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WEAPONS AS AGGRESSION-ELICITING STIMULI®

LEONARD BERKOWITZ axo ANTHONY LePAGE 2

University of Wisconsin

An experiment was conducted to test the hypothesis that stimuli commonly
associated with aggression can elicit aggressive responses from people ready to
act aggressively. 100 male university students received either 1 or 7 shocks,
supposedly from a peer, and were then given an opportunity to shock this
person. In some cases a rifle and revolver were on the table near the shock
key. These weapons were said to belong, or not to belong, to the available
target person. In other instances there was nothing on the table near the shock
key, while for a control group 2 badminton racquets were on the table near
the key. The greatest number of shocks was given by the strongly aroused Ss
(who had received 7 shocks) when they were in the presence of the weapons.
The guns had evidently elicited strong aggressive responses from the aroused

men.

Human behavior is often goal directed, guided
by strategies and influenced by ego defenses and
strivings for cognitive consistency. There clearly
are situations, however, in which these purposive
considerations are relatively unimportant regu-
lators of action. Habitual behavior patterns be-
come dominant on these occasions, and the per-
son responds relatively automatically to the stim-
uli impinging upon him. Any really complete psy-
chological system must deal with these stimulus-
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elicited, impulsive reactions as well as with more
complex behavior patterns. More than this, we
should also be able to specify the conditions
under which the various behavior determinants
increase or decrease in importance.

The senior author has long contended that
many aggressive actions are controlled by the
stimulus properties of the available targets rather
than by anticipations of ends that might be served
(Berkowitz, 1962, 1964, 1965). Perhaps because
strong emotion results in an increased utilization
of only the central cues in the immediate situa-
tion (Easterbrook, 1959; Walters & Parke, 1064),
anger arousal can lead to impulsive aggressive
responses which, for a short time at least, may
be relatively free of cognitively mediated inhi-






