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Course Units

How do we know 
what is real?

What makes us 
who we are?

What forces shape 
our world?

What makes us 
happy?



How free are 

you to shape 

who you are?



Zimbardo and Franco:

“The Banality of Heroism”

Franco
Zimbardo



The “Heroic 

Elect”:

The idea that a hero is a 

special kind of person who 

has heroic personality 

traits





Zimbardo and 

Franco:

 We should resist the idea 

that what causes people to 

do evil things or heroic 

things is their inherent 

personality traits alone

 We need to learn something 

about what causes people to 

do bad things to other 

people in order to 

understand more about 

heroism



Forces that Shape How we Act: 

Conformity

 Conformity: going along with peers

Asch Conformity 

Experiments (1951) 



Zimbardo and 

Franco:

 Conformity is one thing 

that makes people act 

immorally

 One of the keys to 

acting heroically is the 

ability to resist this 

desire to conform



Forces that Shape How we Act:

Power over Others



Power and Empathy

 Paul Piff’s monopoly 
study

 “It’s not just how much 
money you have, it’s 
how much money you 
have in relation to 
others.  It’s the sense of 
being on top of the 
social hierarchy that 
being wealthy gives you 
that becomes a bad 
thing when 
we…prioritize self-
interest to the damage 
of those around us”



Philip Zimbardo

⚫ Wondered whether 
social roles could make 
people drastically 
change their behaviour

⚫ Made a name for himself 
with his Stanford Prison 
Experiment





Forces that Shape 
How we Act:
Power over Others

 Zimbardo's 

experiment may 

suggest that the 

social situations 

people are placed in 

play a powerful role 

in making them act 

abusively



Criticisms:

“Twenty-one boys (OK, young men) are asked to play a game of prisoners 

and guards.  It’s 1971.  There have recently been many news reports 

about prison riots and the brutality of guards.  So, in this game, what are 

these young men supposed to do?  Are they supposed to sit around talking 

pleasantly with one another about sports, girlfriends, movies, and 

such?  No, of course not.  This is a study of prisoners and guards, so their 

job clearly is to act like prisoners and guards—or, more accurately, to act 

out their stereotyped views of what prisoners and guards do.”



Criticisms

1. The guards and prisoners were acting out stereotyped 

roles 

2. Zimbardo interacted with and instructed the guards



Some Other Criticisms:



Zimbardo on 

Evil



Abu Ghraib, Iraq



Empathy’s Biases

 Automatic empathic responses are biased towards people who we identify 
with or think are similar to us

 If it is harder to empathize with someone, it is easier to dehumanize them



Factors that Shape How We Act:

Obedience

 Conformity = fall in line with peers

 Obedience = do what authority figures 

tell you to do



Milgram’s Research 

on Obedience

 Would people still 

inflict serious harm on 

other people because 

they were ordered to 

do it by an authority 

figure?



Milgram's “Shock Experiments”

 The subject (“teacher”) is required to test the learner's memory and 
administer a “shock” for each wrong answer

 At each wrong answer, the voltage is increased

 No real shocks are administered, but the teacher thinks she is 
administering shocks

 At several points in the experiment, a recording of the “learner” cries 
out in pain and demands to be freed

 If the “teacher” resists the experimenter's command to give a shock, 
the experimenter insists that she continue in the name of science



Forces that Shape How we Act:

Obedience

 Milgram's question: How many people will obediently go 

all the way to the end of the experiment and administer 

the potentially lethal 450 volt shock, and how many would 

disobey?



Forces that Shape How we Act:

Obedience

 Milgram's original results: Almost two thirds (65%) of 

people went to the end of the experiment and 

administered the potentially lethal 450 volt shock



The Banality of Evil

 Eichmann: I was only following orders

 “He doesn’t actually have any criminal 
motives …. He wanted to go along with 
the rest …. He was a typical 
functionary …. Ideology, in my view, 
didn’t play a very big role here … And 
that was what I actually meant by 
banality. There’s nothing deep about it—
nothing demonic! There’s simply the 
reluctance ever to imagine what the 
other person is experiencing” – Hannah 
Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem

 Banality of evil: under certain 
conditions and social pressures, ordinary 
people can commit acts that would 
otherwise be unthinkable

Adolf 

Eichmann



The Banality of Evil



 In 1965, the Indonesian 
government was overthrown 
by the military

 Over 1 million people 
accused of being communists 
were murdered in less than a 
year

 The military recruited 
paramilitary groups and 
gangsters to carry out the 
killing

 Is this a good example of the 
banality of evil?

Anwar Congo



Forces that Shape How We Act:

The By-Stander Effect and the Diffusion of 

Responsibility

 Bystander effect: individuals are less likely to offer to 

help when others are present

 Diffusion of responsibility: individuals are less likely to 

take responsibility for action or inaction when others are 

present



How free are 

you to shape 

who you are?



The Banality of Heroism

 If the capacity for evil is buried 

within each of us waiting to be let 

out (banality of evil), could it be 

that the capacity for heroism is also 

buried within each of us waiting to 

be let out (banality of heroism)?







How can we encourage 

people to act morally – 

even heroically – in 

difficult situations?



Four Dimensions of Heroism

1) Heroism involves some type of quest (mission)

2) Heroism must involve a significant sacrifice or risk

3) Heroism can be passive or active

4) Heroism can be a sudden, one-time act or persist over 

time Chiune Sugihara

Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr.



How Can We Foster Heroism? 

 Having a strong heroic imagination: seeing yourself as a 

“hero in waiting”: someone who is prepared to make 

heroic sacrifices when the time comes

 We must develop in people “the capacity to imagine 

facing physically or socially risky situations, to struggle 

with the hypothetical problems these situations generate, 

and to consider one’s actions and consequences” (34)





Adopt a Growth Mindset

 Growth mindset: believing that your abilities can be improved effortfully 

over time (rather than being fixed) is associated with more improvements of 

those capacities!



How Can We 

Foster the 

Heroic 

Imagination?

1. Approach situations mindfully, critically evaluate 
them

 Develop your “discontinuity detector”: noticing when 
something doesn’t fit or doesn’t make sense

 Arendt: the “only specific characteristic one could 
detect in [Eichmann’s] past as well as his behaviour 
during the trial and the preceding police examination 
was something entirely negative: it was not stupidity 
but a curious, quite authentic inability to think”

 His “only personal distinction was perhaps 
extraordinary shallowness”

 Eichmann’s speech was full of clichés and jargon 
(“thought-terminating clichés)

 -  Arendt, “Thinking and Moral Considerations”



How Can We 

Foster 

the Heroic 

Imagination?

2. Resist the urge to rationalize inaction

3. It’s important not to fear interpersonal 

conflict, and develop the “personal 

hardiness” necessary to stand up for 

principles

 This will get you in “heroic condition”

4. Use a code of conduct as a reminder of 

what you need to do

 Have values that go beyond your simplistic 

self-interest

Chiune Sugihara



How Can 

We Foster the

Heroic

Imagination?

5. Remain aware of an extended time-

horizon

 Think carefully about future ramifications of 

your actions

6. Try to accept and transcend anticipated 

negative consequences

7. Be aware of the banality of evil

 Being aware of social forces like the diffusion 

of responsibility, the effects of power



What Do You 

Think?

 How much can you 

shape who you are?

 Can people change and 

become morally better, 

even capable of 

heroism?
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