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Sanctioned Massacres 

The slaughter at My Lai is an instance of a class of violent acts that can be described as sanctioned 

massacres (Kelman, 1973): acts of indiscriminate, ruthless, and often systematic mass violence, 

carried out by military or paramilitary personnel while engaged in officially sanctioned campaigns, 

the victims of which are defenseless and unresisting civilians, including old men, women, and 

children. Sanctioned massacres have occurred throughout history. Within American history, My Lai 

had its precursors in the Philippine war around the turn of the century (Schirmer, 1971) and in the 

massacres of American Indians. Elsewhere in the world, one recalls the Nazis’ “final solution” for 

European Jews, the massacres and deportations of Armenians by Turks, theliquidation of the kulaks 

and the great purges in the Soviet Union, and more recently the massacres in Indonesia and 

Bangladesh, in Biafra and Burundi, in South Africa and Mozambique, in Cambodia and 

Afghanistan, in Syria and Lebanon. . . . 

        The occurrence of sanctioned massacres cannot be adequately explained by the existence of 

psychological forces—whether these be characterological dispositions to engage in murderous 

violence or profound hostility against the target—so powerful that they must find expression in 

violent acts unhampered by moral restraints. Instead, the major instigators for this class of violence 

derive from the policy process. The question that really calls for psychological analysis is why so 

many people are willing to formulate, participate in, and condone policies that call for the mass 

killings of defenseless civilians. Thus it is more instructive to look not at the motives for violence 

but at the conditions under which the usual moral inhibitions against violence become weakened. 

Three social processes that tend to create such conditions can be identified: authorization, 

routinization, and dehumanization. Through authorization, the situation becomes so defined that the 

individual is absolved of the responsibility to make personal moral choices. Through routinization, 

the action becomes so organized that there is no opportunity for raising moral questions. Through 

dehumanization, the actors’ attitudes toward the target and toward themselves become so structured 

that it is neither necessary nor possible for them to view the relationship in moral terms. 

Authorization 

Sanctioned massacres by definition occur in the context of an authority situation, a situation in 

which, at least for many of the participants, the moral principles that generally govern human 

relationships do not apply. Thus, when acts of violence are explicitly ordered, implicitly encouraged, 

tacitly approved, or at least permitted by legitimate authorities, people’s readiness to commit or 

condone them is enhanced. That such acts are authorized seems to carry automatic justification for 

them. Behaviorally, authorization obviates the necessity of making judgments or choices. Not only 

do normal moral principles become 



inoperative, but—particularly when the actions are explicitly ordered—a different kind of morality, linked to 

the duty to obey superior orders, tends to take over. 

In an authority situation, individuals characteristically feel obligated to obey the orders of the authorities, 

whether or not these correspond with their personal preferences. They see themselves as having no choice as 

long as they accept the legitimacy of the orders and of the authorities who give them. Individuals differ 

considerably in the degree to which—and the conditions under which—they are prepared to challenge the 

legitimacy of an order on the grounds that the order itself is illegal, or that those giving it have overstepped 

their authority, or that it stems from a policy that violates fundamental societal values. Regardless of such 

individual differences, however, the basic structure of a situation of legitimate authority requires subordinates 

to respond in terms of their role obligations rather than their personal preferences; they can openly disobey 

only by challenging the legitimacy of the authority. Often people obey without question even though the 

behavior they engage in may entail great personal sacrifice or great harm to others. 

An important corollary of the basic structure of the authority situation is that actors often do not see 

themselves as personally responsible for the consequences of their actions. Again, there are individual 

differences, depending on actors’ capacity and readiness to evaluate the legitimacy of orders received. Insofar 

as they see themselves as having had no choice in their actions, however, they do not feel personally 

responsible for them. They were not personal agents, but merely extensions of the authority. Thus, when their 

actions cause harm to others, they can feel relatively free of guilt. A similar mechanism operates when a 

person engages in antisocial behavior that was not ordered by the authorities but was tacitly encouraged and 

approved by them—even if only by making it clear that such behavior will not be punished. In this situation, 

behavior that was formerly illegitimate is legitimized by the authorities’ acquiescence. 

In the My Lai massacre, it is likely that the structure of the authority situation contributed to the massive 

violence in both ways—that is, by conveying the message that acts of violence against Vietnamese villagers 

were required, as well as the message that such acts, even if not ordered, were permitted by the authorities in 

charge. The actions at My Lai represented, at least in some respects, responses to explicit or implicit orders. 

Lieutenant Calley indicated, by orders and by example, that he wanted large numbers of villagers killed. 

Whether Calley himself had been ordered by his superiors to “waste” the whole area, as he claimed, remains a 

matter of controversy. Even if we assume, however, that he was not explicitly ordered to wipe out the village, 

he had reason to believe that such actions were expected by his superior officers. Indeed, the very nature of the 

war conveyed this expectation. The principal measure of military success was the “body count”—the number 

of enemy soldiers killed—and any Vietnamese killed by the U.S. military was commonly defined as a “Viet 

Cong.” Thus, it was not totally bizarre for Calley to believe that what he was doing at My Lai was to increase 

his body count, as any good officer was expected to do. 

        Even to the extent that the actions at My Lai occurred spontaneously, without reference to superior orders, 

those committing them had reason to assume that such actions might be tacitly approved of by the military 

authorities. Not only had they failed to punish such acts in most cases, but the very strategies and tactics that 

the authorities consistently devised were based on the proposition that the civilian population of South 

Vietnam—whether “hostile” or “friendly”—was expendable. Such policies as search-and-destroy missions, the 

establishment of free-shooting zones, the use of antipersonnel weapons, the bombing of entire villages if they 

were suspected of harboring guerrillas, the forced migration of masses of the rural population, and the  

defoliation of vast forest areas helped legitimize acts of massive violence of the kind occurring at My Lai. 

        Some of the actions at My Lai suggest an orientation to authority based on unquestioning obedience to 

superior orders, no matter how destructive the actions these orders call for. Such obedience is specifically 

fostered in the course of military training and reinforced by the structure of the military authority situation. It 

also reflects, however, an ideological orientation that may be more widespread in the general population. . . . 

Routinization 

Authorization processes create a situation in which people become involved in an action without considering 

its implications and without really making a decision. Once they have taken the initial step, they are in a new 

psychological and social situation in which the pressures to continue are powerful. As Lewin (1947) has 

pointed out, many forces that might originally have kept people out of a situation reverse direction once they 



have made a commitment (once they have gone through the “gate region”) and now serve to keep them in the 

situation. For example, concern about the criminal nature of an action, which might originally have inhibited a 

person from becoming involved, may now lead to deeper involvement in efforts to justify the action and to 

avoid negative consequences. 

Despite these forces, however, given the nature of the actions involved in sanctioned massacres, one might 

still expect moral scruples to intervene; but the likelihood of moral resistance is greatly reduced by 

transforming the action into routine, mechanical, highly programmed operations. Routinization fulfills two 

functions. First, it reduces the necessity of making decisions, thus minimizing the occasions in which moral 

questions may arise. Second, it makes it easier to avoid the implications of the action, since the actor focuses 

on the details of the job rather than on its meaning. The latter effect is more readily achieved among those who 

participate in sanctioned massacres from a distance—from their desks or even from the cockpits of their 

bombers. 

Routinization operates both at the level of the individual actor and at the organizational level. Individual 

job performance is broken down into a series of discrete steps, most of them carried out in automatic, 

regularized fashion. It becomes easy to forget the nature of the product that emerges from this process. When 

Lieutenant Calley said of My Lai that it was “no great deal,” he probably implied that it was all in a day’s 

work. Organizationally, the task is divided among different offices, each of which has responsibility for a small 

portion of it. This arrangement diffuses responsibility and limits the amount and scope of decision making that 

is necessary. There is no expectation that the moral implications will be considered at any of these points, nor 

is there any opportunity to do so. The organizational processes also help further legitimize the actions of each 

participant. By proceeding in routine fashion—processing papers, exchanging memos, diligently carrying out 

their assigned tasks—the different units mutually reinforce each other in the view that what is going on must 

be perfectly normal, correct, and legitimate. The shared illusion that they are engaged in a legitimate enterprise 

helps the participants assimilate their activities to other purposes, such as the efficiency of their performance, 

the productivity of their unit, or the cohesiveness of their group (see Janis, 1972). 

        Normalization of atrocities is more difficult to the extent that there are constant reminders of the true 

meaning of the enterprise. Bureaucratic inventiveness in the use of language helps to cover up such meaning. 

For example, the SS had a set of Sprachregelungen, or “language rules,” to govern descriptions of their 

extermination program. As Arendt (1964) points out, the term language rule in itself was “a code name; it 

meant what in ordinary language would be called a lie” (p. 85). The code names for killing and liquidation 

were “final solution,” “evacuation,” and “special treatment.” The war in Indochina produced its own set of 

euphemisms, such as “protective reaction,” “pacification,” and “forced-drafturbanization and modernization.” 

The use of euphemisms allows participants in sanctioned massacres to differentiate their actions from ordinary 

killing and destruction and thus to avoid confronting their true meaning. 

Dehumanization 

Authorization processes override standard moral considerations; routinization processes reduce the likelihood 

that such considerations will arise. Still, the inhibitions against murdering one’s fellow human beings are 

generally so strong that the victims must also be stripped of their human status if they are to be subjected to 

systematic killing. Insofar as they are dehumanized, the usual principles of morality no longer apply to them. 

Sanctioned massacres become possible to the extent that the victims are deprived in the perpetrators’ eyes 

of the two qualities essential to being perceived as fully human and included in the moral compact that governs 

human relationships: identity—standing as independent, distinctive individuals, capable of making choices and 

entitled to live their own lives—and community—fellow membership in an interconnected network of 

individuals who care for each other and respect each other’s individuality and rights (Kelman, 1973; see also 

Bakan, 1966, for a related distinction between “agency” and “communion”). Thus, when a group of people is 

defined entirely in terms of a category to which they belong, and when this category is excluded from the 

human family, moral restraints against killing them are more readily overcome. 

Dehumanization of the enemy is a common phenomenon in any war situation. Sanctioned massacres, 

however, presuppose a more extreme degree of dehumanization, insofar as the killing is not in direct response 

to the target’s threats or provocations. It is not what they have done that marks such victims for death but who 



they are—the category to which they happen to belong. They are the victims of policies that regard their 

systematic destruction as a desirable end or an acceptable means. Such extreme dehumanization becomes 

possible when the target group can readily be identified as a separate category of people who have historically 

been stigmatized and excluded by the victimizers; often the victims belong to a distinct racial, religious, ethnic, 

or political group regarded as inferior or sinister. The traditions, the habits, the images, and the vocabularies 

for dehumanizing such groups are already well established and can be drawn upon when the groups are 

selected for massacre. Labels help deprive the victims of identity and community, as in the epithet “gooks” that 

was commonly used to refer to Vietnamese and other Indochinese peoples. 

The dynamics of the massacre process itself further increase the participants’ tendency to dehumanize 

their victims. Those who participate as part of the bureaucratic apparatus increasingly come to see their victims 

as bodies to be counted and entered into their reports, as faceless figures that will determine their productivity 

rates and promotions. Those who participate in the massacre directly—in the field, as it were—are reinforced 

in their perception of the victims as less than human by observing their very victimization. The only way they 

can justify what is being done to these people—both by others and by themselves—and the only way they can 

extract some degree of meaning out of the absurd events in which they find themselves participating (see 

Lifton, 1971, 1973) is by coming to believe that the victims are subhuman and deserve to be rooted out. And 

thus the process of dehumanization feeds on itself. 


