
The Psychology of Good and Evil

Why Children, Adults, and Groups Help and Harm Others

This book gathers together the knowledge gained in a lifelong study
of the causes of goodness and evil. Since the 1960s Ervin Staub
has studied the roots of helpful, caring, generous, and altruistic
behavior in adults and their development in children, as well as
passivity in response to others’ need. He has also studied bully-
ing and victimization in schools, as well as youth violence and
its prevention. He spent many years studying the origins (and
prevention) of human destructiveness, genocide, and mass killing,
and he has examined the Holocaust, the genocide of the Armenians,
the disappearances in Argentina, the genocide in Rwanda, and other
instances. He has applied his work in many real-world settings, in
seminars, workshops, lectures, and in consultations with parents
and teachers, police officers, and political leaders. He has appeared
frequently in the media, since September 11 especially, to explain the
causes and prevention of terrorism. Professor Staub has published, in
addition to books, many articles and book chapters on these topics.
A selection from these is gathered, with new writings added, in The
Psychology of Good and Evil. The book presents a broad panorama
of the roots of violence and caring and suggests how we can create
societies and a world that are caring, peaceful, and harmonious. Two
of the important themes of the book are how both evil and goodness
evolve, step by step, and the great power of bystanders.

Ervin Staub is Professor of Psychology at the University of
Massachusetts at Amherst. He was born in Hungary, and received
his B.A. and his Ph.D. (Stanford University, 1965) in the United
States. He has taught at Harvard University, Stanford University,
the University of Hawaii, and the London School of Economics and
Political Science. He is a Fellow of four divisions of the American
Psychological Association and was President of the Society for
the Study of Peace, Conflict, and Violence (as well as recipient of
its Lifetime Contribution to Peace Psychology award), and of the
International Society for Political Psychology. Professor Staub applies
his work to the promotion of caring, helping, “active bystandership,”
and the prevention of violence through media appearances, work
with organizations and schools, and working on healing and
reconciliation in conflict settings such as Rwanda.
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To Macs and to all “active bystanders”
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Preface

I received my Ph.D. in psychology at Stanford in 1965, started my work life
as a professor at Harvard, and almost immediately began to focus on the
topics of this book: goodness and evil. For many years, I have conducted
research on, extensively written about, and more and more applied to the
real world the understanding that is presented in this book on a variety of
interrelated questions: What leads children and adults to be generous and
helpful, and what leads them to respond to someone’s urgent need in
an emergency rather than remain passive bystanders? Why do children
and adolescents bully, harass, and intimidate each other, and what can we
do about it? What influences lead people, especially young people, to be-
come aggressive and violent, and what socialization and experience in the
home and school lead children and youth to become caring and helpful?
What leads groups of people to engage in violent actions, especially in ex-
treme forms of violence such as genocide and mass killing? How can groups
(and individuals) heal from the trauma created by past victimization? How
can members of perpetrator and victim groups, or members of groups that
have mutually harmed each other, reconcile? What is the role of passive
bystanders in allowing violence to unfold, and how can we use the great
potential power of “active bystanders” for preventing violence or generat-
ing helping? And how can violence and other harm-doing by individuals
and groups be prevented and caring, helping, and peace be promoted, and
how can cultures that generate these be created? Since September 11, 2001,
I have also applied my prior work to the understanding of the roots of
terrorism and its prevention.

As I engaged with these issues over the years, I increasingly entered
the “real world.” I lectured and conducted workshops for parents and
teachers on practices in the home and school that would help them raise
caring and nonviolent children. In this book I write about positive (as well
as negative) socialization in the home and about the practices of “caring
schools.” It is possible to provide all children, I believe, with experiences

xi
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xii Preface

that foster in them caring about other people, while also helping them
maximize their own personal and human potentials, that is, helping them
to become optimally functioning persons. It seems profoundly important
to me, and I hope it will seem so to readers of this book, to bring this about.

In another entry into the real world, after the famous incident that some-
one captured on film – in which a few police officers severely beat Rodney
King while a group of officers stood by watching – I developed a train-
ing program for the agency responsible for police training in the state of
California, aimed at preventing the use of unnecessary force by the police.
Later, together with Dr. Laurie Anne Pearlman, I developed, trained people
in, and carefully evaluated the effects of their use in the community of an
intervention to help promote healing and reconciliation in Rwanda, in the
wake of the terrible genocide there in 1994. We have also worked with some
of that country’s leaders to help them understand the roots of violence and
develop policies and practices they might use to prevent renewed violence
and to break the cycle of violence.

As I am writing this, in December 2002, we are about to leave for Rwanda
to try to help channel the feelings that arise from the gacaca, so that instead
of retraumatization and renewed rage and hostility, the country can move
toward reconciliation. The gacaca is a community justice system, newly cre-
ated and initiated in 2001–2002. It was inspired by a traditional practice in
Rwanda for resolving conflict and reconciling wrongdoers with the com-
munity. The large majority of 115,000 people who have been in prison since
1994, accused of perpetrating the genocide, will be tried in gacaca courts by
250,000 members of the community who were elected to serve as judges
and trained over a period of several months.

As I have mentioned, I have done extensive writing in books, articles,
book chapters, and at times in newspaper columns, about the topics I have
just described: the roots and prevention of evil and the roots and creation
of goodness. This book is a selection from my writings, covering primarily
the period from the publication of my book on evil, The Roots of Evil, in
1989, to 2003; it also includes a number of earlier publications that I regard
as especially important – particularly about influences that lead people to
help others in need – and substantial new writings.
The Roots of Evil provides a thorough, detailed examination of the roots

of genocide and mass killing at many levels, from culture and society to
individual characteristics and human relationships, with detailed analyses
of a number of important instances. The current book is much broader in
its focus. It focuses on goodness as much as evil, on what leads individ-
uals to help others, and on how caring and helping develop in children.
Although I do not provide here the same deep exploration of the roots of
genocide and mass killing, I summarize the material from The Roots of Evil
in an award-winning publication that I have recently updated. I include
publications that focus on new examples, especially Rwanda. I describe
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Preface xiii

influences I have identified since The Roots of Evil – for example, the role of
past victimization and woundedness in making violence by groups more
likely. In The Roots of Evil I also discuss how violence by groups might be
prevented. In the writings in this book I add to that exploration, address-
ing profoundly important matters such as healing, reconciliation, and even
forgiveness, specific actions “bystander nations” can and ought to take to
prevent violence by groups, and democratization as an avenue to culture
change.

I wrote opening and concluding chapters for this book and included
some other new or recent, not previously published pieces. The volume
contains whole articles or book chapters, and parts of others. In a few
selections, material that reports the results of research has been rewritten
to make it easier to read and thus accessible to a wider audience. In putting
together these selections, my aim has been to describe and interweave all
the important elements in the understanding I have gained about goodness
and evil in the course of my life’s work, to represent what I know at this
time about goodness and evil.

My life experience, and my lifelong work on good and evil, altruism and
aggression, and helping and harm-doing, have been deeply intertwined.
As one of the selections describes, I am what is nowadays called a child
survivor of the Holocaust. I was a 6-year-old boy in Budapest in the sum-
mer of 1944when about 450,000 out of about 600,000Hungarian Jews were
transported to Auschwitz and killed. I and members of my nuclear family
survived because of Raoul Wallenberg, a Swede who heroically saved
many lives in Hungary, and Maria, a Hungarian woman who worked for
my family and did all she could to help us. We called Maria “Macs,” an
abbreviation of the Hungarian word for cat. I don’t know how that came
about. But Macs was my second mother, and I feel that her courageous
actions and loving nature taught me, in spite of my experiences during the
Holocaust and afterward in Hungary under communism, to have faith in
human beings and in the possibility of our caring about each other, about
the “other,” and about all “others.”

I believe that my beginning to work on what leads people to help others
and what stops them from helping those in need, including my focus on the
passive and active “bystander,” and my lifelong concern with preventing
violence, passivity, and promoting goodness, owe a great deal to Macs. On
one of my visits to her in Hungary, when she was in her late eighties, I told
Macs that the work I have been doing all my life was inspired by her. With
her head with its beautiful fine silver hair shaking, as it did constantly in
those days, she smiled and said, naturally and without pride, “I know.”
This book is dedicated to her, and to all others who have not and will not
remain passive bystanders in the face of others’ suffering and need, who
act on behalf of others and thereby make this a more caring world.
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