March 2007

Clio’s Psyche

Page 191

teaching many years, has led me, oddly, to under-
stand my father better and to gain insight into how he
was caught up in the NS-Regime and its appeal. One
can only understand the pain of others, that is, their
suffering, even their trying to sort out their associa-
tion with a horrid regime, whether it is inflicted by
others or caused by nature, if and when one realizes
that it is hardly different from our own. Surely life is
sufficiently difficult for most of us, reiterating Bud-
dhist, Christian and Muslim beliefs, not to want oth-
ers to experience what we rather not experience. By
contrast, revenge brings only more revenge.

Peter W. Petschauer, PhD, is emeritus pro-
Jfessor of History at Appalachian State University in
Boone, North Carolina, where he taught for thirty-
eight years. He is the author of five books and sev-
eral dozen articles and chapters of books. He was
the head of the Faculty Senate at Appalachian and
the head of the Faculty Assembly for the University
of North Carolina (system). Professor Petschauer
may be reached at petschauerpw@appstate.edu.
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“Obedience to Authority” in
Understanding Genocide

Ann L. Saltzman
Drew University

When Stanley Milgram first initiated his fa-
mous (infamous to some) studies of obedience in
1961-1962, relatively little psychological research
into the causes of the Holocaust had been published,
and what had been, focused primarily on personality
interpretations. Milgram’s research inaugurated a
new line of social psychological research which also
changed the question from “Who could commit
genocide?” to “Under what circumstances would
genocide be more likely to occur?” Actually, Mil-
gram’s question was even more defined than that:
“Under what circumstances would people obey an
authority’s orders to inflict harm on an innocent per-
son?” His studies began the same year as Adolf
Eichmann’s capture by Israeli agents and were then
first published in 1963 as Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann
in Jerusalem, which caused a sensation. His book
even eerily supported her thesis that “evil doers” such
as Eichmann were not pathological monsters but

rather “normal,” albeit, banal people. Milgram’s
work immediately came to be seen as “an answer” to
the question of the Holocaust. To this day, the vast
majority of psychology textbooks incorporate some
mention of the Holocaust into their discussions of
Milgram’s studies, often to the exclusion of other
psychological theories.

Parallel to the association of Milgram’s stud-
ies with an explanation for the Holocaust have been
critiques of that same explanation, ranging from the
observation that a laboratory study is #ot the same as
the Holocaust, and that subordinate-authority rela-
tionships in the laboratory are not the same as those
that occurred in Nazi Germany, to the fact that often
the historical record does not support obedience as a
central explanatory factor. It has been shown that
many Holocaust perpetrators freely chose—even rev-
eled—in committing the most heinous acts. Thus,
while Milgram’s findings might be relevant to the
“desk murderers” (for example, those who scheduled
the trains going to Auschwitz), they could not explain
the SS soldier who gleefully smashed the head of a
baby against a tree.

Milgram’s results also implied that physical
proximity between the victim and perpetrator should
reduce the tendency to inflict harm on another, and
indeed there is some support for this. In his 1992
book, Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101
and the Final Solution in Poland, Christopher
Browning reported that “direct proximity to the hor-
ror of killing significantly increased the number of
men who would no longer comply” (pp. 175-176).
Yet in more recent genocides, such as in Cambodia,
where killing was defined by close proximity, where
hoes and iron bars were the weapons of choice, Mil-
gram’s studies seem unable to tell us anything about
genocidal behavior. Yet, as I will argue below, I do
not think that the phenomenon of obedience is com-
pletely irrelevant in recent genocides.

Gregory Stanton (www.genocidewatch.org/8
stages.htm) describes genocide as a process that de-
velops in stages, each building upon the previous
one, developing out of a history of (1) classifying
people into distinct categories (“us-them™); (2) devel-
oping symbols or names that signify—and simplify
and dichotomize—these categories (“Jews” versus
“Germans™); (3) dehumanizing members of one
group by equating them with sub-humans (rats, cock-
roaches, disease, vermin); and (4) then organizing
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these dynamics into some sort of hierarchical system
where the non-dehumanized group is empowered to
inflict terror and hostility on the other. Stanton calls
this stage “organization,” and it is where the phe-
nomenon of obedience would first become promi-
nent. The fourth stage is followed by (5) polarization
where venomous propaganda is escalated; (6) prepa-
. ration where victims become “marked” and segre-
gated from society; and finally (7) extermination
where hostility eventuates in mass killing and geno-
cide. Stanton’s theory tells us that in order to under-
stand the relevance of “obedience” as a factor in
genocide, it needs to be contextualized.

In Milgram’s analysis of why people obey, he
states, “every situation .... possesses a kind of ideol-
ogy, which we call ‘the definition of the situation,’
and which is the interpretation of the meaning of a
social occasion” (Obedience to Authority, 1974, p.
145). Since both definition of a situation and ideol-
ogy exert cognitive control, if you can get people to
internalize the ideology/buy the definition, they will
in fact act willingly. Milgram further asserts that
“there is a propensity for people to accept definitions
of actions provided by legitimate authority” (p. 145)
although, as his own data indicate, this is not always
the case; at times, the situation is so constructed that
the authority’s command is overridden (for example,
in experiment seventeen, in which peer confederates
break off the experiment). In this condition, 2 new
definition of the situation has been fostered.

Stanton’s stage theory of genocide, however,
suggests it is less likely that people will seek alter-
nate definitions presented during the fourth stage of
“organization,” unless there has been prior active in-
tervention and resistance to the classification, sym-
bolization, and dehumanization of the targeted group.
Still further, Milgram describes the important role of
propaganda in blocking the development of “alternate
views” (p. 145).

As has been amply documented, the Nazis
mounted a massive two-pronged propaganda cam-
paign. The first focused on convincing people of the
“goodness” of Hitler and the Nazis. For example, in
Leni Riefenstahl’s masterful 1934 film, Triumph of
the Will, Hitler descends from the skies, like a god, to
an adoring crowd; viewers of the film learn that Ger-
man industry is booming, a network of superhigh-
ways has been built, Germany is headed toward a
glorious future, and all is due to the Fithrer. Resonat-

Jparamount importance.

ing with Reich Propaganda Minister Joseph Goeb-
bel’s statement that “Guns are nice but to win the
heart of the people is better,” the point of the film is
to capture the hearts of the people.

The second type of propaganda was viru-
lently anti-Semitic. Jews were variously depicted as
exploitative usurers, power-seeking capitalists, god-
less communists, sexually perverse threats to Aryan
women and children, and demons bent on destroying
Germany. As depicted in the Nazi film Der Ewige
Jude (The Eternal Jew, 1938), the most insidious at-
tribute of the Jews is the ability to camouflage them-
selves as normal Germans. Thus, an all-out war
against them was necessary in order to uncover the
Jewish “pestilence” before it spread.

Taken together, these two types of propa-
ganda shaped the way people thought and felt. In
addition to the cognitive function of propaganda de-
scribed by Milgram, Goebbels emphasized the emo-
tional function: one must win the people’s hearts.
Once that is accomplished, people willingly, joyfully
act on behalf of the authority—even if the authority
is not actually there, and if it means committing mur-
der. Still further, as Albert Bandura has written (in
his 1990 article, “Selective Activation and Disen-
gagement of Moral Control,” Journal of Social Is-
sues, 46, pp. 27-46) that murder itself is then rede-
fined to mean something positive: protecting one’s
values, fighting against an evil enemy, and prevent-
ing the spread of pestilence.

Alexander Hinton (in a 1996 article, “Agents
of Death,” in the American Anthropologist, 98:4, pp.
818-831) performs a similar analysis of the Cambo-
dian genocide. Quoting a Khmer Rouge officer, he
shows how the dual factors of obedience to his party
and internalization of a hateful ideology drove the
genocide: “We were brainwashed to cut off our heart
from the enemy, to be willing to kill those who had
betrayed the revolution, even if the person was a par-
ent, sibling, friend, or relative. Everything we did
was supposed to be for the party” (p. 825). Hinton
also emphasizes the immense importance of loyalty
in Cambodian culture, one characterized by a history
of patron-client relationships and loyalty to those
who helped you. Since the Khmer Rouge was the
main support body for those it deemed “good” (the
“us”), showing it loyalty and obedience became of
As a collectivist society,
honor could only be gained through dutiful behavior;
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- killing then became more of a way to maintain a
positive view of oneself (and a way to demonstrate
one’s loyalty) and less about the killing of the victim.

Stanton’s stage theory of genocide allows us
to view the phenomenon of obedience in a contextu-
alized way. Analyses of both the Holocaust and the
Cambodian genocide do not support the view that
perpetrators tortured and killed victims merely be-
cause an authority figure told them to. This view of
obedience, however, is to not understand that by the
time the genocidal process has gotten to the stage of
“extermination,” obedience has morphed into
“loyalty” to a system that makes the perpetrators feel
good about_themselves even if that entails engaging
in horrific acts of murder. When that happens, the
presence of the authority is no longer needed; it has
been deeply internalized to the point where, as one of
the Khmer Rouge officers interviewed by Hinton
states, “we didn’t want to spare even a baby in its
cradle” (p. 826). When Milgram conducted his labo-
ratory studies, we were not at the historical point
where we could see this phenomenon being repli-
cated in multiple genocides. Sadly, we are now at
that historical point.

Ann L. Saltzman, PhD, is Professor of Psy-
chology and Co-Director of the Center for Holo-
caust/Genocide Study at Drew University in, Madi-
son, New Jersey where she teaches courses on Holo-
caust and genocide and serves as Director of the Mi-
nor in Holocaust Studies. Her publications include a
chapter on teaching the Holocaust in Millen, New
Perspectives on the Holocaust (1996) a chapter on
Milgram's obedience studies in Tom Blass, QObedi-
ence to Authority: Current Perspectives on the Mil-
gram Paradigm (2000), and an entry on the Holo-
caust in the Sage Encyclopedia of Human Develop-
ment(2006). Dr. Salzman may be contacted at
asaltzma@drew.edu.
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Some Reflections on the
Holocaust

Leon Réppoport
Kansas State University

When my late colleague George Kren (1926-
2000) and I began our study of the Holocaust around

1969, we had no idea it would become the main fo-
cus of our lives for the next ten years, or that while
applying academic psychology and psychoanalytic
theory to analyze the historical events we would be
led to question many of the assumptions guiding
modern understandings of human behavior. The re-
sults of our work, The Holocaust and the Crisis of
Human Behavior, was published in 1980, revised and
updated in 1994. As I think of the Holocaust today,
three things stand out. One that seems fairly obvious
is that, taken together, the vast scholarly and popular
literature about it that has accumulated, as well as
museums, films, and academic curricula, has facili-
tated its reification into a monumental cultural arti-
fact. Presumably constructed in order to memorialize
the victims, celebrate survivors and rescuers, and
show the horrors that can follow from racism, preju-
dice, and crackpot ideologies, this multifaceted arti-
fact seems to me to have become something like a
metaphysical tourist destination, including optional
visits to the sites of Nazi death camps. Then there
are the various socio-political agendas, everything
from Israeli settlements in Palestinian areas to anti-
abortion campaigns in America, that appeal to the
Holocaust for their justification.

What is one to make of this? Is it a gross ex-
ploitation, a way of stimulating guiit feelings among
gentiles, assuaging guilt feelings among Jews, and
scaring kids in general? Or is it an important wam-
ing against what can happen when national interests
and policies become detached from fundamental
moral values? Or both? I think that some Holocaust
scholars might acknowledge these issues, but argue
that whatever vulgarity may have set in is a small
price to pay for the raising of public awareness. But
as a former little boy who was given a tin can embla-
zoned with Jewish stars and sent out to collect nick-
els and dimes for the Jewish National Fund, the last
is not my position.

Another, less obvious impression [ have
about representations of the Holocaust today con-
cerns a general tendency to gloss over the darker side
of the victims® behavior. Thus, George Kren and 1
were not the only ones to identify many of the
shameful, occasionally vicious behaviors between
prisoners in the camps, the collaboration between
some Judenrat (Jewish council) personnel and the
Nazis, nor the fact that those who rebelled in the
camps and fought in the ghettos typically had to first




