
Court Assessment (WSJCA), Youth Level of Service/
Case Management Inventory (YLS/CMI), Early As-
sessment Risk Lists for Boys and Girls (EARL-20-B
and EARL-21-G), and the Structured Assessment of
Violence Risk in Youth (SAVRY), the authors report
that although the field lacks consensus about the
range of risk factors resulting in youth violence, there
is nonetheless a small percentage of males who en-
gage in such delinquency at an early age and later
display antisocial behavior as adolescents and adults.
They state that it is this segment of the population
who commit more than 50 percent of all crimes.

There were several chapters in Section V that I
particularly liked and found effective. The discussion
comparing the terms “clinical judgment,” “actuarial
assessments,” and “structured professional judg-
ment” was excellent, as was the review of the guide-
lines necessary for effective implementation of the
Youth Level of Service/Case Management Inventory
(YLS/CMI). The latter requires reflection in the
agency’s mission statement that screening and assess-
ment tools are necessary and that all relevant person-
nel, including judges and lawyers, receive training in
the utilization of the tool. This type of an implemen-
tation process helps to promote cooperation, collab-
oration, and effective communication throughout
the system. Again, significant information is in-
cluded for administrators comparing various tools
prior to purchase. The Hare Psychopathy Checklist:
Youth Version (PCL:YV) was also reviewed in Sec-
tion V. The authors suggest that, while not intended
as a measure to assess risk, it can be valuable in iden-
tifying those youth who may pose serious institu-
tional problems and require more resources. The
stigmatization of adolescents as “psychopaths” is also
addressed, and the reader can easily connect this dis-
cussion to Chapter 2 with its review of childhood
psychopathology and the instability of youth.

The last section of the book is entitled “Forensic
Assessment Tools” and focuses on forensic and legal
questions posed by the court. Chapter 21 reviews the
Risk-Sophistication-Treatment Inventory (RST-I),
which targets three specific areas: a juvenile’s level of
dangerousness, the child’s level of maturity or sophis-
tication, and the degree to which the child is amena-
ble to treatment. Chapter 22, entitled “Instruments
for Assessing Understanding and Appreciation of
Miranda Rights,” is equally interesting, as the au-
thors provide an outstanding case review surround-
ing police interrogation and “perception of coer-

cion.” In it they describe a young boy who during a
police interrogation understood a “right to remain
silent” as an obligation to remain silent until he was
questioned by officers. At that point, he believed he
was obligated to speak with the police. He further
believed the judge would order him to answer ques-
tions and that his lawyer had no right to argue the
judge’s order. Examples like this are clear and prag-
matic and make their points cogently. As a caveat, the
authors remind us that tools intended to measure a
youth’s capacity to understand his or her rights at the
time of the evaluation were typically not made avail-
able until months, or even years, after the interroga-
tion took place. In this context, a child’s understand-
ing and appreciation of his or her rights may have
improved due to attorney contact and/or matura-
tion, among other possibilities. While this concept
may seem basic to a forensic examiner, it is extremely
important information for those whose focus is in
other areas such as policy, mental health, corrections,
or law enforcement.

In summary, this is an excellent book and one that
provides an outstanding overview for mental health
professionals, judges, lawyers, and others involved
with youth and the juvenile justice system. The or-
ganization of the book allows the reader to translate
complicated material into practical terms, as all too
often books reviewing psychometrics leave readers
caught in a web of statistical detail and vocabulary for
which they are ill prepared. While this book may be
somewhat elementary for a forensic examiner, it pro-
vides a comprehensive review of screening and assess-
ment tools and should stand as one of the premier
desk references for mental health and legal profes-
sionals alike.

Evil and Human Agency:
Understanding Collective
Evildoing
By Arne Johan Vetlesen. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press, 2005. 313 pp. $34.99 (paperback).

Reviewed by Jeff Feix, PhD

Nazi Germany, Bosnia, and Rwanda: for all the evil
done by whole groups of people to other groups of
people throughout recorded history, the 20th cen-
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tury saw some truly horrifying episodes. These epi-
sodes have provoked a wide range of scholarship on
collective evildoing that tries to answer the question,
“How could whole societies of people do these terri-
ble things?” Simple answers have been elusive, with
no one model able to account for the wide range of
circumstances surrounding different instances of
genocide and the multiple levels of causation. Arne
Johan Vetlesen demonstrates this in Evil and Human
Agency: Understanding Collective Evildoing by exam-
ining the limitations of previous theories in the light
of actual incidents of genocide and then integrating
some aspects of these theories into a broader view of
collective evildoing. Vetlesen, a professor of Philoso-
phy at the University of Oslo, Norway, is the author
of 13 books, primarily on philosophy and ethics, and
he brings his considerable knowledge of scholarship
on questions of morality to bear on a topic as horri-
fying as it is bewildering.

In the introduction, Vetlesen defines “evil” as in-
tentionally inflicting pain on another human being
against his or her will, causing serious and foreseeable
harm. This seems to leave a few things out. (Is neg-
ligent homicide not evil? Tell that to Mothers
Against Drunk Driving.) But Vetlesen’s point isn’t
really to define evil, a category so broad that a com-
prehensive definition may not really be particularly
useful. He has a narrower range of evil in mind: geno-
cide and ethnic cleansing.

In the first three chapters of the book, Vetlesen
reviews and critiques three models of evildoing,
which he describes as sociological (Zygmunt Bau-
man), philosophical (Hannah Arendt), and psycho-
logical (C. Fred Alford). Bauman, in Modernity and
the Holocaust (1989) argued that the Holocaust was a
natural extension of the dehumanizing bureaucracy
of modern society in which otherwise normal indi-
viduals are capable of committing astounding atroc-
ities against others once a sense of personal responsi-
bility is removed. Vetlesen describes the consistency
of this theory with the results of Stanley Milgram’s
famous study from the early 1970s in which college
student participants delivered what they thought to
be painful electric shocks to persons who they
thought were other college students (actually confed-
erates of the investigators, yelping in false pain in
response to nonexistent shocks) simply because an
“authority figure” in a white lab coat with a clipboard
told them to do so. Could this be why so many Ger-
mans participated in the Nazi plot to kill all of Eu-

rope’s Jews? Vetlesen thoroughly and carefully points
out how this theory, while offering much, ultimately
fails to account for the scope and variety of atrocities
committed in the Holocaust.

Hannah Arendt, known in academia for philo-
sophical writings on totalitarian societies, is known
more widely for her book on the trial of Adolf Eich-
mann (Eichmann in Jerusalem: a Report on the Banal-
ity of Evil; 1965). Eichmann, who was in charge of
implementing the Nazi’s Final Solution, set goals for
the number of Jews to be killed by certain dates and
wrote memos to his superiors boasting of having ex-
ceeded these goals. Arendt attended his trial in
Jerusalem for war crimes. Expecting evil, Arendt saw
Eichmann as a detail-oriented technocrat, interested
more in his career than in anti-Semitism, who was
able to mastermind the killing of six million Jews by
doing the necessary paperwork. Vetlesen, while
showing great respect for Arendt’s contributions to
academic philosophy, considers this view of Eich-
mann too one-dimensional and points out that his
actions in the Holocaust were a failure of emotional
connectedness rather than a thoughtless desire to
please his superiors.

Having discussed a view from sociology and phi-
losophy, Vetlesen turns to what he describes as a
psychological theory in the work of C. Fred Alford.
Although Alford’s work draws heavily on the writ-
ings of Melanie Klein, Donald Winnicott, and Heinz
Kohut, his theories are more philosophical than psy-
chological. When discussing sadism, for instance, Al-
ford theorizes that the sadist is attempting to protect
himself from the awareness of his existential vulner-
ability by projecting it onto another person where it
can be controlled. Vetlesen quotes Alford as saying
that sadism is distinguished from aggression by the
sadist’s identification with his victim, rather than by
the sexualization of dominance and destruction. The
forensic mental health professional who has even a
nodding acquaintance with actual sadists may be a
bit skeptical of this existential view and may find
more purely psychological answers in works such as
Otto Kernberg’s Aggression in Personality Disorders
and Perversions (1992). But Vetlesen’s interest is in
the application of object relations theory to collective
evildoing, and his discussion of the role of envy and
the paranoid-schizoid position (as conceptualized by
Klein) in the racism of genocide is excellent.

Vetlesen continues the discussion and expands on
the specifics of the mechanisms of genocide in Chap-
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ter 4, where he explicitly describes the ethnic cleans-
ing of non-Serbs by radical (and to some extent, non-
radical) Serbians in Bosnia. Some chilling parallels
with the Nazi Holocaust are noted, such as the no-
tion that the identification of historical wrong done
to the perpetrators allows them to see themselves as
the “real victims” (the Treaty of Versailles for the
Nazis and the 1389 Battle of Kosovo for the Serbs)
and formal pronouncements of the racist ideology of
the perpetrators in which the destruction of the
feared group is deemed necessary for the survival of
the perpetrators’ society (the Nazis’ Wannsee Con-
ference in January 1942 in which the Final Solution
was endorsed and the so-called Serbian Ram Plan,
later referred to as the Brana Plan dating from 1991,
which said the Muslim communities must be at-
tacked at their weakest point, targeting women and
children, to create the maximum panic). Vetlesen
emphasizes the characteristic proximity of the Ser-
bian perpetrators to their victims, who were typically
their neighbors in very diverse, multicultural com-
munities in the former Yugoslavia.

Especially chilling is Vetlesen’s analysis of the pro-
gram of systematic mass rape used to drive non-Serbs
out of areas that then could be claimed as part of an
ethnically pure, greater Serbian homeland. Previ-
ously, widespread “wartime” rape was seen as a sort of
side effect of an angry male invading force. Vetlesen
cites sources indicating that in Bosnia-Herzegovina
and Croatia, some elements of the Yugoslav Army,
Bosnian Serb forces, and the irregular Serbian militia
(known as Chetniks) engaged in a process in which
the irregulars would enter a village, rape several
women of various ages in public, and then leave,
allowing the news of the atrocities to spread through-
out the area. Regular Serbian armed forces would
then arrive and offer safe passage out of the area,
warning of an imminent return of the perpetrators,
which would result in mass migrations, leaving the
abandoned villages to the Serbs. Where Serbian
forces maintained concentration camps of non-Serb
prisoners, some females were raped until they were
pregnant, then held beyond the time an abortion
could be safely performed, and released, part of the
Serbian bent logic being that a child fathered by a
Serbian male would be born all-Serb. Vetlesen ap-
proaches these topics carefully but thoroughly, al-
ways exploring the philosophical implications of the
material but not flinching at the harsh realities.

In Chapter 5, Vetlesen introduces a third party to
the perpetrator-victim analysis: the bystander. In dis-
cussing responses to collective evil, he describes sev-
eral types of bystanders, acknowledging a continuum
of differences in proximity to the evildoing and pre-
existing relations with either the perpetrators or vic-
tims. He cites Keith Tester’s thesis that the line be-
tween perpetrator and bystander becomes blurred
when a bystander has knowledge of the atrocities and
some capability of intervening, yet declines to do so.
The actions and inactions of the international com-
munity in response to the genocides in Bosnia and
Rwanda are used to demonstrate this particularly
sticky thicket of responsibility. It is here that
Vetlesen takes his clearest stand, saying that leading
Western diplomats, politicians, and military officers
paid lip service to values of neutrality and balance
instead of responding to the “unequivocal moral im-
perative” to intervene: “you do not negotiate with
genocide because genocide is evil at its evilest” (p
235). A heretofore philosophical discussion moves
smoothly into a description of specific political cir-
cumstances and policy decisions made by then-Pres-
ident Clinton regarding Bosnia in the early 1990s,
such as how the failed intervention in Somalia made
intervention by U.S. military forces in Bosnia diffi-
cult if not impossible. It is Vetlesen’s position that it
is the responsibility of intellectuals to remain alert to
the emergence of hate speech wherever it may occur
and to sound the alarm so that bystanders may act to
stop or prevent collective evil.

Vetlesen concludes in his final chapter with a “a
political postscript” of his musings on globalization
as a collective activity that may or may not be evil. It
is the burden of the capitalists pursuing globalization
to engage in a way that is not tantamount to the
global production of injustice. It is here that he
points out the irony that the intellectual relativism of
Clinton which allowed the Bosnian genocide to be
portrayed as a “civil war” between two parties whose
claims must be balanced has given way to the post-
September 11 militant activism of President Bush.
Vetlesen agrees that such terrorism as seen in the
attacks of September 11 is evil, but he remains con-
cerned that the military option will not address the
structural injustice and constant humiliation that
makes such terrorism popular in the Middle East.
He is even-handed in his analysis, pointing out
that liberalism’s emphasis on the autonomy of the
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individual provides no answer to how to tolerate
the fact of being vulnerable to evil without engag-
ing in evil.

Evil and Human Agency is published as part of the
Cambridge Cultural Social Studies series, which in-
cludes 78 titles, published beginning in 1995, that
address topics in Sociology, Political Science, and
Philosophy and provide general cultural commen-
tary. This book is written for an academic audience
interested in philosophical scholarship, but may be
read by the educated forensic mental health profes-

sional as an intellectually stimulating diversion from
the one-on-one evil of daily practice. It’s a bit like
sitting in on a graduate course in the Philosophy of
Ethics. Vetlesen guides the reader through a survey of
the scholarship related to each topic, citing and
briefly describing dozens of sources from Socrates to
Augustine to Heidegger to Goldhagen. The tone can
be very academic, but Vetlesen also writes with moral
urgency. This is a comprehensive exploration of a
particular type of evil, a topic about which the author
cares deeply enough to treat fairly.
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