strike back powerfully.

EUPHEMISTIC LANGUAGE

Language shapes the thought patterns on which people base many of
their actions. Activities, therefore, can take on a markedly different charac-
ter depending on what they are called. Euphemistic language is used widely -
to make harmful conduct respectable and to reduce personal responsibility
for it (Lutz, 1987). Euphemizing can be an injurious weapon. People behave
much more cruelly when assault actions are given a sanitized label than when
they are called aggression (Diener, Dineen, Endresen, Beaman, & Fraser, 1975).

In an insightful analysis of the language of nonresponsibility, Gambino
(1973) identified the different varieties of euphemisms. One form relies on
sanitizing language. Through the power of sanitized language, even killing a
human being loses much of its repugnancy. Soldiers “waste” people rather
than kill them. What most people call bombs, the military calls “vertically
deployed anti-personal devices.” Bombing missions are described as “servic-
ing the target,” in the likeness of a public utility. The attacks become “clean,
surgical strikes,” arousing imagery of curative activities. The civilians the
bombs kill are linguistically converted to “collateral damage.” Many are vic-
tims of bombs that were “outside current accuracy requirements.” Soldiers
killed by misdirected missiles fired by their own forces are the tragic recipi-
ents of “friendly fire.”

The agentless passive form serves as a linguistic device for creating the
appearance that harmful acts are the work of nameless forces, rather than
people (Bollinger, 1982). It is as though people are moved mechanically but
are not really the agents of their own acts. Gambino further documented
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how the specialized jargon of a legitimate enterprise can be misused to lend
an aura of respectability to an illegitimate one. Deadly activities are framed
as “game plans,” and the perpetrators become “team players,” a status calling
for the qualities and behavior befitting the best sportsmen. The disinhibitory
power of language can be boosted further by colorful metaphors that change
the nature of destructive activities.

Cognitive restructuring of harmful conduct by moral justifications, sani-
tizing language, and expedient comparisons is the most effective set of psy-
chological mechanisms for disengaging moral control. Investing harmful con-
duct with high moral purpose not only eliminates self-censure so destructive
acts can be performed without personal distress and moral qualms. Sanctifi-
cation engages self-approval in the service of destructive exploits. What was
once morally condemnable becomes a source of self-valuation. Functionaries
work hard to become proficient at them and take pride in their destructive
accomplishments.

DISPLACEMENT OF RESPONSIBILITY

Moral control operates most strongly when people acknowledge that
they are contributors to harmful outcomes. The second set of disengagement
practices operates by obscuring or minimizing the agentive role in the harm
one causes. People will behave in ways they normally repudiate if a legiti-
mate authority accepts responsibility for the effects of their conduct (Diener,
1977; Milgram, 1974). Under displaced responsibility, they view their ac-
tions as stemming from the dictates of authorities rather than from their own
personal responsibility. Because they feel they are not the acrual agent of
their actions, they are spared self-condemning reactions.

In terrorism sponsored by states or governments in exile, functionaries
view themselves as patriots fulfilling nationalistic duties rather than as free-
lancing criminals. Displacement of responsibility not only weakens moral
restraints over one’s own detrimental actions but diminishes social concemn
over the well-being of those mistreated by others (Tilker, 1970).

Self-exemption from gross inhumanities by displacement of responsi-
bility is most gruesomely revealed in socially sanctioned mass executions.
Nazi prison commandants and their staffs divested themselves of personal
responsibility for their unprecedentedly inhumane acts (Andrus, 1969). They
claimed they were simply carrying out orders. Self-exonerating obedience to
horrific orders is similarly evident in military atrocities, such as the My Lai
massacre (Kelman, 1973).

In an effort to deter institutionally sanctioned atrocities, the Nuremberg
Accords declared that obedience to inhumane orders, even from the highest
authorities, does not telieve subordinates of the responsibility for their ac-
tions. However, because victors are disinclined to try themselves as crimi-
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nals, such decrees have limited deterrent effect without an international ju-
diciary system empowered to impose penalties on victors and losers alike.

In psychological studies of disengagement of moral control by displace-
ment of responsibility, authorities explicitly authorize injurious actions and
hold themselves responsible for the harm caused by their followers (Milgram,
1974). However, the sanctioning of pemicious conduct in everyday life dif-
fers in two important ways from Milgram’s authorizing system. Responsibil-
ity is rarely assumed that openly. Only obtuse authorities would leave them-
selves accusable of authorizing destructive acts. They usually invite and support
harmful conduct in insidious ways by surreptitious sanctioning systems for
personal and social reasons. Sanctioning by indirection shields them from
social condemnation should things go awry. It also enables them to protect
against loss of self-respect for authorizing human cruelty that leaves blood on
their hands. Implicit agreements and insulating social arrangements are cre-
ated that leave the higher echelons blameless. :

Kramer (1990) described the great lengths to which Shiite clerics goto
produce moral justifications for violent acts that breach Islamic law, such as
suicidal bombings and hostage-taking. These efforts are designed not only to
persuade themselves of the morality of their actions but also to preserve their
integrity in the eyes of rival clerics and other nations. The Islamic religious
code permits neither suicide nor the terrorizing of innocent people. On the
one hand, the clerics justify such acts by invoking situational imperatives
and utilitarian reasons, namely that tyrannical circumstances drive oppressed
people to resort to unconventional means to route aggressors who wield mas-
sive destructive power. On the other hand, they reconstrue terrorist acts as
conventional means in which dying in a suicidal bombing for a moral cause
is no different than dying at the hands of an enemy soldier. Hostages typi-
cally get relabeled as spies. When the linguistic solution defies credibility,
personal moral responsibility is disengaged by construing terrorist acts as dic-
tated by their foe’s tyranny. Because of the shaky moral logic and disputable
reconstruals involved, clerics sanction terrorism by indirection, they vindi-
cate successful ventures retrospectively, and they disclaim endorsements of
terrorist operations beforehand.

Nation states sponsor terrorist operations through disguised, roundabout
routes that make it difficult to pin the blame on them. Moreover, the in-
tended purpose of sanctioned destructiveness is usually linguistically disguised
so that neither issuers nor perpetrators regard the activity as censurable. When
condemnable practices gain public attention, they are officially dismissed as
only isolated incidents arising through misunderstanding of what, in fact,
had been authorized. Efforts are made to limit the blame to subordinates,
who are portrayed as misguided or overzealous.

A number of social factors affect the ease with which responsibility for
one’s actions can be passed to others. High justification and social consensus
about the morality of an enterprise aid in the relinquishment of personal
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control. The legitimacy of the authorizers is another important determinant.
The higher the authorities, the more legitimacy, respect, and coercive power
they command, the more willing are people to defer to them. Modeled dis-
obedience, which challenges the legitimacy of the activities, if not the au-
thorizers themselves, reduces the willingness of observers to carry out the
actions called for by the orders of a superior (Meeus & Raaijmakers, 1986;
Milgram, 1974; Powers & Geen, 1972). It is difficult to continue fo disown
personal agency in the face of evident harm that results directly from one’s
actions. People are, therefore, less willing to obey authoritarian orders to
carry out injurious behavior when they see firsthand how they are hurting
others (Milgram, 1974; Tilker, 1970).

Perpetration of inhumanities requires obedient functionaries. They do
not cast off all responsibility for their behavior as if they were mindless ex-
tensions of others. If they disowned all responsibility, they would be quite
unreliable, performing their duties only when commanded to do so. In situa-
tions involving obedience to authority, people carry out orders partly to honot
the obligations they have undertaken (Mantell & Panzarella, 1976). In fact,
they tend to be conscientious and self-directed in the performance of their
duties. It requires a strong sense of responsibility to be a good functionary.
One must, therefore, distinguish between two levels of responsibility: A strong
sense of duty to one’s superiors and accountability for the effects of one’s
actions. The best functionaries are those who honor their obligations to au-
thorities but feel no personal responsibility for the harm they cause.

Displacement of responsibility also operates in situations in which hos-
tages are taken. Terrorists warn officials of targeted nations that if they take
retaliatory action they will be held accountable for the lives of the hostages.
At different steps in negotiations for the hostages’ release, terrorists continue
to displace responsibility for the safety of hostages on the national officials
they are fighting. If the captivity drags on, terrorists blame the suffering and
injuries they inflict on their hostages on the officials for failing to make what
they regard as warranted concessions to remedy social wrongs.

DIFFUSION OF RESPONSIBILITY

The deterrent power of self-sanctions is weakened when the link be-
tween detrimental conduct and its effects is obscured by diffusing responsi-
bility. This is achieved in several ways. Responsibility can be diffused by
division of labor. Most enterprises require the services of many people, each
performing fragmentary jobs that, taken individually, seems harmless. The
partial contribution is easily isolated from the eventual function, especially
when participants exercise little personal judgment in carrying out a
subfunction that is related by remote, complex links to the end result. After
activities become routinized into programmed subfunctions, people shift their
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attention from the meaning of what they are doing to the details of their job
(Kelman, 1973).

Group decision making is another common bureaucratic practice that
enables otherwise considerate people to behave inhumanely, because no single
individual feels responsible for policies arrived at collectively. Where every-
one is responsible, no one really feels responsible. Social organizations go to
great lengths to devise sophisticated mechanisms for obscuring responsibility
for decisions that may affect others adversely. Collective action, which pro-
vides anonymity, is still another diffusion expedient for weakening self-re-
straints. Any harm done by a group can always be attributed in large part to
the behavior of other members. People act more cruelly under group respon-
sibility than when they hold themselves personally accountable for their ac-
tions (Bandura, Underwood, & Fromson, 1975; Diener, 1977; Zimbardo,
1969).

DISREGARD OR DISTORTION OF HARMFUL CONSEQUENCES

To be able to perpetrate inhumanities requires more than absolving
oneself of personal responsibility. Other ways of weakening moral self-sanc-
tions operate by minimizing, disregarding, or distorting the effects of one’s
action. When people pursue activities that harm others, they avoid facing
the harm they cause or minimize it. If minimization does not work, the evi-
dence of harm can be discredited. As long as the harmful results of one’s
conduct are ignored, minimized, distorted, or disbelieved, there is little rea-
son for self-censure.

[t is easier to harm others when their suffering is not visible and when
destructive actions are physically and temporally remote from their injurious
effects. Our death technologies have become highly lethal and depersonal-
ized. We are now in the era of faceless electronic warfare, in which mass
destruction is delivered remotely with deadly accuracy by computer and laser
controlled systems.

When people can see and hear the suffering they cause, vicariously
aroused distress and self-censure serve as self-restrainers (Bandura, 1992). In
studies of obedient aggression, people are less compliant to the injurious com-
mands of authorities as the victims’ pain becomes more evident and person-
alized (Milgram, 1974). Even a high sense of personal responsibility for the
effects of one's actions is a weak restrainer of injurious conduct when aggres-
sors do not see the harm they inflice on their victims (Tilker, 1970).

Most organizations involve hierarchical chains of command, in which
superiors formulate plans and intermediaries transmit them to functionaries
who then carry them out. The farther removed individuals are from the de-
structive end results, the weaker is the restraining power of injurious effects.
Disengagement of moral control is easiest for the intermediaries in a hierar-
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chical system—they neither bear responsibility for the decisions, nor do they
carry them out or face the harm being inflicted (Kitham & Mann, 1974). In
performing the transmitter role, they model dutiful behavior and further le-
gitimize their superiors and their social policies and practices.

A Pulitzer Prize was awarded for a powerful photograph that captured
the anguished cries of a little girl whose clothes were burned off by the na-
palm bombing of her village in Vietnam {Chong, 2000). This single human-
ization of inflicted destruction probably did more to turn the American pub-
lic against the war than the countless reports filed by journalists. The military
now bans cameras and journalists from battlefield areas to block disturbing
images of death and destruction that can erode public supportt for resolving
international dispute by military means. With the advent of satellite trans.
mission, battles are now fought on the airwaves over “collateral damage” to
shape public perceptions of military campaigns and debates about them. For
example, in the escalating cycle of terrorism and military retaliation in the
Middle East, the Arab news network, Al-Jazeera, airs graphic real-time im-
ages of death and destruction round-the-clock (El-Nawawy & Iskandar, 2002).
[n the Iraq war, reporters were again allowed to accompany combat forces to
present a different perspective from the one broadcast by Al Jazeera. Satellite
television has thus become a strategic tool in the social management of moral
disengagement at the locus of the human consequences of lethal means.

The aim of terrorists is to inflict widespread destruction. The moral
dilemma for targeted nations is how to conduct counterterrorist operations
that abide by just war standards. The magnitude of civilian casualties accom-
panying military campaigns is typically minimized by focusing mainly on “col-
lateral damage” resulting directly from military strikes. When the
counterstrikes destroy power, water, sanitation, and food distribution sys-
tems, they leave in their wake ill and malnourished populations who face a
daily struggle to survive. High-tech bombardment may reduce the number of
civilians killed, but it vastly increases the human toll when it destroys a
nation’s infrastructure.

ATTRIBUTION OF BLAME

Blaming one's adversaries or compelling circumstances for harmful acts
is still another expedient that can serve self-exonerative purposes. In this
process, people view themselves as faultless victims driven to extreme means
by forcible provocation rather than acting on a deliberative decision.
Conflictful transactions typically involve reciprocally escalative acts. One
can select from the chain of events a defensive act by the adversary and
portray it as the initiating provocation. Victims then get blamed for bringing
suffering on themselves. Those who are victimized are not entirely faultless
because, by their behavior, they contribute partly to their own plight. Vic-
tims can, therefore, be blamed for bringing suffering on themselves. By fixing
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the blame on others or on circumstances, not only are one’s own injurious
actions made excusable, but one can even feel self-righteous in the process.

Victim blaming by ascription of responsibility figures prominently in
attribution theory (Weiner, 1986). However, the mechanism by which blam-
ing spawns inhumane conduct has received less attention. In social cognitive
theory (Bandura, 1986), victim blaming functions as a means of disengaging
moral self-sanctions that operate in concert with other means serving the
same purpose.

Terrorist acts that take a heavy toll on civilian lives create special per-
sonal pressures to lay blame elsewhere. Irish Republican Army guerrillas
planted a large bomb that killed and maimed many family members attend-
ing a war memorial ceremony in a town square in Enniskillen, Northern
Ireland (“IRA ‘Regrets’ Bombing,” 1987). The guerrillas promptly ascribed
the blame for the civilian massacre to the British army for having detonated
the bomb prematurely with an electronic scanning device. The government
denounced the “pathetic attempt to transfer blame” because no scanning
equipment was in use at the time.

Observers of victimization can be disinhibited in much the same way as
perpetrators are by the tendency to infer culpability from misfortune. Seeing
victims suffer maltreatment for which they are held partially responsible leads
observers to derogate them (M. J. Lemner & Miller, 1978). The devaluation
and indignation aroused by ascribed culpability, in tumn, provides moral jus-
tification for even greater maltrearment. That atrribution of blame can give
rise to devaluation and moral justification illustrates how the various disen-
gagement mechanisms are often interrelated and work together in weaken-
ing moral control.

Self-vindication is easily achievable by terrorists when legitimate griev-
ances of maltreatment are willfully disregarded by powerholders so that ter-
rorist activities are construed as acts of self-protection or desperation. Op-
pressive and inhumane social conditions and thwarted political efforts breed
terrorists who often see foreign government complicity in their plight through
support of the regime that they see as victimizing them. Those who become
radicalized carry out terrorist acts against the regime as well as the implicated
foreign nations. Violent countermeasures are readily resorted to in efforts to
control terrorist activities when the social conditions breeding discontent
and violent protest are firmly entrenched in political systems that obstruct
legitimate efforts at change. It is much easier to attack violent protests than
to change the sociopolitical conditions that fuel them. In such skirmishes,
one person’s victim is another person’s victimizer.

DEHUMANIZATION

The final set of disengagement practices operates on the targets of vio-
lent acts. The strength of moral self-sanctions partly depends on how perpe-
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