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by Kathie Malley-Morrison and Ross Caputi

American foreign policy, for a 
long time, has been manipula-
tive, aggressive, and downright 

murderous. How is this possible in a 
country filled with good and caring peo-
ple, whose values are completely out of 
line with their country’s actions abroad? 
Are our leaders immoral and conniving 
people? Are our soldiers brutal thugs? 
What about the American public? Have 
they become apathetic and callous?  

Albert Bandura, Professor Emeritus of 
Social Science in Psychology at Stanford 
University, has done extensive research 
on this all too common contradiction 
between people’s character and their ac-
tions. He has identified a number of un-
conscious mechanisms that allow people 
to morally disengage from morally rep-
rehensible behavior. That is, they allow  

individuals to behave immorally or toler-
ate immorality by others, even when do-
ing so violates their own moral standards. 

Moral Disengagement involves, for 
example, reframing inhumane behavior 
so that it seems moral or harmless (e.g., 
fighting a war to end all wars), minimiz-
ing the consequences of inhumane behav-
ior (as in bragging about the incredible 
accuracy of one’s weapons), blaming the 
victim (e.g., having to confront the “axis 
of evil”), and denying personal responsi-
bility (e.g., “a good soldier must follow 
orders”). The thought processes are called 
“unconscious” because people don’t de-
liberately say to themselves, “I am go-
ing to make myself feel better about our 
wars in Iraq by pretending we are doing 
it on behalf of democracy, by referring to  
accidental killing of Americans by  

Americans as ‘friendly fire,’ and by blam-
ing our victims for what we are doing 
to them.”  They simply think in those 
terms—probably in part because of in-
grained self-protective ways of dealing 
with a harsh world and in part because of 
the relentless propaganda fed to everyone 
through the corporate media. 

These mechanisms of moral disen-
gagement are copious in American for-
eign policy discourse. Perhaps the most 
common, and easiest to spot, are Pseudo-
moral Justifications. Using such justifica-
tions, people try to convince themselves 
and others that some form of immoral 
behavior, such as killing or torture, is per-
sonally and socially acceptable because it 
is motivated by and leads to socially wor-
thy or moral purposes. 

For example, then Secretary of De-
fense, Donald Rumsfeld, stated that “suc-

cess in Fallujah 
will deal a blow 
to the terrorists 
in the country, 
and should move 
Iraq further away 
from a future of 
violence to one 
of freedom and 
opportunity for 
the Iraqi people.” 
He never ac-
knowledged that 
“success” turned 
Fallujah into one 
of the most de-
stroyed, policed, 
and polluted cities 
in the world. 

A n o t h e r 
mechanism is Eu-
phemistic Label-
ing. Military and 
political discourse 
is filled with sani-
tizing words and 
phrases that mask 

the immorality of what is being refer-
enced. The Shock and Awe bombing of 
Baghdad, which killed roughly 7,000 ci-
vilians, was called a “liberation,” as was 
the 2nd siege of Fallujah, which also 
killed several thousand civilians. 

In Fallujah, the destruction of the city 
was referred to as “taking down . . . a 
sanctuary for the insurgents,” the annihi-
lation of popular resistance was called a 
“pacification,” and the killing of civilians 
was simply “collateral damage.” Such de-
ceptive and vague language masks the ex-
tent to which killing is an action with real 
moral consequences. Consider this bland 
and detached quote from Major General 
Richard F. Natonski, Commanding Gen-
eral of 1st Marine Division during the 2nd 
siege of Fallujah: 

Probably my biggest disappointment 
was, because of collateral damage 
and  positive ID limitations, we 
could not hit as many targets as we 
wanted . . . You had to definitely as-
certain that they were enemy and that 
the collateral damage  would not 
hurt or kill a specific number, as giv-
en to us by higher headquarters.  
That number is classified as well.

How cool and detached he sounds as 
he explains that he was unable to kill more 
“targets” (i.e., Iraqi resistance fighters) 
because of constraints imposed regarding 
endangering innocent civilians when the 
“enemy” (those Iraqi resistance fighters) 
could not be positively identified. 

Advantageous Comparisons are an-
other mechanism by which we morally 
disengage. At the most basic level, they 
involve comparing any harm done by 
oneself or one’s group with some other 
occurrence or potential occurrence that is 
so horrible that one’s own misdeeds look 
mild by comparison. An example would 
be when George Bush Sr. compared Sad-
dam Hussein to Hitler during the buildup 
to the first Gulf War. If Saddam Hussein 
is similar to Hitler, then anything the U.S. 
did in Iraq should seem good in compari-
son to the horrors imposed by a Hitler-like 
monster. Some advantageous compari-
sons are less obvious, though. 

For example, Major General Naton-
ski asked, “How could you have control 
in Iraq when you have this cancer called 
Fallujah? So it had to be eradicated before 
you could even conceive of having a suc-
cessful election in January.” In likening 
the city of Fallujah to cancer, he not only 
makes Fallujah out to be a disease and the 
U.S. military out to be the surgeon, but 
he also uses a certain logic to convince 
people of the nobility of the undertaking. 
Cancers must be eradicated.  

Displacement of Responsibility is an-
other common mechanism of moral dis-
engagement. Blaming all the violence in 
Iraq on “terrorists” and “foreign fighters” 
is an almost comically ironic example, 
since the U.S. military was, in fact, a for-
eign army imposing an illegal occupation, 
and much of the violence it committed in 
Iraq, from Shock and Awe bombing to the 
“symbolic” assault on Fallujah, can be 
characterized as terrorism. 

Another example is the common re-
frain heard from occupying soldiers in 
Afghanistan, Iraq, and Palestine that the 
enemy uses “human shields.” What is 
meant by this is not that the enemy physi-
cally grabs civilians and uses them as an 
actual shield, but that the so-called enemy 
hides (lives) in densely populated areas. 
The blame is thus shifted from the oc-
cupiers, who bemoan the absence of a 
traditional battlefield void of noncomba-
tants, to those resisting occupation, who 

have no choice but to defend their homes 
from where they stand.  

We also often see the Diffusion or the 
Displacement of Responsibility. The diffusion 

of responsibility occurs in situations like 
Abu Ghraib or the Haditha Massacre, 
where many people played contributing 
roles, but nobody wants to take respon-
sibility for their actions. In such situa-
tions, the common tactic is to search for a 
scapegoat or to conclude that if everyone 
is guilty, then no one is guilty.

The displacement of responsibility can 
be seen in classic cop outs like “I was just 
following orders,” or in assertions that 
“our hand was forced”―we had no choice 
but to invade Iraq because of the threat it 
posed; we must intervene in Syria because 
we cannot sit by as Assad murders his 
own people; we cannot let PFC Manning 
or Snowden threaten our national security 
by revealing information that for the secu-
rity of us all must be kept secret. 

The Disregard or Distortion of Conse-
quences is common in those who do not 
want to attend to the moral consequenc-
es of their actions. In a speech given by 
Barak Obama to mark the official end 
of the U.S. occupation of Iraq (though it 
still continues unofficially in many ways), 
Obama told the troops at Fort Bragg,

Never forget that you are part of an 
unbroken line of heroes spanning 

Moral Disengagement: America’s Missing Conscience

“The enemy has got a face―he’s called 
Satan, he’s in Fallujah, and we’re going to 
destroy him.”

        ―Lt. Colonel Gareth Brandl
(shown above in USMC photo)

Dehumanization is 

perhaps the most well-

known mechanism of 

moral disengagement. 

Euphemistic labeling: deceptive and 

vague language used to mask the  

extent to which killing is an action with 

real moral consequences, such as the 

“pacification” of Fallujah . 

An M-198 155mm Howitzer of the US Marines firing at Fallujah, Iraq, during 
the Second Battle of Fallujah, November 11, 2004. (USMC photo) 
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two  centuries —from the colonists who 
overthrew an empire, to your grandpar-
ents and parents who faced down fascism 
and communism, to you —men and wom-
en who fought for the same principles in 
Fallujah and Kandahar, and delivered 
justice to those who attacked us on 9/11.

This statement distorts the legacy of Amer-
ican wars and those who fought in them, and 
it disregards the human destruction that has 
been the result of every American war, from 
Wounded Knee to the Philippines, to Hiro-
shima and Nagasaki, to My Lai, to Fallujah. 
The “principles” for which these wars have 
been fought have always been empire and 
profit, and neither of our assaults on Iraq or 
Afghanistan have brought justice to the vic-
tims of 9/11.

Dehumanization is perhaps the most well-
known mechanism of moral disengagement. It 
is particularly common in war. Just as Ameri-
can soldiers in Vietnam referred to the Viet-
namese as “gooks,” American soldiers in Iraq 
referred to Iraqis as “hajjis.” But dehumaniza-
tion is not always racial. Even the term “insur-
gent” is mildly dehumanizing, but those who 
fought against occupation in Iraq were called 
much worse. They often were referred to as 
“criminals,” “terrorists” (almost always with-
out any evidence that any of them had com-
mitted an act of terror), and even “Satan.”  

“The enemy has got a face―he’s called 
Satan, he’s in Fallujah, and we’re going to de-
stroy him.”
        ―Lieutenant Colonel Gareth Brandl 

Battalion Command 1st Battalion 8th Marines

It is far easier for people to kill when they 
do not think of their victims as husbands, fa-
thers, brothers, or sons. If they are merely “sa-
tan” or “hajjis,” they can be killed, and their 
killer can avoid feeling the guilt and shame 
that killers often feel. 

We often find these mechanisms of moral 
disengagement in the words of politicians and 
military leaders, which are echoed and ampli-
fied by the media. Should we believe that our 
politicians, generals, and media are manipu-
lative and deceitful, using language to shape 
how we think about issues? Or do they believe 
their own lies, unconscious of their own moral 
disengagement? It could be a mix of both, but 
either way, it is clear that the words or our pol-
iticians, generals, and media provide us with 
ready-made justifications for our nation’s ac-
tions abroad, thus contributing to our seeming 
lack of a national conscience. 

Ross Caputi is a veteran of the 2nd siege of 
Fallujah. His experience there compelled him 
to start the Justice For Fallujah Project. To-
day he is an activist, a graduate student, and a 
documentary film maker.

Kathie Malley-Morrison is a professor of psy-
chology at Boston University, specializing in 
the study of violence and non-violence. She 
has published six books and numerous arti-
cles on war and peace, and maintains a blog, 
engagingpeace.com, and monthly newsletter.

by John Pilger 

On my wall is the front page of Daily Express of Sep-
tember 5, 1945, and the words: “I write this as a 
warning to the world.” So began Wilfred Burchett’s 

report from Hiroshima. It was the scoop of the century. For 
his lone, perilous journey that defied the U.S. occupation 
authorities, Burchett was pilloried, not least by his embed-
ded colleagues. He warned that an act of premeditated mass 
murder on an epic scale had launched a new era of terror.

Almost every day now, he is vindicated. The intrinsic crim-
inality of the atomic bombing is 
borne out in the U.S. National 
Archives and by the subsequent 
decades of militarism camou-
flaged as democracy. The Syria 
psychodrama exemplifies this. 
Yet again, we are held hostage to 
the prospect of a terrorism whose 
nature and history even the most 
liberal critics still deny. The great 
unmentionable is that humanity’s 
most dangerous enemy resides 
across the Atlantic [from the UK]. 

John Kerry’s farce and Barack 
Obama’s pirouettes are tempo-
rary. Russia’s peace deal over 
chemical weapons will, in time, 
be treated with the contempt 
that all militarists reserve for di-
plomacy. With Al-Qaida now 
among its allies, and U.S.-armed 
coupmasters secure in Cairo, the 
U.S. intends to crush the last in-
dependent states in the Middle 
East: Syria first, then Iran. “This 
operation [in Syria],” said the for-
mer French foreign minister Roland Dumas in June, “goes way 
back. It was prepared, pre-conceived, and planned.” 

When the public is “psychologically scarred,” as the Chan-
nel 4 reporter Jonathan Rugman described the British people’s 
overwhelming hostility to an attack on Syria, reinforcing the 
unmentionable is made urgent. Whether or not Bashar al-
Assad or the “rebels” used gas in the suburbs of Damascus, 
it is the U.S. not Syria that is the world’s most prolific user of 
these terrible weapons. In 1970, the Senate reported, “The U.S. 
has dumped on Vietnam a quantity of toxic chemical (dioxin) 
amounting to six pounds per head of population.” This was 
Operation Hades, later renamed the friendlier Operation Ranch 
Hand: the source of what Vietnamese doctors call a “cycle of 
fetal catastrophe.”  I have seen generations of young children 
with their familiar, monstrous deformities. John Kerry, with 
his own blood-soaked war record, will remember them. I have 
seen them in Iraq, too, where the U.S. used depleted uranium 
and white phosphorous, as did the Israelis in Gaza, raining it 
down on UN schools and hospitals. No Obama “red line” for 
them. No showdown psychodrama for them.

The repetitive debate about whether “we” should “take ac-
tion” against selected dictators (i.e. cheer on the U.S. and its 
acolytes in yet another aerial killing spree) is part of our brain-
washing. Richard Falk, emeritus professor of international law 
and UN Special Rapporteur on Palestine, describes it as “a 
self-righteous, one-way, legal/moral screen [with] positive im-
ages of Western values and innocence portrayed as threatened, 
validating a campaign of unrestricted political violence.” This 
“is so widely accepted as to be virtually unchallengeable.”  

It is the biggest lie: the product of “liberal real-
ists” in Anglo-American politics, scholarship, and 
the media who ordain themselves as the world’s 
crisis managers, rather than the cause of a crisis. 
Stripping humanity from the study of nations and 

congealing it with jargon that serves Western power designs, 
they mark “failed,” “rogue,” or “evil” states for “humanitarian 
intervention.”  

An attack on Syria or Iran or any other U.S. “demon” would 
draw on a fashionable variant, “Responsibility to Protect,” or 
R2P, whose lectern-trotting zealot is the former Australian 
foreign minister Gareth Evans, co-chair of a “Global Centre,” 
based in New York. Evans and his generously funded lobby-
ists play a vital propaganda role in urging the “international 
community” to attack countries where “the Security Council 
rejects a proposal or fails to deal with it in a reasonable time.” 

Evans has form. He appears in my 
1994 film, Death of a Nation, which 
revealed the scale of genocide in East 
Timor. Canberra’s smiling man is rais-
ing his champagne glass in a toast to his 
Indonesian equivalent as they fly over 
East Timor in an Australian aircraft, 
having just signed a treaty that pirated 
the oil and gas of the stricken country 
below where Indonesia’s tyrant, Suhar-
to, killed or starved a third of the popu-
lation. 

Under the “weak” Obama, milita-
rism has risen perhaps as never before. 
With not a single tank on the White 
House lawn, a military coup has taken 
place in Washington. In 2008, while 
his liberal devotees dried their eyes, 
Obama accepted the entire Pentagon 
of his predecessor, George Bush: its 
wars and war crimes. As the constitu-
tion is replaced by an emerging police 
state, those who destroyed Iraq with 
shock and awe, and piled up the rubble 
in Afghanistan and reduced Libya to a 

Hobbesian nightmare, are ascendant across the U.S. adminis-
tration. Behind their beribboned façade, more former U.S. sol-
diers are killing themselves than are dying on battlefields. Last 
year, 6,500 veterans took their own lives. Put out more flags. 

The historian Norman Pollack calls this “liberal fascism.” 
“For goose-steppers,” he wrote, “substitute the seemingly 
more innocuous militarization of the total culture. And for the 
bombastic leader, we have the reformer manqué, blithely at 
work, planning and executing assassination, smiling all the 
while.” Every Tuesday, the “humanitarian” Obama personally 
oversees a worldwide terror network of drones that “bugsplat” 
people, their rescuers and mourners. In the West’s comfort 
zones, the first black leader of the land of slavery still feels 
good, as if his very existence represents a social advance, re-
gardless of his trail of blood. This obeisance to a symbol has 
all but destroyed the U.S. anti-war movement: Obama’s singu-
lar achievement.

In Britain, the distractions of the fakery of image and 
identity politics have not quite succeeded. A stirring has be-
gun, though people of conscience should hurry. The judges at 
Nuremberg were succinct: “Individual citizens have the duty 
to violate domestic laws to prevent crimes against peace and 
humanity.” The ordinary people of Syria, and countless others, 
and our own self respect, deserve nothing less now.

John Pilger is an award-winning journalist and documentary 
filmmaker. His newest film, Utopia, is scheduled for release 
this fall. This article first appeared in the Guardian, UK, and is 
reprinted with the author’s permission. Follow John Pilger on 
twitter @johnpilger.

From Hiroshima to Syria, the enemy  
whose name we dare not speak

“I write this as a warning to 

the world.” Wilfred Burchett 
warned that an act of premed-
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of terror.


