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This book is dedicated to all of the behavioral scientists who have sought, with
considerable intelligence, insight, and scientific rigor, to understand what causes
aggression and how this destruc.ive behavior might best be controlled, and who
have persisted in their research even though so many people in society at large
remain unaware of what they have found.
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ogy. In recent years, the field of social psychology has emerged as

central in psychology’s quest to understand human thought, feel-
ing, and behavior. Thus, we see the inclusion-by-hyphenation of social
psychology across diverse fields of psychology, such as social-cognitive,
social-developmental, social-learning, social-personality, to name but a
few recent amalgamations.

Social psychologists have tackled many of society’s most intractable
problems. In their role as the last generalists in psychology, nothing of
individual and societal concern is alien to social psychological investiga-
tors—from psychophysiology to peace psychology, from students’ attri-
butions for failure to preventive education for AIDS. The new political
and economic upheavals taking place throughout Europe and Asia, with
the collapse of Soviet-style communism, are spurring social psycholo-
gists to develop new ways of introducing democracy and freedom of
choice into the social lives of peoples long dominated by authoritarian
rule. Indeed, since the days when George Miller, former president of the
American Psychological Association, called upon psychologists to “give
psychology back to the people,” social psychologists have been at the
forefront.

The McGraw-Hill Series in Social Psychology is a celebration of the con-
tributions made by some of the most distinguished researchers, theorists,
and practitioners of our craft. Each author in our series shares the vision
of combining rigorous scholarship with the educator’s goal of communi-
cating that information to the widest possible audience of teachers,
researchers, students and interested laypersons. The series is designed to
cover the entire range of social psychology, with titles reflecting both
broad and more narrowly focused areas of specialization. Instructors
may use any of these books as supplements to a basic text, or use a com-
bination of them to delve into selected topics in greater depth.

Leonard Berkowitz is recognized internationally as a leading contrib-
utor to the empirical investigation of the psychology of aggression. His
pioneering laboratory studies stand as models of the systematic analysis
of situational factors that stimulate aggressive behavior. Now in his most

To discover where the action is in psychology, look to social psychol-
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FOREWORD

far-ranging contribution, Aggression: Its Causes, Consequences, and Control,
Berkowitz gives us a scholarly tour de force in which he integrates labo-
ratory, field, and survey research findings into an elegant synthesis of
the state of the art on this vital topic. His carefully worded conclusions
distinguish the valid from the common-sense, but false, views of aggres-
sion. He critically evaluates the host of theories about the whys of
aggression, highlighting the values and limitations of each. But this book
goes beyond being the soon-to-be-classic resource on human aggression;
it offers impressive new insights and the author’s own perceptive inter-
pretations on many aspects of the complex processes involved in human
aggression.

His colleagues will welcome it as their primary reference on the sci-
entific analysis of aggression. Students will learn much from it because
of the accessible style used to convey scientific and popular viewpoints.
Yet, it is possible that the major contribution of this book will lie in
informing the intelligent layperson, and influencing leaders of our soci-
ety, as to the state of current, accurate knowledge in the psychology of
aggression and violence. There are few topics in social psychology of
more pressing concern to societies everywhere than that of discovering
effective means of preventing and reducing the destructive impact of the
many forms of aggression we face in our everyday lives. Berkowitz’s
new contribution helps to focus us in directions from which new solu-
tions may emanate for this age-old problem.

Philip G. Zimbardo
Consulting Editor



Preface

way to the alleviation of one of our most serious social problems:

human aggression. Violence clearly tears at the fabric of society.
When parents abuse their children they weaken the bonds of regard and
affection that will tie their offspring to themselves and the social order.
Frequent muggings and other street crimes lessen the citizenry’s faith in
their government and also seriously diminish the trust in others that is so
necessary for social harmony and the effective collaboration with friends
and neighbors in solving shared problems. In so many different ways
people can make the world around them much more difficult and trou-
blesome, and at times maybe even more dangerous, when they assault
someone else or even encourage others to engage in such behavior. I
hope, and believe, that society can do a great deal to lessen this all-too-
prevalent aggression if it understands better the fundamental causes of
this destructive conduct, what conditions increase the chances that any
one person will attack someone else, and what steps are generally most
effective in reducing the likelihood of aggressive behavior.

While this book may contribute to this understanding, it doesn’t
cover all of the many factors that play a part in aggression. It is primarily
concerned with the psychological processes within the individual that
help promote, or restrain, this behavior and the conditions in the per-
son’s past and immediate present that make it more or less likely that he
or she will attack someone else when aroused. Nothing is said about the
neurological and biochemical mechanisms that are involved in this
action, and the book also looks only briefly at the role of hormones, even
though biological influences obviously are very important. Nor do I
review the psychiatric analyses of the more extreme forms of violence
such as serial killing, although the chapter on violent personalities does
touch on the behavior of diagnosed psychopaths. Attention is given to
the effects of a number of factors emphasized by sociologists, such as
poverty and cultural beliefs and values, but again, perhaps not as much
as some might wish. By and large, the main focus is on the social psy-
chology of aggressmn and violence.

Following along in the tradition of contemporary social psychology,

xxi

This book is written in hope that it will contribute in some small
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several of the chapters place special value on the findings obtained from
experiments, and I frequently buttress my arguments by referring to the
results of laboratory studies. This certainly doesn’t mean that I neglect
the often important observations gleaned from field studies and every-
day experience or that I believe experimental research is always prefer-
able to other modes of investigation in the social sciences. I have pointed
out, in this book and in other writings, that laboratory studies are best
employed for only certain purposes, the testing of particular causal
hypotheses. It's also quite obvious that for ethical as well as practical rea-
sons well-controlled experiments cannot possibly be carried out to inves-
tigate many significant questions, such as whether years of economic
deprivation tend to breed criminal tendencies, or whether a parent’s fre-
quently repeated abuse of her child heightens the probability that the
youngster will develop into a violently inclined adult. Only field studies
of people in their natural settings can suggest answers to questions such
as these, and the book reports a good deal of such “real world” research.
Nonetheless, experiments can be carried out to test other ideas highly
relevant to human aggression. As I will try to demonstrate, it is impor-
tant for us to learn, for instance, whether persons exposed to decidedly
unpleasant but psychologically nonthreatening atmospheric conditions
are more likely to be assaultive than they otherwise would have been in
a more comfortable surrounding and whether the sight of others fighting
raises the odds that the viewers will be aggressive themselves. In these
cases experiments give us the best chance of determining whether the
factor of interest (e.g., the physically unpleasant situation), and not other
possible influences, can indeed affect the probability of the given out-
come (e.g., lead to greater aggression). No one claims that the results of
any one study by itself are totally unequivocal. But we can gain greater
confidence in the validity of the notion being tested if we have consistent
findings over a number of similar experimental investigations, and so
I've tried as much as possible to cite experiments whose results are sup-
ported by other similar findings.

However, it should be clear from the outset that this book does not
attempt to provide a comprehensive survey of the great many investiga-
tions that could have been mentioned even in the topic areas I do take
up, whether the studies are experiments or naturalistic observations. I

- regard the present work as a general introduction to the research and

theory of human aggression more than a technical and scholarly review
of the pertinent literature, and thus have deliberately selected only some
of the pertinent investigations for special attention. In my view these
studies are among the very best in their particular research area, and
illustrate well the issues I discuss. I do not claim in any of these cases
that the studies cited are the final word and that the questions they
address are answered once and for all. But I do think they furnish gener-
ally good support for arguments I offer and the theoretical points I try to
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make. Readers wanting to learn of other studies on the topics covered in
this work will find that the chapter endnotes contain references to other,
related investigations as well as the citations to the studies I do discuss in
the body of this text. (The endnotes also occasionally report relevant
details about these studies.) Yet even with these additional references,
those with special interests in this area would do well to build on the dis-
cussion offered here by seeking further information from the many jour-
nals and texts I could have, but didn't, review in this book.

One final comment is warranted. Many of the matters discussed in
this work are highly controversial and a number of them have political
and ideological overtones. Readers might thus be tempted to character-
ize the position I take in these chapters in political terms, saying I'm a
liberal—or a conservative—and then dismiss my arguments as politically
biased. While I do hold fairly strong social and political opinions and
cannot maintain that I'm free of ideological biases, I would like to note
that the views expressed and the conclusions I've drawn range widely
over the sociopolitical spectrum. With many conservatives, I believe a
good deal of criminal violence is facilitated by inadequate personal
restraints and that we need adequate social controls if we are to deal
effectively with some violent offenders. At the other end of the political
dimension, I think that American society gains little long-term benefit
from capital punishment in its efforts to reduce homicide rates, and [ am
also convinced that the stresses and strains produced of poverty con-
tribute to the development and maintenance of aggressive inclinations.
The evidence requires such a mixture of positions. My sociopolitical
beliefs and values might well have helped shape these particular views
to some degree, but the stances I've taken in this book are also a
response, to a considerable extent, to the findings obtained by empirical
research. Social policies in areas such as the control and reduction of vio-
lence should rest as much as possible on good evidence obtained from
scientifically sound research, and I've tried to rely on many of the best
studies I know on this topic in writing this book.

Having this base in empirical research, this book is therefore in many
ways a truly collaborative endeavor. It wouldn’t have been at all possible
without the dedication, skill and insights of the many investigators
(including Al Bandura, Bob Baron, Ed Donnerstein, Len Eron, David
Farrington, Sy Feshbach, Russ Geen, and Dolph Zillmann) who have
sought to learn the causes and consequences of human aggression, and
I'm pleased to acknowledge my indebtedness to them. I also want to
thank Robert Arkin, University of Missouri, Columbia; Avshalom Caspi,
University of Wisconsin, Madison; Len Eron, University of Illinois at
Chicago; Robert Feldman, University of Massachusetts at Ambherst;
Roger Johnson, Ramapo College; Jacques-Philippe Leyens,University of
Louvain, Belgium; Neil Malamuth, University of California, Los Angeles;
Colleen Moore, University of Wisconsin, Madison; David Myers,

xxiii
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University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa; Steven Prentice-Dunn, Hope Col-
lege; David Senn, Clemson University; and Chatles Turner, University
of Utah, Salt Lake City, who have read and commented on individual
chapters; my students and colleagues in experimental social psychology,
in Wisconsin and elsewhere, who have taught me much about many dif-
ferent facets of human behavior; and my editors, Christopher Rogers and
Phil Zimbardo, who have been so encouraging and thoughtful in their
recommendations. And I'm especially grateful to my wife, Norma, for
the recommendations she made about some of the chapters, for the sup-
port she has given me as I've labored on this project over the years, and
for the oh-so-many other reasons that I hope she knows.

Leonard Berkowitz
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