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Violence as an Instinct? 

·Violence is NOT caused by a universal, 
inborn instinct that spontaneously grows in 
intensity until it is discharged in violent acts 
(toward oneself or others).  



What Causes Violence? 

·Recent investigations of 
hereditary and environmental 
influences on violent behavior 
have found results suggesting that 
neither child abuse alone nor 
heredity alone causes violent 
behavior, so that violence only 
results when an individual is both 
abused and genetically 
predisposed to respond to abuse 
and stress with violent behavior. 
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 ñThe violent criminals I have known have been 
objects of violence from early childhood.  They 
have seen their closest relatives ï their fathers 
and mothers and sisters and brothers ï 
murdered in front of their eyes, often by other 
family members.  As children, these men were 
shot, axed, scalded, beaten, strangled, tortured, 
drugged, starved, suffocated, set on fire, thrown 
out of windows, raped, or prostituted by mothers 
who were their ñpimpsò ; their bones have been 
broken, they have been locked in closets or attics 
for extended periods, and one man I know was 
deliberately locked by his parents in an empty 
icebox until he suffered brain damage from 
oxygen deprivation before he was let out.ò 

 

Violence.  James Gilligan, M.D., Random House.  1996. 

 
  

 

How Childhood Experiences Impact Violence 



6 

· ñBut the self cannot survive without love.  The self starved 
of love dies.  That  is how violence can cause the death of 
the self even when it does not kill the body.ò 
 

· ñThe two possible sources of love for the self are love from 
others, and oneôs own love for oneself. Children who fail to 
receive sufficient love from others fail to build those 
reserves of self-love, and the capacity for self-love, which 
enable them to survive the inevitable rejections and 
humiliations which even the most fortunate of people 
cannot avoid.ò 
 

· ñWithout feelings of love, the self feels numb, empty, and 
dead.ò 
 

· ñWhen self-love is sufficiently diminished, one feels 
shame.ò 
 

Violence.  James Gilligan, M.D., Random House.  1996.  

 

The Importance of Love 



The Role of Shame in Violence 

· Overwhelming shame can lead to the phenomenon 
called ñdeath of the selfò (mortification).  

 
· Shame motivates defenses against wishes to be 

loved and taken care of by others (which a person 
may interpret as being passive, dependent, 
infantile and/or effeminate); and those defenses 
often take the form of reaction-formations, i.e., 
active- independent, ñmacho, pseudo-hyper-
masculine aggressive behaviors that can culminate 
in violence. 
 

· Among the most powerful psychological motives, 
or causes, of violent behavior is the feeling of being 
shamed and humiliated, which occurs when 
people feel insulted, slighted, disrespected, 
dishonored, ridiculed, rejected, or subjected to any 
other ñnarcissistic injury.ò 
 



Guilt and Shame 

·Shame and guilt are antagonistic 
emotions, rather like the 
sympathetic and parasympathetic 
branches of the autonomic nervous 
system (to which they are psycho-
physiologically related), in that the 
conditions and stimuli that increase 
the intensity of the one tend to 
diminish the intensity of the other 
(e.g., the factors that increase 
feelings of shame tend to diminish 
feelings of guilt, and vice versa). 

 



Guilt and Shame 

·Violence is most likely when people experience a maximum 
of shame and a minimum of guilt.  
 

·Feelings of guilt and remorse stimulate anger toward the self 
and the feeling that one deserves punishment (from oneself 
or from others), whereas feelings of shame and humiliation 
stimulate anger and punitiveness toward others. 

 



Guilt and Shame  

·Guilt and shame are the emotions of 
moral experience, and they motivate 
diametrically opposite moral value 
systems, one of which (ñGuilt-Ethicsò) 
says ñThou shalt not killò (because 
that would make you guilty of the sin 
of harming another person), and the 
other of which, ñShame-Ethics,ò says 
ñThou Shalt Killò (because failure to 
do so would identify you as a 
weakling, wimp or coward who could 
not take care of himself, you would be 
deserving of contempt, and you could 
not maintain or regain your honor, 
reputation and respect). 
 



What is Most Shameful for Men and Women 

·Men are shamed primarily for failing to be 
aggressive or ñmanly.ò  

 

·Women are shamed primarily for having sex.  
 


