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THEORIES OF VIOLENCE: PSYCHOLOGY
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PSYCHOLOGY

Psychological theories of aggression and violence
are rooted in a long-standing debate about
whether humans are innately brutal or benign.
Two contrasting views of human nature are found
in the classical writings of philosophers and sci-
entific thinkers. On the one hand, Thomas Hobbes
argued in Leviathan (1651) that humans are natu-
rally brutal and that societal laws and their en-
forcement are consequently required to curb our
natural aggressive instincts. Conversely, Jean-
Jacques Rousseau in 1762 conceptualized the noble
savage, who is naturally benign, happy, and good.
According to Rousseau, the restrictions imposed
by society lead to aggression and corrupt behavior.

These opposing viewpoints emerge in psycho-
logical theories of human aggression. The pessi-
mistic Hobbesian view of innate aggressive
instincts is found in Sigmund Freud’s psychoana-
lytic theory, developed in the 1920s. Rousseau’s
perspective is more clearly seen in social psycho-
logical theories of the 1960s, which emphasize the
role of external factors in producing aggressive
outcomes. It is noteworthy, however, that most
psychological theories of aggression and violence,
including those that emphasize situational factors
and learning, place some importance on underly-
ing biological processes.

Instincts and Innate Aggressive Drives

In his psychoanalytic theory Freud (1930) ar-
gued that each human is born with equally pow-
erful instincts toward life (Eros) and death (Than-
atos). When the death instinct is turned inward, it
results in self-punishment (in the extreme, sui-
cide). When directed outward, it results in hostility

and anger, leading to destructive behavior and
even murder. Freud believed that aggressive en-
ergy would build up and produce illness unless
released, ideally in acceptable behavior.

The idea of innate, biologically based aggressive
instincts dominated psychologists’ thinking dur-
ing the first quarter of the twentieth century. Sup-
port for this view was provided by discoveries of
brain mechanisms in aggressive behavior (e.g.,
Cannon 1925), as well as studies demonstrating
that animals could be bred for high levels of ag-
gression. In fact, the biological basis for aggression
was explored throughout the twentieth century
and remained an important and popular perspec-
tive in the broader scientific community (including
many psychologists).

Konrad Lorenz (1966) and E. O. Wilson (1975)
later developed an evolutionary perspective of
human aggression, by emphasizing the place of
human beings within the animal kingdom and
pointing to the apparent universality of aggression
among vertebrates. Aggression is considered a
valuable instinct necessary for survival, because it
enhances the ability to hunt, defend territories, and
compete successfully for desirable mates. How-
ever, strong inhibitory mechanisms coevolved,
enabling humans to suppress aggression when
needed.

Although most psychologists accept the role of
biological factors in aggression at some level, some
have focused on the external factors that elicit such
behaviors. The frustration-aggression hypothesis
was the first systematic explanation of human ag-
gression as a reaction to environmental factors.
This theory was originally formulated, in 1939, by
John Dollard et al., who proposed that frustration
always leads to aggression and vice versa. Other
research demonstrated, however, that frustration
does not necessarily lead to aggression and instead
may cause depression and lethargy (Seligman
1975). In his revised frustration-aggression hy-
pothesis, Leonard Berkowitz (1980) proposed that
frustration leads to anger, which may in turn in-
stigate aggression in the presence of certain ex-
ternal cues.

To social psychologists of the 1990s biological
factors provided “background conditions that
moderate the effects of aversive stimuli in the in-
dividual’s immediate situation, particularly those
that involve conflict with other people” (Geen
1998). In this regard, aggression is viewed not sim-
ply as an innate drive but as a response to external
stimuli.






