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Psychology and Genocide 

Defining the Mindset of Inhuman Behavior 

 The difficulty of understanding genocide and how it is enacted is a widespread and 

complicated endeavor.  Certainly there is much hypothesizing about the underlying psychology 

of genocidal perpetrators, as the crimes against humanity they perform seem unfathomable and 

incomprehensible.  In many ways it seems if those who participate in genocide are so completely 

divergent from traditional moral and ethical standards that many countries and citizens uphold, 

that they could be deemed sociopathic for the lack of conscience demonstrated by their actions.  

It also appears and is discussed, reasonably, that genocide is a crime of hate, or a black-and-

white instance of good versus evil.  The path of inquiry that these perspectives follow lead to a 

more accurate potential to define an empirically and historically grounded viewpoint or 

behavioral pattern that addresses and furthers these traditional methods of thinking.  This can be 

done by analyzing and discussing what psychology has to contribute to our understanding of 

genocidal perpetrators. 

 Psychology is the scientific study of behavior and mental processes and, as such, has 

much to contribute to the understanding of human nature, existence, thoughts, behaviors, and 

cognition that can define what seems to be inexplicable aspects of human interaction.  In 

undertaking this question of what psychology can contribute to our understanding of genocidal 

perpetrators, there are two very in-depth and scholarly articles that illuminate a number of ideas 

that not only add to common modes of thinking, but elucidate details in categories which are 

grounded within a historical context.  

 The first article, Reverberations of the Holocaust Fifty Years Later: Psychology’s 

Contribution to Understanding Genocide, was written by Peter Suedfeld of the University of 
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British Columbia, and was based on the 1999 presidential address given to the Canadian 

Psychological Association.  The author of the article dedicated his efforts to his mother, Jolán 

Eichenbaum Suedfeld, who was killed in Auschwitz during the Holocaust.  Suedfeld begins his 

discussion by reviewing much of what happened during the Holocaust and then steps into 

research which, “includes theories of why people participate in genocide, the analysis of 

bystander and rescue behavior, and the development of interventions that may help to prevent or 

de-escalate ethnic conflicts and to ameliorate their effects (Suedfeld 1).”  

 The second article, Us and Them: Identity and Genocide, was written by David 

Moshman, of the Department of Educational Psychology at the University of Nebraska.  The 

article was published in a journal in 2007 entitled: Identity: An International Journal of Theory 

and Research.  Moshman’s article argues that instead of genocide being understood as it 

commonly is as “either inexplicable or the result of special hatreds,” that it be viewed more 

scientifically as, “an extreme result of normal identity processes (Moshman 115).”   The key 

terms he explores can be readily identified as the four D’s.  In the order of his discussion, they 

are defined as, Dichotomization, Dehumanization, Destruction, and Denial. 

 Through exploration of the subject in the manner of these two articles, it becomes 

apparent that the mental state and functioning of those who participate in genocide is distinctly 

human and in fact is very much a part of everyday psychological operatives for many people, 

although certainly taken to a radical, drastic, and seriously consequential degree.  This is not to 

accuse the average person of being capable of the same, but only to bring genocide to a level that 

makes it accessible and quantifiable.  From this perspective, viewing the genocidal perpetrator is 

more identifiably relevant to what is known about behavior.  Such a perspective allows for the 

assertion that although heinous crimes are committed, the psychology of the participant is not 
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psychopathological and therefore places them in a position where no break from sanity or 

psychosis is in play.  This leads to the higher probability of prosecution as a criminal, and 

invariably ends in the definitive and grounded accusation that the perpetrator was consciously 

aware and in control of their actions.  

 Suedfeld makes a strong argument that most of the research done about genocide and its 

psychology revolves around the main characters that instate it, and for the most part, then 

becomes hypothesizing with little evidence.  Suedfeld asserts that the common topics about 

Hitler include potential psychic abnormalities caused by his, “genitalia malformations, sexual 

repression or perversion, inferiority complex, frustration over his failed artistic ambitions, fear of 

having ‘Jewish blood’ himself, and his resentment because a Jewish doctor was unable to cure 

his mother’s cancer (Suedfeld 2).”  Suedfeld then goes on to further this point by stating:  

 None of these studies has been able to pinpoint and document anything unique in the core 

 Nazi’s personalities, family backgrounds, or personal histories that it would explain their 

 dedication to what they called the Final Solution even at the cost of reducing Germany’s 

 ability to wage war against advancing armies. (2) 

 This break from traditional methods of investigation and explanation is agreeable for a 

number of reasons.  Although all of the above may have caused serious emotional trauma, if 

taken as the soul catalyst for genocidal ideologies, it would not account for the actions of those 

who worked in the Schutzstaffel, or in the concentration camps as the enactors of Nazi policies.  

Within context, it isn’t sufficiently convincing that such emotional traumas are severe enough to 

instate a political policy that would seek to annihilate the Jews purely on the grounds of personal 

hatreds.  There clearly must be more variables.  Certainly the social abnormalities associated 

with Hitler’s early life would cause feelings of bitterness or hatred, but the Holocaust, from what 
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is understood, was not about hate as much as it was about the impact of a number of factors in 

the political and social environment.  If Hitler’s personal agenda was derived strictly from his 

hatred of the Jews, it would not establish a pattern that can be applied to other genocides.  

Hatred, as will be explored directly, is not the driving factor behind mass killings, although it has 

its place. 

 Moshman solidifies this inconsistency by highlighting that his experience with searching 

for themes of hatred in a number of case studies about the genocide of Rwanda, Nazi death 

camps, disappearances in Argentina, the dirty war massacre in El Salvador, and the massacre at 

Wounded Knee, turned up few solidified affirmations that it was the driving force.  He does, 

however, state that, “People do hate, and this undoubtedly plays a role in genocide (Moshman 

117).”  To put these two ideas together side by side sounds contradictory, but can be clarified by 

this statement:  

 There is, it appears, an emerging consensus among genocide scholars that genocides and 

 mass killings are mostly perpetuated by ordinary people playing social roles in groups, 

 institutions, and practices to which they are politically, religiously, philosophically, 

 ideologically, morally, professionally, economically, and/or personally committed. (117) 

 So how can these factors be grouped in a way that explains the mentality and the driving 

force behind genocide?  Both of the authors nearly agree on these matters, but have divided the 

psychology of perpetrators into differing categories, although the underlying consensus is the 

same.  Suedfeld asserts that there is an “interaction among at least three kinds of factors: 

situational variables (e.g., stressors); universal predispositions governing thinking, memory, 

perception, and emotion (e.g., cognitive heuristics, Gestalt principles); and individual differences 

in how people cope with the previous two characteristics (Suedfeld 2).”  He later explores each 
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in further detail, subgrouping them into Projection, Splitting off, Us-vs.-them mentality, and 

Groupthink. 

 Prior to exploring each in detail, it is prudent to see that as mentioned, Moshman’s 

categorizing is very similar. He breaks down the factors contributing to genocide into four 

categories: Dichotomization, Dehumanization, Destruction, and Denial (Moshman 115).  To 

compare the two author’s assertions first, then to explore them second, Moshman’s 

Dichotomization overlaps with Suedfeld’s Us-vs.-Them Mentality.  Dehumnization and Splitting 

Off are nearly identical ideas too, as well as Groupthink and Destruction.  Moshman however 

terms and explores Denial, whereas Suedfeld terms and explores Projection, each offering new 

ideas into the mix, independent from each other.  

 According to Moshman, Dichotomization “elevates one dimension of identity over 

others, and within that dimension, sharply distinguishes two categories: us and them.” As seen in 

the terminology, both authors agree that such a thing takes place.  What is persuasive, is that the 

separation of groups occur first, whereas at one time, more often than not, these groups shared a 

number of commonalities, particularly nationality, although probably not ethnicity.  A number of 

attributes are then projected onto the other group, dividing them into a category that is distinctly 

separate.   

 This flows into Dehumanization, which is similar to Suedfeld’s Splitting Off.  

Dehumanization occurs in the minds and mentality of the dominant group by making the targeted 

group into things that are clearly not human at all, and therefore not worthy of enjoying or being 

given the same liberties and rights as the other.  Splitting Off, however, involves a distinctly 

different manner of viewing the deeds a genocidal perpetrator enacts, with the way in which they 
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view themselves.  In order to do this though, one group must be seen as less than human in order 

for the perpetrator to not see his deeds as murder, but just his job and his duty.  

 Destruction follows Dehumanization and as Moshman points out while speaking of the 

happenings on Hispaniola (present day Haiti and the Dominican Republic) in which the 

colonizing Spanish Explorers annihilated the native population: “The destruction of natives 

expanded concentrically far beyond Hispaniola in the ensuing decades and centuries, and was 

widely deemed necessary and justified not only by the Spanish, but by the Europeans as well 

(Moshman 125).”  This theme of justified destruction as a necessary means for human 

progression is easily analogous to the mentality behind much of genocide and how it fits into its 

societal motivations.  Suedfeld’s Groupthink also highlights the same principle in which 

members of a group find justification in destruction by seeing others enact and excuse the same.  

 One group justifies destructive behavior for its role in progression and those who are 

associated with the movement join in by mirroring that mentality.  With group mentality, it is 

reasonable to view that a perpetrator’s motivations are intertwined with their standing in that 

group and therefore are not necessarily intrinsically individual, but extrinsically dependent on 

status and position amongst their peers.  Thus, a perpetrator is subject not only to his own 

convictions, but the convictions of the group and the will of its leaders.    

 Both Suedfeld and Moshman have a category within their texts that are not in the other’s.   

Suedfeld discusses the term Projection, “that the other group embodies all of the immoral acts  

and thoughts we cannot admit in ourselves, making them unworthy of acceptance and deserving 

punishment (Suedfeld 3).”  Moshman discusses Denial as a possibility that by dehumanizing 

persons, one can deny that they are committing murder.  More extensively and thoroughly:  
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 Other methods of genocidal denial range from brute rejection of the facts to more subtle 

 means such as not investigating what we don’t want to know; selectively remembering 

 what we already know; gerrymandering the definition of genocide to exclude our own 

 actions; re-contextualizing historical circumstances to render our actions normal, 

 understandable, or inevitable; and educating our children with history textbooks devised 

 primarily for the purpose of instilling patriotism. (127) 

 Although these last two terms, Projection and Denial, discuss different ideas, they only 

serve to compliment each other in psychology’s understanding of genocide.  The impression that 

may follow this discussion is that the psychology of a perpetrator is not so abnormal that it is 

classifiably different, but a very complex and intricate manner of dealing with one’s 

surroundings and succumbing to a number of profoundly powerful influences like Groupthink 

and Dichotomization.  By classifiably different, it is meant that although a perpetrator deviates 

significantly from the norm, it is still the act of criminal mentality that is a result of identity 

processes, all of which can be viewed as human and seen outside of psychopathology. 

 The following are a few examples of how these terms can take place in a daily setting 

among average persons.  Projection can be seen within the psychology of many individuals, for 

example, a man who is cheating on his wife becomes suspicious and accusatory of her, thinking 

she’s doing the same.  Others who are dishonest often think people are trying to take advantage 

of them, lying to them, or stealing from them.  When dichotomization takes place, often the 

grouping of Us-vs.-Them mentality is clearly a product of projection.  As the targeted group is 

propagandized as less than human and in the category of “other,” many of the faults attributed to 

them are not only untrue, but can be seen in the dominant and accusing group as well.  
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 Denial, perhaps the most ever-present of them all,  is often illustrated in the way that 

many people will reconstruct their past to revise and omit things they wish had never happened.  

Often, the individual constructs their own reality and perception of the way things are or they 

justify and rationalize actions to the point of perceived exoneration.  This is seen in the 

individuals and countries that enact genocide, as they both present a face of not having 

committed such crimes by rationalizing and reconstructing events to circumvent the accusation.   

 The intent here is not to classify the average person’s psychological functioning with a 

genocidal perpetrator, because that is not the case, but to make clear the viewpoint that the 

psychology of one participating in genocide relies very much on common modes of thinking that 

are taken to a ruinous and catastrophic extreme.  Even with concrete examples and historical 

references, attempting to establish a psychology of the genocidal perpetrator is very elusive, as 

such a thing can only be done extrinsically.  That being said, psychology, as illustrated here, has 

an abundance of things to say about genocide and because so many details are already 

understood, much can be done to see the warning signs as genocidal ideologies build, both in 

political systems and within a society.  It is reasonable to assume that more progress can be made 

in this area, but also that it is a developed field of study with merited and grounded approaches to 

understanding the mind-set of genocide criminals. This approach and style of research can add to 

the prevention of future genocides by enhancing the perceptions held by preventative agencies 

on how these mental processes can become perpetuated into such inhumane forms.   
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