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FOREWORD

by ERIC A. ZILLMER

Carl R. Pacifico Professor of Neuropsychology, Drexel University, and author of
The Quest for the Nasi Personality: A Psychological Investigation of Nasi War Criminals

S teven James Bartlett’s The Pathology of Man marks the most comprehensive
examination of human evil to date. Drawing from different fields of study,
including psychology and epistemology, Bartlett sets out on a Tour de Force of deline-
ating the parameters on human evil.

Bartlett asks the question how exactly is it possible for humans to engage in acts of
destruction, genocide, mass murder, and torture? This is an ambitious goal but one
that Bartlett masters by writing with great clarity and by carefully reexamining
published accounts together with providing a fresh perspective on the topic.

The resulting text is a most welcomed addition to the field and provides for fasci-
nating reading. The Pathology of Man is a timely, scholatly, and important piece of
work that should appeal to anyone who is interested in understanding human evil.

<%

by IRVING GREENBERG

President, Jewish Life Network/Steinhardt Foundation
Chairman, United States Holocaust Memorial Council 2000-2002

his book is stunning, upsetting, gripping. A generation after the Holocaust and

a century after the greatest mass murders and destructive wars of all time,
Bartlett sets out a theory of human evil as a ubiquitous disease and humankind as
the pathogen/parasite which is rapidly spreading and, in the process, killing its hosts
(be they other humans, other species of life, and nature itself).

While Bartlett’s review of theories of human evil behavior and of the literature is
illuminating and often fascinating, the conclusions are unrelenting and devastating.
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The universal character of human evil and the likelihood of its further spread in the
form of destructive and genocidal acting out is affirmed. The book offers no ano-
dyne, no easy choices, and warns against the pathology of hope, that is, escape into
wish fulfillment rather than facing up to the issue.

Nevertheless, the book is a moral act of the highest order. In essence, Bartlett insists
that the first step to check a highly dangerous fatal disease is to diagnose its pres-
ence, to confront all evasions and refute all denials of its virulence. This paves the
way for the development of possible cures. If the book leaves us with no respite and
no paths of redemption from evil, it leaves us troubled enough and aroused enough
to want to do something. That is no small contribution.

These prefatory comments would be incomplete without mentioning the erudition,
the intellectual insight and playfulness, the gallows humor and the self-restraint
which deepen and lighten this book.
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A STUDY OF HUMAN EVIL






INTRODUCTION

Destructiveness and cruelty...constitute a paradox: they express life turning against itself.... They
are the only true perversion. Understanding them does not mean condoning them. But unless we
understand them, we bhave no way fo recognize how they may be reduced, and what factors fend fo
increase them. — Exrich Fromm (1973:9)

H uman violence, brutality, hatred, and cruelty—expressed in wars, murders, bigotry, and
persecution—ought not to surptise us. As this study makes clear, these emotions and
behaviors are to be expected, indeed we should be able to foresee them, to predict them,
and, perhaps someday, to control them.

We cannot yet control them. As we shall see in the course of this work, most men and
women do not welcome such control. Not yet, and perhaps not for a very long time. But at
least we can understand the unattractive side of human existence, and in understanding, not
passively forgive, but rather stand firm in a willingness to judge, condemn, and act when
men and women feel and behave in ways that bring about the intentional suffering of others,
and often their own in the process. When a reader puts this book down, he or she should no
longer be able to say, “I don’t understand what makes people do such terrible things.” That
people do such things is not only not surprising, it is, as we shall see, to be expected.

The topic of evil and rarely the more specialized topic relating to human evil have
customarily been considered within the frameworks of religion, mythology, literature,
symbolism, anthropology, moral philosophy, and ethics. The word ‘evil’ still summons up
connotations for many that involve the dark powers of witches and demons, or else
theodicy, with its efforts to accommodate or adjust theistic religion to the reality of evil in
the world, or perennial philosophical discussions of good and evil, or the disputations of
theologians, or the socially concrete descriptions of anthropologists. Mythologies have tried
to account for evil, religions have sought to give men and women ways to cope with it,
moralities have attempted to lessen it, and literature has narrated accounts of it. Certainly the
word ‘evil’ most frequently has these associations, which are irrelevant to this book’s focus,
and which I cannot neutralize even if I intend to ignore them. This book is about none of
these things: There ate no other-worldly spirits to be found within these pages, no moral
philosophy, no theological apologetics, no anthropology of symbols and myths. Having
subtracted away these connotations, the word ‘evil’ may seem to many to become so deflated
and shrunken in upon itself that it stands in need of a clarified, alternative meaning.

In the fields of pathology, psychiatry, and psychology there exist precedents, however,
for its descriptive use that avoid these connotations. There, ‘evil’ is used to point to a con-
nection between our species and a group of emotional responses, attitudes, and patterns of
thought and behavior that together cause great suffering and destruction, often involve
cruelty and aggression, and have resulted and continue to result in countless deaths and
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untold individual misery. No author to date, however, has undertaken a comprehensive
study of human evil from the standpoint of these disciplines.

There is perhaps no equally neglected subject of such fundamental importance to
humanity and to other forms of life that share this world than the subject of human evil.
Leading psychologists, including Freud, Jung, Menninger, and Fromm, have long urged the
need for its study. But psychological research that has directly confronted human evil has
been exceedingly meager. A computerized search, for example, through the holdings of
more than ten million volumes in the Library of Congress reveals only a light handful of
books relating to the psychology of human evil. One cannot help but feel dumbfounded that
this topic of such enormity and consequence has been so little investigated.

Why is thete evil in the world? Why is man a creature whose history and petrsonal life
are so filled with suffering—suffering for which man himself is so often cleatly the cause?
The question, Why is there evil?, seems evidently to be on a par with the question, Why is
there pain? But the question specifically concetning buman evil is, as we shall see, inherently
different from both of these. There, man is both victimizer and victim, both agent and
subject, both he who destroys and inflicts suffering, and he who is destroyed and suffers at
his own hand.

It is incontestable that human evil is one of man’s most serious and pressing concerns if
mankind is to endure. His social histoty is a bloody continuum of war, mass murder, indi-
vidual and communal hate ctimes, and the grief these have brought to countless millions
who remain behind, bereft, to suffer and struggle on. Instead of a reduction in atrocities
against life, civilization’s march to the beat of progress has witnessed an ugly compounding
of these forms of pain during the twentieth century. Two wotld warts, a multitude of local
wars, and genocides in Europe, the Middle East, Central and South America, Asia, and
Aftica have killed and disabled an incredible number of people. The toll of humanity acting
on itself during the twentieth century alone is so large it is impossible for the mind to
fathom. More than 100 million lives were lost in wars, and more than one billion people
were killed in genocides. (See Chapters 9, 11, 12, and 14.) To this must be added unrecorded
numbers of individual and gang murders, judicial executions, infanticide, as well as the other
many ways that human beings brutalize one another and deal out suffering. It is easy to lose
sight of the fact that what appear on paper as unimaginably large numbers represent individ-
ual men, women, and their children whose lives were savagely cut short, or who were
permanently maimed, physically or emotionally, for a vatiety of expressed justifications and
because of inarticulate mass hystetia and insanity. The total number of people who, in one
century, have suffered at the hands of others or who have been killed is horrifying and
overwhelming.

The magnitude of this carnage and cruelty has no precedent in wotld history. Unfortu-
nately, mass violence is only the larger manifestation of a pattern of human violence, malice,
and viciousness that has developed and taken up unquestioned residence in the minds and
actions of individual men and women. We have also witnessed the distressing growth of
individual violence, brutalities of hate, “thrill murders,” vicious hazings, school mass killings,
and gang assassinations, which have gained intense momentum duting the past decades,
many of these crimes concentrated in the juvenile population.

Erich Fromm called such destructiveness and cruelty human evils. But in an age intoxi-
cated by moral relativism, any such judgment, Fromm’s included, has been opened to
debate. Partially as a result of paralysis brought about by relativism, the destructive manifes-
tations of human hatred, pride, envy, and greed remain unchecked, and are, as this book will
make clear, actively encouraged in ways that are far from subtle, but which nonetheless are
for the most part ignored both by our religious and political institutions and by reflective
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psychology and philosophy.

On the one hand, thetre exists a huge body of literatute about the subject of evil, about
goodness and evil, and about their treatment within the world’s many mythologies and
religious doctrinal viewpoints. This tremendous body of literature has encouraged man to
believe that he has explained, that he can cope with, and that he is able ultimately to ration-
alize the existence of evil in himself and in others of his species.

On the other hand, no studies exist which provide a comprehensive analysis of the
psychology of human evil, and none exist that relate an analysis of human thought processes
to the psychology of human evil. An understanding of the reasons for man’s destructive
behavior calls for an examination of both the psychological and epistemological origins of
human evil. A psychological study is called for in order to understand what it is about the
average human being’s wotld of feelings and behavior that predisposes him or her to evil.
An epistemological study is called for to determine what it is about both the average person’s
patterns of thinking and the specific contents of the individual’s mental life that support and
encourage human evil. Nowhere in the literature do we find a work devoted to an inclusive,
integrative, scholarly study of the psychology and epistemology of human evil. The present
book responds to this need. Its principal purposes are these:

(1) The study is solidly grounded within the framework of pathology and the theory of
disease. Hete the book breaks new ground by offering a clear, empirically based, and theo-
retically sound understanding of human evil as a widespread, real, non-metaphortical pathol-
ogy. The book critically evaluates the principal established theories of disease, and
formulates a unified, framework-relative theory of disease from the standpoint of which it is
approptiate to classify human evil as a pathology which is 707 a deviation from an accepted
norm, but rather is a #omwal state. This is a radical departure from the conventional view that
pathology must be understood as deviation from normality, and provides the necessary
psychological foundation which the banality of human evil has in the past not had.

(2) For the first time, diagnostic judgments concerning human evil that have been
expressed by numerous psychiatrists, psychologists, ethologists, and quantitative historians
are brought together, discussed, and critiqued. Leading contributors in these areas of re-
search have sought to understand human evil, but they have for the most part considered the
topic only in passing, or in the context of general studies of human aggtression and destruc-
tiveness. In no other work can one find a comprehensive discussion of the subject of human
evil as it has been examined by such psychiatrists and psychologists as Freud, Jung, Men-
ninger, Fromm, and Peck, by such psychologically-focused quantitative historians as Wright,
Sorokin, Rashevsky, and Richardson, by such ethologists as Lorenz and Eibl-Eibesfeldt, by
obedience psychologists Milgram, Miller, and Mixon, by psychologists of genocide and
terrorism, and by psychologists who have studied the nature of what I will call “moral
intelligence.”

(3) For the first time, the author directs attention to mankind’s role as a true pathogen, a
pathogen no previous pathologist has studied. Here, the concept of human evil is broadened
within the framework of disease theory to show that the human species is anto-pathological in
many ways, destructive to itself and a danger to the continued existence of the species. We
shall see that man’s psychological constitution and conceptual structure frequently bring
about and foster cruelty, suffeting, and death, and accomplish these things in a wide variety
of sometimes subtle and often very manifest ways. We shall find that mankind is inherently
self-injuring and self-destructive; its destructiveness is at times limited to conflicts among
individual members of the species, and at others comes to infect entire societies. Within
individuals, self-destructive pathology may take the form of suicide; within societies, it may
take the form of tevolutions or genocide. When explicitly self-destructive forces are not
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engaged, human destructiveness is expressed in conflicts between individuals in the many
forms of emotional and physical abuse and murder, and between societies in the form of
wars. At the same time, the human species is a global pathogen in terms of its worldwide
destructive effects on othet species. A connection is therefore made between the psychiatric-
psychological understanding of human evil and ecology. From this standpoint, human evil
becomes recognizable as a real, non-metaphorical pathology that results in destruction not
only to members of the human species, but to other species as well.

(4) While there has been surprisingly little research specifically devoted to the psychol-
ogy of human evil, there has been a total absence of research linking an epistemological
study of man’s characteristic patterns of thought with the results of empirical and humanistic
psychology. Here, new ground is also broken by showing how human aggression, destruc-
tiveness, and cruelty to members of the species are fostered and maintained by human
patterns of thought and by a conceptual vocabulary that encourages a certain interpretation
of the world, which itself is pathological. Man is, after all, not only a creature whose behavior
expresses what he feels, but what he thinks. The book therefore concludes by considering
epistemological pathologies of human thought that undetlie much of the pathology of
human behavior.

The present study seeks, then, to examine the relationship between a psychological
understanding of human evil and an epistemology of characteristically human ways of
thinking. The psychology of human evil deals with the affective component in man respon-
sible for human evil; the study’s epistemological focus deals with the conceptual vocabulary
used by man in his representation and interpretation of reality, which, in turn, affects his
attitudes and actions. In the reflexive interplay between thought and feeling—between, that
is, the subjects of epistemology and psychology—we find a group of processes that create,
promote, and sustain the phenomenon of human evil. The evil which mankind is capable of
realizing is a direct outgrowth of his affective and cognitive constitution.

The book is divided into three parts: Part I lays a foundation using central concepts of
pathology, theories of disease, and epidemiology. From the standpoint of the resulting
framework, human evil is identified as a non-metaphorical and widespread pathology. Part 11
discusses and analyzes contributions by leading psychiatrists and psychologically-focused
researchers that are relevant to the study of human evil. Part IIT considers the work of sev-
eral epistemologists—those who have shared a concern to analyze concepts by means that
resemble those used in psychotherapy. Here, the goal is to make evident major and deeply
rooted patterns of human thought that are associated with the psychological phenomena
studied in Part II.

The book’s intention in these three parts is to propose a combined psychological-
epistemological approach to phenomena which, throughout mankind’s history, have shown
us to be creatures capable of behavior that is highly destructive—to ourselves and to other
forms of life. The book attempts to identify what it is about human psychology and about
familiar ways of conceptualizing the world that leads to pathological behavior.

The theory that is developed has a hypothetico-deductive character: From the stand-
point of this general theory, we should be surprised if the human species had #of behaved
throughout history as it has; in this way, a form of retrodictive confirmation of the theory is
possible. And from the standpoint of the theory proposed, we should expect the continua-
tion of certain specifically human patterns of destructive behavior in the future; here the
theoty is open to falsification.
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There is a strong avoidance-wish among many people that prevents them from
recognizing the ugly side of the human species. It is a very nearly automatic resistance,
sometimes a repugnance, to consider, even as an abstract possibility, the hypothesis that
mankind may in reality not be a source and model of goodness, but rather, and to a signifi-
cant extent, possesses many of the characteristics that we tend to associate with pathology.
This automatic resistance or repugnance usually appears to be both emotional and intellec-
tual in nature. It is deeply rooted—so much so that many people whom one believes to be
open-minded and committed to truth in inquity, as soon as the topic of human evil is
brought to their attention, feel called upon to proclaim man’s native goodness and the
praiseworthy qualities of the species, in a kind of reflex arc that blinds our species to its own
failings. This very human resistance to view man dispassionately—to judge the extent and
degree of his psychological and conceptual attraction to hatred, violence, destructiveness,
and cruelty—is itself one of the dominant factors in a dynamic that perpetuates human evil.
Man’s unwillingness to judge his species impartially and to place the basis for his evil in the
clear light of day is one of the key features, and perhaps the cornerstone, of the psychology
and epistemology of human evil. There is, as we will see, a profoundly rooted, and paralyz-
ingly entrenching, psychological and epistemological basis for this resistance.

As is normally the case in matters that inflame emotions and cloud the mind, there are
multiple causes for this recalcitrance against seeing mankind in a diminished light. There
usually is, of course, pride in one’s species. There may be psychological denial, a wish to
insulate oneself from observations and conclusions unpleasant in nature. There may be self-
kindling idealism, the wish and even the need to candy-coat one’s interpretation of life.
Thete may be intransigent religious commitments at stake. To allay these forms of resistance,
there appears to be a need for the researcher who studies human evil to reassure his reader-
ship that, in spite of the restricted focus any study must have, there 4o exist phenomena
which fall outside the class of those considered. We do therefore take for granted from the
outset the existence of such things as human goodness, human dignity, integrity, and com-
passion. There exists beauty in the natural world, and in many human creations of poetry,
music, and art. There is much that human beings have created that is wonderful, inspiring,
and good. Although the focus of this volume is delimited, there is nothing here that denies
ot depreciates these things. But just as concrete, detailed descriptions of examples of good
health are largely itrelevant in a medical compendium of diseases, so are instances of human
goodness largely irrelevant to our present focus. The world is many-colored and many-
shaded; it is not black or white. Mankind is both good and evil, and individuals exist who
exemplify all the shades that nature and society at any time can produce.

If this study successfully gives evidence for the claims it makes, then a strong case
against the human species will have been made. But the case against man—and this pre-
sumably needs to be emphasized and emphasized again—does not entail that a case for man
cannot be made. However, #hat case does not need to be made nearly as much as the nega-
tive, diagnostic case—for man’s capacity to pat himself on the back is endemic and cannot
be significantly discouraged. He is, in fact, so much in love with himself and his species that
he is blind to many of its shortcomings, prefers to remain so, and will energetically oppose
efforts to focus serious attention on them. He therefore considers that anything that paints
his portrait in a particularly bad light must express misguided misanthropy.

Readers who do not like the conclusions that this book reaches will doubtless dismiss
them by labeling this study and its author misanthropic. This would be a mistake of undet-
standing and judgment. Of course no one can devote years of a life seeking to understand
human evil without being affected by the cumulative comprehension of many centuries of
bloodshed, the hollow anguish of so many victims, the ease with which ordinary people
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agree to become willing participants in group murder, and their recalcitrance to know what
they do. I do not believe that anyone should wish to remain unaffected by these things, least
of all the investigator himself. The way I have been affected is in my recognition that hu-
manity more frequently scores high in the category of the exceptional, kind, creative individ-
ual, and exceedingly low in the categoties of group prejudice and hatred, and its resulting
herd behavior. The majority is, by definition, not made up of the few who have sought to
bring to the world a taste of beauty or the savor of truth. The majority is made up of gener-
ally quite ordinary people, each an individual, but most still, as we shall see, comparatively
primitive in terms of what will later be called moral intelligence. Educational attainment, social
status, race, color, and creed do not exempt individual human beings and their groups from
moral incapacity and stupidity. The book’s conclusions therefore imply a judgment both of
the individual, to the extent that he or she exhibits behavior and patterns of thought and
emotion that are pathological, and of the human collective, where vatiations among indi-
viduals ate averaged out.

There are two divergent purposes in understanding. The highest has always been
regarded as a type of understanding that is an end in itself, where the simple act of knowing
improves the self and makes more meaningful one’s sense of place in the universe. The
search for truth for truth’s sake comes from this motivation. Then, there is the contrasting
putpose of the engineer, who wishes to implement results in order to advance social ends, to
progress, to produce utility, and theteby to improve the world.

This study is unapologetically the work of a scholar who wishes to know, for that rea-
son alone. Beyond this, no one can reasonably hope to imptrove the human condition and
the condition of the wotld without the ability to control, at the very least, humanity’s predi-
lection for violence and destruction, the species’ runaway reproduction, and its environ-
mental rapacity. This study of human evil is intended as a first step in reaching a level of
understanding of ourselves that can perhaps, if sufficient time remains for our species, lead
to effective control over our greatest shortcomings.
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