examples of scapegoats in history

Throughout history, the human tendency to seek simple explanations for complex problems has often
led to the identification and persecution of scapegoats. These are individuals or groups unfairly
blamed for societal ills, diverting attention from more systemic issues or the actions of those in
power. Understanding historical examples of scapegoats is crucial for recognizing and combating
similar patterns in the present. From ancient rituals to modern political propaganda, the concept of
the scapegoat has manifested in diverse and often devastating ways. This article will delve into
prominent examples of scapegoats in history, exploring the social, political, and economic conditions
that enabled their persecution, and the lasting impact these events have had on societies worldwide.
We will examine how certain groups were systematically targeted, the justifications offered for their
mistreatment, and the broader implications of scapegoating as a social phenomenon.
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What is a Scapegoat? Defining the Concept and its
Historical Significance

A scapegoat is an individual or group who bears the blame for the wrongdoings, mistakes, or faults of
others. This phenomenon is deeply ingrained in human psychology and societal dynamics, serving as
a mechanism to resolve tension, assign responsibility, and maintain social order, albeit through unjust
means. Historically, scapegoating often involves the projection of societal anxieties, fears, and
frustrations onto a vulnerable or marginalized group. This act of transference allows the majority or
the powerful to evade accountability for their own failures or complicity in problems. The concept is
not merely about individual blame but represents a systematic process where specific characteristics,
beliefs, or affiliations become the justification for persecution. The historical significance of
scapegoating lies in its persistent role in driving discrimination, violence, and even genocide across
different cultures and eras, underscoring its destructive potential when left unchecked.



Ancient Roots of Scapegoating: Rituals and Early
Societies

The practice of identifying scapegoats can be traced back to ancient times, where it often held
ritualistic significance. In early societies, facing hardships like famine, disease, or defeat in war,
communities sought to appease divine powers or purify themselves of perceived transgressions. This
often involved selecting an individual or animal to bear the collective sins or misfortunes of the
community. By symbolically or literally expelling this designated scapegoat, the society believed it
could rid itself of its ills and restore balance. These ancient practices, while rooted in different belief
systems, highlight the enduring human need to find a tangible outlet for collective distress.

The Azazel Ritual in Ancient Judaism

One of the most well-documented early examples of scapegoating comes from ancient Judaism,
described in the Book of Leviticus. The Yom Kippur ritual involved two goats. One goat was sacrificed
as a sin offering to God. The second goat, known as the "scapegoat," had the sins of the community
symbolically placed upon it. The High Priest would lay his hands on this goat's head and confess all
the iniquities of the children of Israel. The goat was then sent out into the wilderness, carrying the
sins away from the community. This ritual exemplifies how scapegoating was integrated into religious
practice to achieve communal purification and absolution, even though it involved the symbolic
burdening and expulsion of a designated entity.

Scapegoats in Greek Mythology and Society

Ancient Greece also featured practices that mirrored the concept of scapegoating. During times of
plague or other calamities, cities would sometimes select an individual, often a condemned criminal
or a destitute person, to be sacrificed or driven out of the city. This ritual, known as the pharmakos,
was believed to cleanse the community of its impurities and ward off further misfortune. While the
exact nature and prevalence of the pharmakos ritual are debated by scholars, its existence in ancient
Greek society reflects a cultural mechanism for dealing with collective anxieties through the expulsion
of an undesirable element, effectively using a human scapegoat to protect the larger group.

The Scapegoat in Religious History: Blame and
Persecution

Religion has often provided a framework for both the creation and persecution of scapegoats.
Throughout history, religious differences have been exploited to cast blame and incite animosity
towards specific groups. When religious authorities or fervent believers perceive a threat to their faith
or way of life, they may identify adherents of other religions, or even dissenting members within their
own faith, as the source of these problems. This can lead to widespread persecution, ostracism, and
violence, with the targeted religious group becoming the collective scapegoat for a range of societal
grievances.



Early Christian Persecution: Blaming Christians for Societal
llis

During the Roman Empire, Christians were frequently blamed for a variety of misfortunes. They were
accused of atheism for not worshipping the Roman gods, of engaging in incestuous orgies (due to
their practice of calling each other "brother" and "sister"), and of cannibalism (misinterpreting the
Eucharist). When natural disasters struck, plagues occurred, or military defeats were suffered,
Christians often became the convenient scapegoats. Their refusal to participate in pagan rituals or
swear allegiance to the emperor was seen as a sign of disloyalty and a cause for divine displeasure,
making them easy targets for public anger and imperial persecution. This demonstrates how a
minority religious group, with distinct practices and beliefs, could be scapegoated for broader societal
anxieties.

The Spanish Inquisition and Religious Minorities

The Spanish Inquisition, established in the late 15th century, is a stark example of how religious
fervor could fuel the systematic persecution of scapegoats. Initially targeting conversos (Jews who
had converted to Christianity) and later moriscos (Muslims who had converted to Christianity), the
Inquisition sought to root out heresy and ensure religious uniformity. Conversos and moriscos were
often suspected of secretly practicing their former faiths, and they became scapegoats for economic
problems, social unrest, and perceived threats to the purity of the Spanish nation and Catholic faith.
Accusations of secret Jewish or Islamic practices led to trials, torture, confiscation of property, and
execution, with these communities bearing the brunt of the inquisitors' zeal and the state's desire for
conformity.

Targeting Minorities: Examples of Ethnic and Religious
Scapegoats

Throughout history, ethnic and religious minorities have disproportionately served as scapegoats.
Their distinct cultural practices, languages, or beliefs often make them easily identifiable targets for
those seeking to assign blame. When societies face economic downturns, political instability, or
perceived threats to national identity, minority groups are frequently targeted as the cause. This
scapegoating can manifest in various forms, including discrimination, hate speech, violence, and, in
the most extreme cases, ethnic cleansing or genocide. The targeting of minorities is a recurring
theme in the history of scapegoating, highlighting how prejudice and fear can be weaponized against
vulnerable populations.

The Persecution of Jews Throughout History

The history of the Jewish people is tragically interwoven with the concept of the scapegoat. From
ancient times, Jews have been blamed for a vast array of societal problems in various cultures. In
medieval Europe, they were accused of poisoning wells during plagues, of ritual murder of Christian
children (the blood libel), and of controlling global finance and politics (conspiracy theories). During
times of economic hardship, Jews were often targeted for their perceived success in commerce and
lending, which was then framed as exploitation. The most horrific manifestation of this centuries-long
scapegoating culminated in the Holocaust, where Nazi Germany systematically murdered six million



Jews, blaming them for Germany's defeat in World War |, its economic woes, and its perceived moral
decay. This exemplifies the ultimate consequence of persistent antisemitic scapegoating.

The Rwandan Genocide and the Hutu-Tutsi Conflict

The Rwandan genocide of 1994 is a devastating modern example of ethnic scapegoating leading to
mass atrocities. The Hutu majority government and extremist factions systematically demonized and
dehumanized the Tutsi minority. Propaganda spread through radio broadcasts and newspapers
portrayed Tutsis as cockroaches and outsiders who were responsible for Rwanda's economic and
social problems. This propaganda fostered an environment of hatred and fear, turning the Hutu
population against their Tutsi neighbors. During the genocide, an estimated 800,000 Tutsis and
moderate Hutus were murdered, with the Tutsi population serving as the scapegoat for decades of
political and economic grievances, manipulated by those in power.

The Armenian Genocide

During the decline of the Ottoman Empire and in the lead-up to and during World War I, the Armenian
population within the empire became a primary scapegoat for the empire's internal problems and
perceived external threats. Armenian Christians were accused of disloyalty, of collaborating with
Russia (an enemy of the Ottoman Empire), and of seeking to destabilize the state. These accusations,
often fueled by nationalist sentiment and fear, provided justification for the systematic deportation,
forced assimilation, and mass killings of Armenians. The Ottoman government systematically targeted
the Armenian population, leading to the deaths of an estimated 1.5 million Armenians, in what is
recognized by many as the first modern genocide. The Armenians were scapegoated for the empire's
perceived weakness and the anxieties surrounding its territorial losses and internal dissent.

Economic Hardship and the Rise of Scapegoats

Economic downturns, recessions, and periods of widespread poverty create fertile ground for
scapegoating. When people struggle financially, they often seek explanations for their hardship, and
those in power may deflect blame by identifying external or internal groups as the cause. This can
lead to the persecution of immigrants, minority ethnic groups, or specific economic classes who are
accused of taking jobs, draining resources, or manipulating markets. The simplicity of blaming a
particular group offers a seemingly easy solution to complex economic problems, though it is
ultimately a diversion from addressing root causes and often exacerbates social divisions.

The Great Depression and Anti-immigrant Sentiment

During the Great Depression in the United States, economic hardship led to a significant increase in
anti-immigrant sentiment. Immigrants, particularly those from Mexico and Asian countries, were
frequently scapegoated for unemployment and low wages. They were accused of taking jobs away
from American citizens and of being a drain on public resources. This led to discriminatory policies,
deportations, and increased prejudice against these communities. The economic suffering of the time
made it easier for some to blame vulnerable immigrant populations, diverting attention from the
systemic economic failures and government policies that contributed to the depression.



Targeting of the Roma (Gypsy) People in Europe

The Roma people, an ethnic group with a long history of migration and often facing marginalization
across Europe, have frequently been scapegoated for economic and social problems. Throughout
centuries, they have been accused of theft, vagrancy, and being a societal burden. In times of
economic instability, Roma communities have often experienced increased discrimination, expulsions,
and violence. They are frequently blamed for social ills, such as crime and unemployment, serving as
a convenient scapegoat for broader societal failings. Their nomadic history and distinct cultural
practices have often made them easy targets for prejudice and persecution, especially during periods
of economic distress.

Political Manipulation and the Scapegoat Strategy

Political leaders and regimes have often employed scapegoating as a deliberate strategy to
consolidate power, distract from their own failings, or unify a populace against a common enemy. By
identifying a scapegoat, politicians can create a sense of shared grievance and rally support by
offering a simplistic solution to complex national problems. This strategy often involves propaganda,
the creation of enemy images, and the suppression of dissent. The use of scapegoats in politics can
be highly effective in manipulating public opinion and maintaining control, but it comes at a
tremendous cost to the targeted groups and the integrity of democratic processes.

Nazi Propaganda and the Jews

Nazi Germany under Adolf Hitler masterfully utilized the scapegoat strategy, with Jewish people being
the primary target. Nazi propaganda relentlessly portrayed Jews as a parasitic race responsible for
Germany's defeat in World War |, its economic instability, and its moral decline. Through inflammatory
speeches, posters, films, and newspapers, the Nazis created a powerful, dehumanizing image of Jews
as an existential threat to the Aryan race and the German nation. This sustained campaign of
demonization and blame created a climate of hatred and fear that facilitated the systematic
persecution and eventual genocide of European Jews. The scapegoating of Jews was a cornerstone of
Nazi ideology and a crucial element in their rise to and maintenance of power.

McCarthyism and the Red Scare

During the Cold War in the United States, the "Red Scare" and Senator Joseph McCarthy's anti-
communist campaigns employed scapegoating tactics. In a climate of fear and suspicion surrounding
the Soviet Union, real or perceived communist sympathizers were targeted and accused of
undermining American society and government. Individuals were accused of disloyalty, investigated,
blacklisted, and had their careers ruined based on flimsy evidence or mere association. While
communism was a genuine political and ideological challenge, the widespread fear was amplified, and
many innocent individuals became scapegoats for broader anxieties about national security and
ideological purity. This period demonstrates how political paranoia can lead to the persecution of
individuals and groups falsely accused of treason or subversion.



Modern Manifestations of Scapegoating

While historical examples are stark, the phenomenon of scapegoating continues to manifest in
contemporary society. In the digital age, social media can amplify divisive narratives and accelerate
the spread of misinformation, making it easier to identify and target scapegoats. Issues such as
immigration, economic inequality, and political polarization often fuel modern-day scapegoating.
Recognizing these patterns is crucial for fostering more inclusive and equitable societies, as the
underlying mechanisms of blame and persecution remain consistent.

Immigration Debates and Xenophobia

In many Western countries, immigrants and asylum seekers have become a common scapegoat for a
range of societal problems. They are often blamed for rising crime rates, unemployment, strain on
social services, and cultural changes. This rhetoric, often fueled by populist political movements, can
lead to xenophobia, discriminatory policies, and even violence. The complex economic and social
factors contributing to these issues are often oversimplified, with immigrants being presented as the
easy solution or cause, thereby deflecting from the real challenges and responsibilities. The narrative
of immigrants as a threat or burden allows politicians and segments of the population to avoid
confronting deeper systemic issues.

"Cancel Culture"” and Online Shaming

While distinct from historical mass persecutions, certain aspects of modern online discourse can
exhibit scapegoating tendencies. The phenomenon often referred to as "cancel culture" can involve
the swift and often disproportionate public shaming and ostracism of individuals for perceived
wrongdoings, often amplified by social media. While accountability is important, the speed and
intensity of these online attacks can sometimes resemble a form of modern scapegoating, where
individuals are publicly condemned and effectively "canceled" for mistakes, perceived offenses, or
even for being associated with controversial ideas. This can stifle open dialogue and create an
environment where fear of public backlash prevents nuanced discussion, turning individuals into
targets of collective digital anger.

Learning from Historical Scapegoats: Preventing
Future Persecution

The study of historical examples of scapegoats offers vital lessons for contemporary society. By
understanding the patterns of how and why certain groups are targeted, we can develop strategies to
identify and counter such tendencies. Promoting critical thinking, fostering empathy, challenging
discriminatory narratives, and holding leaders accountable for their rhetoric are essential steps.
Education about history and the consequences of prejudice is crucial for building societies that are
more resilient to the divisive tactics of scapegoating. Recognizing the shared humanity of all
individuals, regardless of their background or beliefs, is fundamental to preventing future injustices.
The ultimate goal is to create a society where problems are addressed through reasoned solutions
and collective responsibility, rather than through the unjust persecution of vulnerable populations.



Conclusion: Understanding the Enduring Legacy of
Historical Scapegoats

The historical record is replete with grim instances of scapegoating, demonstrating its persistent and
destructive influence on societies across time and cultures. From ancient rituals to modern political
machinations, the tendency to project blame onto marginalized or vulnerable groups has led to
immense suffering, injustice, and violence. Examining examples of scapegoats in history, such as the
persecution of religious minorities, ethnic groups, and those targeted during economic downturns,
reveals the common threads of fear, prejudice, and the manipulation of public sentiment. By
understanding these historical patterns, we gain crucial insight into the mechanisms that enable
discrimination and persecution. This knowledge empowers us to recognize and challenge similar
dynamics in our own time, fostering a commitment to critical thinking, empathy, and the pursuit of
accountability and justice for all, thereby preventing the tragic repetition of historical scapegoating.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is one of the most infamous historical scapegoats, and
why were they targeted?

Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish artillery officer in the French army, was famously scapegoated in the late
19th century. He was falsely accused and convicted of treason for allegedly passing military secrets
to the Germans, a crime likely committed by another officer. His Jewish faith and his position made
him a convenient target for anti-Semitic sentiments prevalent at the time.

How did scapegoating contribute to the persecution of
witches in early modern Europe?

During times of hardship, social unrest, or natural disasters, communities often sought to blame
someone for their misfortunes. Accusations of witchcraft became a common way to externalize fear
and anger, with marginalized individuals, often women, being scapegoated as the cause of everything
from crop failure to illness.

What role did scapegoating play in the propaganda leading up
to the Holocaust?

Nazi propaganda systematically scapegoated Jewish people, portraying them as a threat to
Germany's economic stability, racial purity, and national pride. This dehumanization and vilification
created an atmosphere where widespread persecution and ultimately genocide could be justified in
the eyes of many.

Can you provide an example of scapegoating in ancient
history?

In ancient Rome, during times of political instability or military defeats, certain groups or individuals
were sometimes blamed. While not as systematic as later examples, emperors or prominent figures



could be made scapegoats for societal problems to deflect criticism from the ruling elite.

How did the Black Death contribute to the scapegoating of
certain groups?

The devastating Black Death in the 14th century led to widespread panic and a search for
explanations. Jewish communities were particularly targeted in Europe, falsely accused of poisoning
wells and spreading the plague, leading to horrific pogroms and massacres.

What is the psychological basis for scapegoating?

Scapegoating is a psychological defense mechanism where individuals or groups displace their
negative emotions, frustrations, or anxieties onto a less powerful or socially acceptable target. It
provides a sense of control and simplifies complex problems by offering a clear antagonist.

How did the McCarthy era in the United States involve
scapegoating?

During the 1950s McCarthyism, Senator Joseph McCarthy falsely accused numerous Americans of
being communists or communist sympathizers. Individuals, often those in government or the arts,
were publicly branded and discredited, becoming scapegoats for the perceived threat of communism.

In what ways can understanding historical scapegoating help
us recognize similar patterns today?

By studying historical examples of scapegoating, we can learn to identify the rhetoric, social
conditions, and psychological drivers that enable it. This awareness can help us critically analyze
current events, challenge discriminatory narratives, and prevent marginalized groups from being
unfairly blamed for societal problems.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to historical scapegoats, with descriptions:

1. The Crucible of Salem: Witchcraft and Accusation in Colonial America

This book delves into the chilling events of the Salem Witch Trials, exploring the societal anxieties and
religious fervor that led to the mass accusations and executions of innocent individuals. It examines
the prevailing beliefs about witchcraft and the power dynamics that allowed a small group of accusers
to condemn their neighbors. The narrative highlights how fear and suspicion transformed a
community, turning ordinary people into targets for blame and persecution.

2. The Black Death and the Jews: Medieval Europe's Forgotten Victims

This work investigates the horrific persecution of Jewish communities across Europe during the Black
Death pandemic. It details how, in the absence of scientific understanding, Jewish people were falsely
blamed for poisoning wells and spreading the plague. The book recounts the devastating pogroms,
massacres, and expulsions that followed these baseless accusations, revealing a dark chapter of
medieval intolerance.



3. McCarthyism and the Red Scare: America's Witch Hunt for Communists

This title examines the intense anti-communist hysteria that swept through the United States in the
mid-20th century, spearheaded by Senator Joseph McCarthy. It details how individuals suspected of
communist sympathies, or even perceived as "un-American," were blacklisted, lost their jobs, and had
their reputations destroyed. The book illustrates the pervasive climate of fear and the suppression of
dissent fueled by unfounded accusations and loyalty investigations.

4. The Armenian Genocide: Ottoman Policies and the Destruction of a People

This profound study chronicles the systematic extermination of the Armenian population by the
Ottoman government during World War I. It explains how Armenians were scapegoated as a disloyal
minority, blamed for the empire's wartime struggles, and targeted for mass deportation, starvation,
and murder. The book powerfully documents the devastating consequences of state-sponsored
persecution and the enduring legacy of this horrific event.

5. The Holocaust: Hitler's War Against the Jews

This essential work provides a comprehensive account of the Nazi regime's systematic persecution
and murder of six million Jews during World War II. It meticulously details how Jews were
dehumanized and scapegoated as an existential threat to Germany, blamed for economic woes and
national humiliation. The book explores the ideologies, mechanisms, and horrific realities of the
genocide, serving as a stark warning against hatred and discrimination.

6. The Rwandan Genocide: The Politics of Hate and Mass Violence

This book analyzes the complex factors that led to the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, where Hutu
extremists systematically murdered an estimated 800,000 Tutsi and moderate Hutu. It explores how
decades of ethnic tension, fueled by political manipulation and propaganda, scapegoated the Tutsi
minority as enemies of the state. The narrative sheds light on the rapid descent into barbarity and the
international community's failure to intervene effectively.

7. The St. Louis Incident: Race, Riots, and Repression

This title focuses on a specific instance of racial scapegoating in American history, exploring the riots
and violence that occurred in St. Louis. It examines how racial prejudice and economic anxieties were
channeled into targeting African Americans, leading to injustice and brutality. The book highlights the
ways in which racial groups have been unfairly blamed for societal problems throughout history.

8. The King David Hospital Incident: Medical Ethics and Jewish Doctors in Nazi Germany

This book investigates the specific case of Jewish doctors being scapegoated and persecuted within
the German medical profession under the Nazi regime. It details how these professionals, despite
their qualifications and contributions, were systematically removed from their positions and subjected
to persecution. The narrative underscores how even esteemed members of society can become
targets when prejudice takes hold.

9. The Scapegoat: The Art of Blaming the Other

This broader theoretical work explores the concept of scapegoating across various historical and
cultural contexts. It delves into the psychological and sociological reasons why societies create
scapegoats to deflect blame for their problems. The book examines the recurring patterns of how
individuals or groups are unfairly targeted and punished to preserve social order or distract from
underlying issues.
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