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WHAT TRANSFORM SORDINARY PEOPLE INTO GROSSHUMAN RIGHTSVIOLATORS?

After hearing about the Shoa during the Second World War | was struck with disbelief and wondered what kind
of people could be so cruel and figured out that they must be beasts and sadists. During my university studies |
wrote adoctoral thesisin which the main research question was: what kind of people are people who torture, kill
and maim fellow human beings on behalf of the state? The outcome of the research was disquieting: these
perpetrators were very ordinary people. Another outcome, abit more comforting was that in ordinary
circumstances ordinary people would never commit such crimes as genocide and torture and would even be
revolted by such atrocious crimes. Ordinary people are not sadistic by nature. Ordinary people would therefore
not commit such crimesin ordinary circumstances, but merely do so in very specific extra-ordinary
circumstances. The main aim of thisresearch is partly to define these extra-ordinary circumstances but basically
to understand how ordinary people react to these circumstances. More specific: how ordinary people are
transformed by these circumstances into perpetrators, that isto say gross human right violators.

1. Resear ch proposal

1.1 Presumptions and main research questions

The starting point (presumption) of this research project isthe outcome of the prior research project, namely, that
(a) most perpetrators are ordinary people and (b) within specific circumstances all ordinary people can become
gross human rights violators. The aim of this research is not to prove these presumptions. Many studies have
aready sufficiently proven the first thesis, namely that these perpetrators are ordinary people. Reports by
psychologists and psychiatrist who studied perpetrators for example showed that most of them have ordinary
personalities. The outcome of many intensive and in-depth interviews with perpetrators® and social -
psychological research on individual perpetrators® aswell as events leading up to for example massacres® is that
these perpetrators are ordinary people. The second presumption is an outcome of two laboratory experiments
which gave agood insight in how easily ordinary people are transformed into perpetrators. The laboratory
experiment of Milgram (the obedience experiment) has sufficiently proven that the majority of people (65%) will
givetheir fellow human being el ectric shocks if they are demanded to do so by a perceived authority and are
given the assurance that the electric shocks are necessary and that they themselves are not responsible for the
possible consequences of the shocks.* Zimbardo's prison experiment showed that the environment is extremely
important too. In this so-called prison experiment ordinary students who were given the role of prison-guards
quickly transformed into cruel personalities brutalizing their victims, the powerless prisoners> Many studies on
causes of gross human rights violations show that perpetrators often find themselves in extremely compelling
circumstances in which they are believed to have no choice. Haritos-Fatouras, a Greek professor after an
intensive research on a Greek torture school (1967-1974) and the compelling circumstances surrounding the
recruits concluded, that almost anyone can become a torturer given the appropriate training.®

The main aim of this research project therefore is not to prove these two presumptions but to concentrate on the
transformation process that is undergone by ordinary people who commit gross human rights violations.” As
said before, in ordinary circumstances ordinary people are not and will not be prepared to for example torture a
fellow human being. Under ordinary circumstances ordinary people would be revolted by the ideato torture or
commit another atrocious crime. Under what circumstances, why and how does this change? The aim of this
research isto find answers to these questions; to -in other words- find an answer to the question: What
transforms ordinary peopleinto perpetrators?

1.2 Delineation

This research focuses on the perpetrator in the sense of gross human rightsviolator. That isto say, perpetrators
who commit gross human right violations such as torture, maiming and killing other human beings on behalf of
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the state and/or state authorities. This can either be on the basis of a strict order or on the basis of an implied
order or policy. Almost all perpetrators are members of a certain kind of militaristic unit, squad or service such
asthe police, the army, prison guards, special units or squads or the secret services. The research will focus on
these "state-sponsored"” perpetrators. Ordinary criminals and terrorists are excluded from the research, although a
comparative research on especially the last group might show interesting results.

Within this group of perpetrators (read GHRV-ors) there are many different kinds of perpetrators. In my research
| have distinguished the |eaders, the superiors, the executioners, the associates and the accessories. The leaders,
like for example Hitler and Idi Amin are excluded from the research, because their personalities and motivations
are different and they therefor would not fit in this research. The main focus will be on the executioners, that is
to say those people who actually commit the gross human rights violations, mainly the torturers, executioners,
camp and prison guards and members of special squads or units who carry out special orders which include
either of these crimes. The focus will be less on the superiors, associates and accessories but they are definitely
not excluded from the research. Bystanders generally play an important and sometimes decisiverole if it comes
to gross human right violations; they too will, however, be excluded from this research.®

1.3 Research method

The main research methods will be studying the existing theories and testing these theories by analyzing so-
called ego-documents of perpetrators. Ego-documents are trial statements, interviews, diaries, auto-biographies,
letters and all other oral or written statements made by the perpetrators themselves. The method will be to collect
as many useful ego-documents as can be found and to read and analyze all statements which can be helpful in
finding an answer to the main research question. The ideaisto create two databases. Onein which all
information on a specific perpetrator will be collected. This database isimportant because it will make it possible
to check specific statementsin light of the complete picture of a certain perpetrator. Thanksto this databaseit is
for example possible to find out whether and when the perpetrator contradicts himself. The second databaseis a
database in which all interesting quotes will be collected. In this database many different categorieswill be
distinguished. The three main categories are:

How do perpetrators come to their acts?
How do perpetrators live with their acts?
How do perpetrators feel about their acts later?

Each of these main categoriesis divided into many subcategories. For examplein the category: How do
perpetrators live with their acts, there is a subcategory on psychol ogical mechanisms and a further specification
on defense mechanisms. In this subcategory | collect statements in which the perpetrator showstypical signs of
for example evasion, such as blocking out emations, dissociation from own acts, minimization of own role and
straight forward denial. Another example: in the category how do perpetrators feel about their acts later, thereis
a subcategory on psychological consequencesin which all quotes are collected which show clear signs of
discomfort (sub a) and in which the perpetrators talk about their syndromes (sub b) such as for example recurrent
memories, nightmares and a post traumatic stress disorder. Whenever | find an interesting statement which
doesn't fit into acategory | will add a new category to thelist.

1.4 Underlying theory

Several scientists, like for e.g. Kelman, Staub, Lifton and Arendt have tried to define important underlying

psychol ogical and social-psychological mechanisms which explain why and how ordinary people are
transformed into perpetrators. Kelman distinguished three social-psychological mechanisms: authorization,
routinization and dehumanization® Staub's theory is on the continuum of destructiveness.!® Lifton sees doubling
as afacilitating mechanisn™ and Hannah Arendit called the whole process the banality of evil .*2 All these
theories give usaninsight in the transformation process. Not all has been said yet, however. The scientificam

of thisresearch isthreefold. In thefirst place applying and testing the existing theories. The second aimisto go a
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step further and to search for missing linksin the scientific explanations of this behavior. What other
mechanisms, theories and processes play arole? Special attention will be given to the functioning of individual
and collective defense mechanisms and the techniques used by individuals, groups and societies alike in order to
create their own disturbed pictures of the truth. The third aim isto combine the various theories in the sense that
they will be tested in order to see whether or not they form one coherent picture or not, whether or not we can
formulate a more general overall theory that clearly explains all steps and phases which are part of this
transformation process. In order to do so | have distinguished three different phases and one decisive moment
within this transformation process. The three phases are in chronological order: the preparation phase, the
initiation phase and the habituation phase. On the border line between the initiation phase and the habituation
phase there isthe all decisive moment, when the perpetrator commits hisfirst crime. For some perpetrators there
comes another decisive moment which can be defined as aturning point. In the next few paragraphs | will go
deeper into these phases and the decisive moments. A sixth paragraph will focus on how perpetrators ook back.

2. Thetransformation process
2.1 The preparation phase

Most perpetrators are members of some kind of militaristic unit. This can be police, army, prison guards, special
or eliteforce, special units, secret services and others alike. These units are practically all characterized by some
typical organizational features such asavery clear and strict order and hierarchy in which the position of each
individual is clearly marked by a specific rank. The tasks and duties of each rank are clearly specified and al

play their own role in the continuous chain of command, which istypical for these kinds of organizations® All
ranks are obliged to obey the orders of their superiors, that isto say to either pass them on or to carry them out as
expected. Within this chain of command obedience, discipline and loyalty are demanded. The ideaisthat the
leaders (this can befor e.g. apresident, but also a general, achief policeinspector or achief prison guard)
determine the policy and that all others carry out this policy without questioning it. Within this system the
responsibility of the choices made on apolicy level are purely for the leaders, all others merely follow orders and
have astheir only task to follow orders.

‘Whether the reasons behind the extermination of the Jews was necessary or not was something on
which | could not allow myself to forman opinion. (Hoes, camp commander Auschwitz)*

Another typical feature isthat within these organizationsindividuals are de-individualized. Recruits are often not
known by names but by rank and number. They all wear uniformsindicating their rank and often even have to
wear the same haircut. Thereislittle room for the recruits to show their individual personalities. These
organizations furthermore often stand apart from the outside world and form a closed secret world of their own.
They have aspecial basis, which is closed to the public and ordinary people. Within thisworld a different set of
rules and morals apply. Outsiders are kept away and in some organi zations many things are secret. From within
the premises of the organization it is sometimes very difficult for the recruits to get in touch with the outside
world.

Recruits of these organizations generally go through amilitaristic training period in which they often get a
physically enduring training, in which they learn the special skillsthey need and in which they get to learn the
rules, morals and values of the organization and in which they are taught what their respective roles are and how
they should behave. In other words: the recruits are disciplined and learn to obey without questioning the order
and learn to be loyal and to think and act in line with the outlined policy.

"You must understand ... | wasa soldier. Like you. | had ordersto follow. ... The order came fromthe
Fihrer himself. ... There was nothing to be done.’ (Eichmann)*®

On the one hand this phase is nothing out of the ordinary and many people, especially those who have gone
through military service will recognize the features. On the other hand we should be aware that even an ordinary
military training changes people and makes them more proneto obey ordersand have learned to refrain from
questioning these orders. Recruits who have gone through such an ordinary training period are probably not
aware of it but the changes often are that within thisworld, let's say the army they have accepted a different kind
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of moral attitude. Within the organization they feel absolved from the responsible for their own actions and
behavior and the consequences thereof. Their only duty isto carry out the orders and they are held accountable
for their success or failure in doing so towards their superiors. An important moral restraint to commit torture,
maim or kill afellow human being has thus already been reduced by now although most recruits will probably
not be aware of this.

Many perpetrators however, have not only undergone an ordinary military training but have subsequently
undergone aspecial training.X® This training differs from an ordinary military training in the sense that

everything is more extreme. Thetraining method is harsher and continuous threats, insults, humiliation,

emotional and physical violence such as beatings and whipping surround the recruits. Recruits are disciplined up
to an extreme point and absol ute and unquestioning obedience is demanded of them. The difference with
ordinary military training is that the orders that are given to them are often extreme, senseless, absurd or cruel. A
good (and horrifying) example of such a senseless and cruel order comes from a South-American torture school

in which the recruits were obliged to take a pet at the beginning of their training period and stimulated to ook
well after their pet. Because of the harsh training and the inability to contact family or friend, many recruits
naturally bonded with their pets and this was stimul ated too by the superiors. At the end of the training period the
recruits were told that they would only passtheir examsif they fulfilled one last order. The order wasto kill their
own pet.

A continuous atmosphere of violence and fear often characterizes these special training programs. The recruits
are isolated from the outside world and completely dependent on their superiors. Recruits within such atraining
program or school completely lose control of their own fate and life becomesabsolutely unpredictable. The only
way to survive during such acourseisto do asyou are told in order to avoid punishments, further insults and
humiliation, physical violence and sometimes even torture. The designers of the course aim at the survival
instincts of their recruits and thus turn them into obedient soldiers by making it clear to them that the only way
out isthe way up. Soldiers who do not think for themselves, do not question orders but merely follow orders, all
orders.

'They changed us into instruments. People without a will of their own. Who obey.' "You were trained not
to think.' (Petrou, a Greek torturer)*’

In these extreme circumstances ordinary people can fairly easily be turned into obedient followers. The extreme
circumstances and terror used changes people: they get used to violence, get brutalized, get used to adifferent set
of norms and values and have learned not to question any order anymore. They have learned to do asthey are
told. These recruitswill not like an order to torture, maim or kill afellow human being but they will definitely

feel obliged and compelled to carry it out, despite all moral end emotional restraints they might still feel. During
the training period they have learned to disregard these feelings and the fear that if they disobey they themselves
might be tortured, maimed or killed plays an important role. Although most recruitswill carry out their ordersto
torture, maim or kill by now, many training schools, especially torture schools do not leave it here but even go
one step further and make their recruits go through an initiation phase.

2.2 Theinitiation phase

Recruits who are going through atraining program or school, which is designed to turn them into perpetrators,
will go through an initiation phase. During such a phase recruits are slowly accustomed to for exampl e torture.
They will already be surrounded by an atmosphere of violence and possibly torture and might have already been
shown movies on torture sessions. During this phase their involvement in for example torture sessions will be
enlarged on astep by step basis. In for example the Greek torture school (Greece 1967-1974) recruits were not
suddenly asked to torture a so-called subversive but were asked to guard the prisoners and bring them food first.
The second step would be to bring prisoners to the torture chamber and to take them back to their cells after the
torture sessions. Thusthey got used to seeing the prisoners after they had been beaten up and tortured. They got
used to seeing them bleeding, wounded and in pain. A third step would be to bring something into the room
where the prisoners would be tortured. Like this they would witness but not yet participate in torture. A fourth
step would be to make notes during torture sessions. A fifth step would be to very slightly increase their role, for
e.g. holding the victim for a second in between the application of various torture techniques. During these steps
their roleswould still be extremely small but in the meantime they would get used to torture and seeing people

16 See haritos-Fatouras 1986.
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being tortured. At the same time it will become clear to them that if they themselves would not do astold, that
their fate would not be much different from the fate of the alleged subversives. The result of thisinitiation would
thus be twofold: the threat to be tortured themselvesis enforced on them in thisimplied manner and at the same
time the recruits will get the ideathat the prisoners will be tortured anyway -whether they later will take part or
not- and that torture is nothing out of the ordinary.

This phase ends when for the first time the recruit will be asked to actively assist during atorture session. After a
long preparation and initiation period this isthe most decisive moment. The recruit who follows the order to
torture, kill or maim will cross an important line and will if he follows the order become a perpetrator. The
dynamics of this moment will be described in the next paragraph. One remark should be made before hand
though. As said not all recruitswill go through this phase, not even all future perpetrators will go through an
imposed initiation. Some will go through akind of spontaneous initiation for example when fighting in awar.

The mere fact by being there and for e.g. fighting in afrontline will probably make such an impression on the
recruit that he is prepared to carry out every order or even turns (temporarily) berserk.*® Like some of the
American soldiers who took part inthe My Lai massacre:

'That day in My Lai, | was personally responsible for killing about 25 people. Personally. Men, women.
From shooting them, to cutting their throats, scalping them, to ... cutting off their hands and cutting out
their tongue. | did it. | just went. My mind just went. And | was not the only one that did it. A lot of other
peopledidit. | just killed. Once | started the ... training, the whole programming part of killing, it just
cameout. ... Itjust came. | did not know | haditinme ... | had no feelings or no emotions or no
nothing. No directions. | jugt killed.' (American soldier)°

2.3 Thefirst time: crossing aline

After these prior phases many recruits will feel compelled to follow orders. The (implied) pressure from the
environment and the fear from within will be too strong and most recruits will not be able and do not dare to
resist and disobey the order. They have been taught to obey and that is what they will do: the whole training will
come out. The fear of being punished severely, tortured or even killed themselvesis no longer visible now
because these threats are no longer explicit but during the training period the impregnation of thisthreat was so
strong that it still functions now. When the order comes, they will thus follow it and for the first time will

commit aGHRYV and for thefirsttime will cross an important line.

It struck me, however that despite the whole training program which is designed to brutalize the recruits, to make
them get used to violence and to see and experience torture, maiming and killing as something ordinary, al of
them experience revulsion the first time they actually commit one of these crimes. They still -as ordinary people
would- feel empathy for their victims and are horrified by the things they feel compelled to do to them. They do
not disobey however, simply because they -unlike ordinary people who haven't gone through the training
program- do no longer have the means to resist.

"When you see a selection for the first time -1'm not talking only about myself. I'm talking about the most
hardened SSpeople ... you ... how children and women are selected. Then you are so shocked ... that it
just cannot be described. (A nazi doctor)

‘| can only say that when you first start doing the job, it ishard ... you hide yourself and cry, so nobody
can see you.' (South-American torturer)?!

Once arecruit has crossed the line he has become a perpetrator but whether he will commit many more crimes
will depend on how he deals with the whole situation. On the one hand the perpetrator had felt compelled to
commit his crime onthe other hand heisrevolted by his own actions and knows that he has crossed aline:
instinctively the perpetrator will feel and experience that what he has done iswrong. There are two possible
reactionsto this: either the perpetrator consciously acknowl|edges that he was wrong and decides for himself that
despite all the pressure and the consequences he will refuse to carry out any comparable order in the future. This

18 For e.g. in My Lai where American soldiers executed and killed hundreds of innocent civilians.
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isan option, but it is not such an easy one. By disobeying the next order most perpetrators will put their own
livesin peril. Given the climate of fear that has surrounded him earlier it will be very unlikely that many recruits
have the guts to stand up at this point. Despite the fact that it is very unlikely some still do so however, and
manage to get out, like this executioner from Reserve Police battalion 101 (RPB 101):

'After | had shot the elderly woman, | went to [ his Sergeant] and told himthat | was not ableto carry
out further executions. | did not have to participate in the shooting anymore ... my nerves were totally
finished from this one shooting." (Executioner RPB 101)2

Another executioner from RPB 101 had been given avery old man, who could not or would not keep up with his
fellow country man, because he simply lay there. The executioner remembers:

‘I regularly had to lift up and drag himforward. [ ...] | only reached the execution site when my
comrades had already shot their Jews. At the sight of his countrymen who had been shot, my Jew threw
himself on the ground and remained lying there. | then cocked my carbine and shot him through the
back of the head. Because | was already very upset fromthe cruel treatment of the Jews during the
clearing of the town and was completely in turmoil, | shot too high. The entire back of my Jew was torn
off and the brain exposed. Parts of the skull flew into sergeants Steinmetz's face. This was grounds for
me, after returning to the truck, to go to thefirst Sergeant and ask for my release. | had become so sick
that I235| mply could not continue anymore. | wasthen relieved by thefirst sergeant.' (Executioner RPB
101)

The other much more likely reaction isto rationalize and justify the crime. Thisreaction is more likely because

the environment will support this reaction: the recruits as shown above have been trained to not take the
consequences of their actions into account and to leave that to the superiors and they are told by their superiors
that they have done the right thing. Besides the ideology upheld by their organization will definitively support
their effortsto rationalize and justify. According to the prevailing ideology (whether thisis nationalism,
patriotism, communism or fascism) the crime should not be seen as a crime but as a necessary meansto achieve
certain goals.

However, an even more important and compelling reason why thisreaction ismore likely isbecauseitisa
natural reaction. By finding excuses for his crime and by rationalizing and justifying his crime the perpetrator
can absolve himself of guilt and absolving himself of any blame and that is exactly what ordinary people
instinctively tend to do when they did something wrong. By doing so the perpetrator does not have to
acknowledge the fact that he has committed an atrocious crime and has by committing this crime crossed aline
which is not supposed to be crossed by ordinary and good people. Naturally and instinctively many defense
mechanisms will try to protect the perpetrator from feeling guilty.

"You haveto realize that you yourself have not killed anyone and that you are just an instrument of the
state' (American executioner)?*

Once the perpetrator startsto rationalize or justify his crime he has, however, passed a point of no return.
Because the rationalization and justification will make him push aside his revulsion, he will not have enough
means to disobey the next order. The most important barriers and restraints to torture, maim or kill have thus
successfully been overcome by his natural reaction to absolve himself of any blame. During the next phase the
rationalizations, justifications and other defense mechanismswill continue their immense but natural task to
chase all feelings of guilt away. It isalmost impossible to stop this process. It is hardly possible for an ordinary
human being to accept and acknowledge full responsibility for such an atrocious crime asfor e.g. torture without
finding excuses, which justify the crime. If a perpetrator has not acknowledged his guilt after hisfirst offence, it
will be even harder to accept this after he has committed more or sometimes many more crimes. The pressure to
find excuses becomes stronger after each and every crime and finally will overcome all feelings of empathy,
remorse and guilt.

22 Browning 1992, p. 66
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2.4 Habituation and Routinization

During this phase many natural defense-mechanisms besides rationalization and justification are active in order
to keep the feelings of remorse, guilt and empathy away. Many perpetrators for e.g. convince themselves that
they do not really have any control and that it wouldn't have made a differenceif they had stood up and refused
to carry out the order:

'If | had sacrificed myself, if | had made public what | felt and had died ... it would have made no
difference. Not an iota. It would all have gone on just the same, asif it and | had never happened. '
(Stangl) #®

Many perpetrators use evasion in order to avoid having to acknowledging what truly happens. They block out
their emotions, they dissociate themselves from their acts, they minimize their own roles, they avoid thinking or
talking about it or they simply deny to themselves what they are really doing. For themselves they argue that
they were trapped, not guilty, could not have done otherwise. Some start to blame the victim: it's his fault, he
was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Perpetrators often start to create their own world in which they define
the things around them in order to sooth their conscience. They create their own distorted reality. One
executioner of RPB 101 for example made the murdering of innocent children sound like mercy killings:

‘I made an effort, and it was possible for me to shoot only children by the hand. My neighbor then shot
the mother and | shot the child that belonged to her, because | reasoned with myself that after all
without its mother the child could not live any longer." (Executioner from RPB 101)%®

Massive gross human rights violations are sometimes extremely well organized like for e.g. the highly
bureaucratized organization of the genocide of the Jews, gypsies and others deemed 'unworthy of life' in Nazi
Germany 2’ This means that there was a clear hierarchical and functional division of labor, which creates a
distance between the perpetrators and final consequences and outcome of their collective activity. Those higher
up in the chain of command have no direct personal experience and sometimes not even the knowledge of the
final aims. Those lower in rank play aminor role and experience that they are merely asmall cog in amachine.

By fragmentizing the killing process like this, the natural tendencies of the perpetratorsto deny their own
responsibility and accountability are reinforced. Within this system moral responsibility is substituted by a clear
hierarchical and technical responsibility.

‘I must admit that this gassing set my mind at rest, for the mass exter mination of the Jews was to start
soon and now we had a procedure. | always shuddered at the prospect of carrying out exter mination by
shooting, when | thought of the vast number s concer ned, and of the women and children. | wasrelieved
to think that the victims too would be spared all these bloodbaths and that the victims too would be
spared suffering until their last moment came.' (Hoess, camp commander Auschwitz)?®

Morality and responsibility are reduced to doing one's own job well.

"I had no feelings. | was concentrated on the job.'?°

‘No ... thoughts came. But | forced them away. | made myself concentrate on work, work and again
work'. (Stangl, camp commander Treblinka) *°

‘I was good at my job. When | was present they talked.' [ Did this please you?] 'Yes, at that timeit did.'
(Petrou, Greek torturer) !

5 Sereny 1994, p. 231
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Perpetrators furthermore dehumanize their victims? They call them names and look upon them as evil or

inferior up to a point that ordinary moral norms no longer apply to them. This makesit easier to torture, maim or
kill them. The treatment of the victimsis often such that for the victimstoo it is difficult to uphold their dignity.

If practically starved to death and not having opportunitiesto relieve oneself, they will start fighting over a scrap
of bread and will dirty themselves. Thiswill reinforce the contempt perpetrators have for their victims.

‘| think it started the day | first saw the Totenlager in Treblinka. | remember Wirth standing there, next
to the pitsfull of blue-black corpses. It had nothing to do with humanity - it could not have: it was a
mass - a mass of rotting flesh. Wirth said "What shall we do with this garbage?' | think unconsciously
that started me thinking of themas cargo. ... | rarely sawthemasindividuals. It was a huge mass. |
sometimes stood on the wall and saw them in the tube. But -how can | explain it- they were naked,
packed together, running, being driven with whipslike ...".®*'It has nothing to do with hate. They were
weak: they allowed everything to happen - to be done to them. They wer e people with whom there was
no common ground, no possibility of communication - that is how contempt is born. | could never
understand how they could give in as they did.' (Stangl, camp commander Treblinka)**

Lifton focused his research on the Nazi doctors and tried to understand how doctors who are meant to heal
people, cameto not only be involved but even playing a crucial role in thekilling process. According to Lifton,
the psychological process of doubling took place in many doctors. Thanks to this process they more or less lived
in two worlds, the ordinary world in which they were caring doctors, loving husbands and fathers and sociable
types and in which ordinary human morality applied. They however also lived in another world, the world of
Auschwitz in which completely different morals applied and in which they were prepared to participate in the
killing process and in which they conducted cruel medical experiments. A Nazi doctor talking about Mengele

said for e.g.:

‘And the experiments that he performed -I have to repeat again and again - they were nothing out of the
ordinary in terms of the usual Auschwitz daily routine. His experiments with twins were performed on
human beings who had in any case, been condemned to death.' (Nazi doctor)>®

All these forces which work upon the perpetrator from outside and much more important from within, finally
makes that the perpetrator gets used to hisjob, that he no longer views it as something out of the ordinary and
givesit very little thought. To maim, torture and kill becomes a job, not much different from any other job,
despite the revulsion they felt at the beginning. A nazi doctor and a South-American torturer:

‘When you see a selection for the first time -1'm not talking only about myself. I'm talking about the most
hardened SSpeople ... you ... how children and women are selected. Then you are so shocked ... that it
just cannot be described. And after a few weeks one can be accustomed to it. And that cannot be
explained to anybody. (A nazi doctor)3®

‘| can only say that when you first start doing the job, it is hard ... You hide yourself and cry, nobody
can see you. Later on, you do not cry, you only feel sad. You feel a knot in your throat but you can hold
back the tears. And after ... not wanting to ... but wanting to, you start getting used to it. Yes, definitely
there comes a moment when you feel nothing about what you are doing.' (South-American torturer)®’

Once the perpetrator has come to this point, heis prepared to commit the most gruesome crimes onto hisvictims.
His natural reaction of revulsion after he committed his first crime and his empathetic feelings for the victims are
successfully overcome. The perpetrator uses all the excuses he can find for what he has done and out of pure self
preservation finally startsto believe in them. Due to the compelling circumstances he felt he couldn't evade and
due to the natural defense mechanisms which started to work within him, ordinary men are thus successfully
transformed into perpetrators prepared to do whatever is asked of him. A Colombian killer, whose girlfriend left
him after she learned about hiswork, recalls:

32 K elman 1989.

33 Sereny 1994, p. 201.
34 Sereny 1994, p. 233.
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‘Now looking back | think she was the one who opened my eyes, becauseif | had continued like this|
would have been able to kill my own brother in law, who was a communist.'

For some perpetrators the brutalization brought forth unknown vices, like sadism, sexual satisfaction derived
from violence and alust for power. Vices which under different, namely ordinary circumstances might never
have come out.

‘Usually I kept hitting until | ejaculated. | have a wife and three children in Breslau. | used to be
perfectly normal. That's what they've made of me. Now when they give me a pass out of here. | do not go
home. | do not dare look my wifein the face.' 3

‘They taught us to show power - we were the leaders. | was not just anybody, anymore. It changed my
life. | felt craving for power.'(Greek torturer)

Staub called the process, which transforms ordinary people into perpetrators ‘a continuum of destructiveness':
'‘Once perpetrators begin to harm people, the resulting psychol ogical changes make greater harm-doing
possible."”® Once a perpetrator has progressed so far on this continuum of destructivenessit isalmost impossible
to get out. There are some perpetrators, however, who along the way suddenly start realizing what is going on.
This phase, which will be called turning point, will be discussed in the next paragraph.

2.5 Turning point and exit

Some simply can take no more and quit. They have had enough. This however is not very likely to happen if the
perpetrators have already progressed on the continuum of destructiveness. In certain extra-ordinary
circumstances though it might happen early in this process. Browning for example describes how several
perpetrators from Reserve Police Battalion 101 quit after awhile. The killings made them feel too uncomfortable
after acertain period of time and they opted out. What was extra-ordinary in this situation was that the
commander of RPB 101 had, prior to the killing given the recruits a chance to quit. Thiswas very unusual and
the opportunity to quit was taken by some men who after awhile could take no more.**

A more likely turning point iswhen a perpetrator gets the order to torture, maim or kill avictim whom he knows,
who comes from the same region as he does or who for example strongly resembles afamily member or friend.

An Indonesian torturer for example suddenly recognized the man brought in the room about to be tortured. It was
the doctor who had |ooked after him and his family when he was a child. He wasimmediately filled with many
good memoaries of this man who had so often cured him from an illness. He wasn't able to torture this man and
suddenly realized what had been going on all the time. He decided to quit the job and flee.*?

Another possible turning point iswhen for example atorturer's girl-friend, wife, family or friends become aware
of what hisjob really is. Torturers often do not and may not reveal their real jobsto anyone outside the
organization. Their wives and family member will obviously know that they are working within the police or
army but it is often easy to conceal what their exact job is. Sometimes the wives become aware of what the fact
that their husbands torture people and sometimes they start asking questions about this work. What happens at
that moment is that the two worlds in which the perpetrator lives suddenly clash? Confronted by the questions
asked by aperson he likes or even loves may make him suddenly realize that what heis doing iswrong.

‘Now looking back | think she was the one who opened my eyes, because if | had continued like this|
would have been ableto kill my own brother in law, who was a communist.’

Many perpetrators who come across such aturning point will not all be able to simply quit the job. They often
know too much and might well be distrusted. If they arein the army they are not allowed to leave. The fear of
what might happen to them if they quit will be enormous. They more than anyone else know what happensto
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people who have different views. Fleeing the country is often the only possibility and it will depend very much
on the situation whether a flight might and can be successful.

In the next paragraph | will give some attention to how perpetrators look back on their crimes. Thisisnot a
phase in the transformation from ordinary man to perpetrator but it does give agood insight in how perpetrators
feel about their crimesand in what made them commit them.

2.6 Looking back

The way perpetratorslook back differs from individual to individual. Many still believe that what they have done
was completely justified. They strongly belief that they did the right thing, that it was necessary to maim, torture
and kill in order to achieve a higher cause or to protect their home country. The strong need to still sooth their
conscience will probably prevent many former perpetrators from ever acknowledging that they were wrong and
they have committed atrocious crimes. Many perpetrators hold on to their ideology out of pure self-preservation
because they wouldn't be able to handle the feelings of guilt and shame if they would seethe truth asitis.

'One should do nothing to interfere with the great goal being sought ... the triumph of the Germanic
race.' (Nazi doctor)*®

‘| was able to perfect an absolutely new method of sterilization ... [which] would be of great use today
in certain cases.' (Naz doctor)**

Others acknowledge that the torture, maiming and killing was wrong but refuse to accept their own
accountability for the crimes. They keep telling others and themselves that they had no choice, that they were
given orders and that they couldn't have done otherwise. They keep saying that they were forced to act the way
they did and they blame everyone else (superiors, victims, bystanders). They too out of pure self-preservation
keep convincing themselves that they are not to blame, that they were mere instruments that they were and still
are innocent.

A third group triesto avoid all memories; they do everything in order to escape a confrontation with the past.
Some go so far asto deny what has happened and what they have done and strongly try to believe in their own
denial. Not all who try to chase the past away are successful in doing so, however. Hurting memories, bad
dreams and even nightmares haunts many perpetrators.

‘| often have night-mares. | dream of the captain and the people | have killed. Look, | dressin black
now, because of all that has happened. | feel guilty, but | can not get the people | have killed back to
life." (Member of a death squad)

Some feel depressed and ashamed. They feel rancor and repentance. For some these feelings, memories and
depressions gets so strong that they becomeill or suffer from a post traumatic stress disorder. The shield these
perpetrators had built suddenly breaks down and the defense mechanisms no longer work effectively. They now
have to accept and acknowledge the truth and that hurts. Not all manage to cope with the truth and some turn
insane or kill themselves. Night-mares and recurrent memories haunted an American soldier who took part in the
My Lai massacre when histen-year old son was accidentally killed by abullet:

‘I wasin the house. And | came out and picked him up. But he was already dead ... he was dying. He
died in my arms. And when | looked at him, his face was like the same face of the child that | had killed.
And | said: thisis the punishment for mekilling the peoplethat | killed.' *°

Some perpetrators do however have the guts and strength to face the truth and feel terrible about it. All
perpetrators | know of who reached this stage want to take action. This can either bein the form of revealing the
truth, accusing their superiors and asking for a conviction and prison sentence which they genuinely feel that
they deserve or it can be by asking for forgiveness and try to make up for it.
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