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1
Introduction
Marco Gerster, Steffen Krämer and Daniel Ziegler

Social, cultural and historical contingencies aside, violence is an
anthropological constant of mankind. Because of our corporeality we
can harm people and we know we can be harmed by others.1 Not only
violence itself but also the potential for it and the collective struggle to
keep it at bay are therefore major driving forces behind the emergence
of social order.

Social order thus creates the framework for the social trust in the pre-
dictability and routinisation of social lifeworlds which is an important
resource for processes of socialisation. In line with Thomas Hobbes’s
theory of the social contract, Wolfgang Sofsky even considers the expe-
rience of violence as the initial reason for the foundation of society.2

Émile Durkheim has shown that retribution for crime creates solidar-
ity among those who condemn it.3 In this perspective, violence and
crime contribute to maintaining the moral order, although and because
the criminal action questions it. “The transgression does not deny the
taboo”, Georges Bataille says, “but transcends it and completes it.”4

A moral and social order that cannot be violated is unimaginable. As a
phenomenon of the extraordinary, violence can be both constructive
and destructive. The distinction between construction and destruction
is also reflected in concepts of power and sovereignty, especially when it
comes to the question of the legitimate and illegitimate use of violence.
While the legal use of violence is mostly thought of as the prerogative
of the state, the illegal use of violence implies ideas of aggression and
cruelty that are deemed to be unreasonable.5

Most founding myths and collective identities of societies or com-
munities are based on the notion of either being a victim of violence
or making use of it.6 In this respect, we can regard violence as some-
thing both extraordinary and absolutely “normal”. Although we do not

1



2 Introduction

expect to be victims of violence in our daily routines – at least in paci-
fied, Western societies – we are not in principle surprised by any acts of
violence that happen to others.7

Therefore, violence remains an immanent part of modern society, usu-
ally integrated into the symbolical as well as the practical framing of
social normality. Although the violent act is certainly not regarded as
“normal” from the perspective of perpetrators, victims and bystanders,
society and the media try to find strategies and social mechanisms
of “normalisation”. “Normalisation” in this sense does not mean that
violence is morally accepted. Instead, “normalising” violence means
(re-)constructing causes and motives and embedding the disturbing inci-
dent in a narrative. As a result, the act of violence becomes integrated
in a comprehensible framework, in which it appears to be motivated
by a rational cause (for example, being the victim of discrimination or
having financial worries). In addition, the normalisation and rational-
isation of the violent act could also be considered as ways of coping
with contingent circumstances. If society is successful in normalising
and rationalising the violent act, it manages to define the performance
of violence as a social practice as unnecessary. As a consequence, social
individuals perceive its absence as the very normality of their lifeworlds.
However, there are violent acts that transcend the social and moral order
in such a way that they cannot be classified as acts of “normal violence”.
Terrorist attacks, school shootings or acts of torture seem, to a certain
extent, to resist strategies of normalisation. Transgressions of this kind
eliminate any connection to the social realm, undermining the very
possibility of societalisation.8

These forms of violence that we call “excessive” are the topic of this
book. The use of “excessive” here refers not to the quantitative magni-
tude of violent events – for example, the number of victims – but to
the transgression of interpretative frameworks, as well as to excess in
the sense of a meaningful category for making and normalising judge-
ments (as indicated, for example, by the phrase “excessive police force”,
where the idea of excess indicates the limits of legitimised violence). The
meaning of excess unfolds within the discursive currents that attempt to
normalise disturbance ex post facto as well as in the emotional dynamics
at the level of the individual and smaller groups. These two layers are
crucial to the understanding of excess as it is understood in this book:
the emergence of violence is limited by the emotional, interactional and
corporeal particularity of the situation, which is its micro-context, as
well as by the preparative (which means scripted) and reconstructive
narratives that frame violence in the macro-context of culture. The latter
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narrative processes of sense-making might differ depending on their spe-
cific cultural context. However, in response to the rise of international
news media and shared narratives in cinema, TV and video games, they
interact across disciplines and countries.

Many theories of violence have little to say about the problem of
“excessive” violence as outlined above, but they regard violence as a
product of – social, economic, emotional – deficiency or as a simple
means to an end, and fail to recognise the interplay of both their micro-
contexts and corporeality, on the one hand, and their cultural scripts
and narrative frameworks, on the other. Following Michel Wieviorka,
political and social science comes up with three different approaches
concerning the analysis of violence: the first approach considers vio-
lence as a response to a deficiency, a situation that the actor can no
longer endure. The second one is a more instrumental explanation
for violence, in which “the actor is defined by calculations, personal
or collective strategies”.9 The third influential approach explores the
reason for acting violently by focusing on the historical and cultural
circumstances that serve as breeding grounds for violent or authori-
tarian predispositions. Claiming that most theories of violence ignore
the connection between subjectivation and violence, Wieviorka pleads
for processes of subjectivation and desubjectivation to be taken into
account.10 This is important insofar as it includes both the productive
and the destructive aspects of violence, instead of overemphasising vio-
lence as something negative. An interesting approach stems from the
literary scholar Jan Philipp Reemtsma, who distinguishes three phe-
nomenological types of violence according to their different relation
to the body, the last of which, “autotelic violence”, is the one closest
related to the notion of excess.11 Autotelic violence is completely asym-
metrical and leaves no option of avoidance. It merely seeks to destroy
the body without any further goal. Reemtsma argues that “autotelic
violence disturbs us most, for it’s the one that most escapes understand-
ing and explanation.”12 Autotelic violence cannot be interpreted as a
“normal” example of transgression, for it questions the very order that
restricts the excess. In addition to Reemtsma’s concept of autotelic vio-
lence, Wolfgang Sofsky tries to embed violence systematically into the
order of modernity by connecting Hannah Arendt’s analyses of total-
itarianism and Heinrich Popitz’ sociology of power. While violence in
Max Weber’s definition of power and sovereignty is just one possibil-
ity among others, Sofsky argues against Weber’s definition and points
out that absolute power establishes violence as normality which does
not necessarily need to be legitimised, but is purely and simply an end
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in itself.13 While Sofsky defines violence as the only opportunity to
gain absolute power, Étienne Balibar argues that extreme violence could
never legitimise power, but might be able to maintain it for a certain
time. For Balibar, extreme violence questions the possibility of poli-
tics and is thus connected to “the idea of the intolerable”.14 Moreover
Balibar emphasises that we need “to consider thresholds of the intolera-
ble as manifestations of the element of inhumanity without which even
the idea of humanity is meaningless”.15

Even Bataille, who usually speaks of excess in the context of rituals,
admits that there must exist a notion of “transgression without lim-
its”: “It can happen that violence over-reaches the bounds of the taboo
in some way. It seems – it may seem – that once the law had become
powerless there is nothing to keep violence firmly within bounds in
the future.”16 In his reading of Bataille, Michel Foucault differentiates
between “transgression” and “negation”. While transgression “inces-
santly crosses and recrosses a line which closes up behind it in a wave
of extremely short duration”,17 Bataille’s “transgression without lim-
its” destroys the line, being a “satanic denial”.18 The denying of the
limit itself – and by implication of society – is often interwoven into a
narrative of absolute “evil”. Precisely because the perpetrators regarded
as “evil” are excluded from moral society, the “myth of pure evil”19

itself becomes “productive”. To Roy Baumeister, “the myth of pure evil
confers a kind of moral immunity on people who believe in it.”20

The normalising of violent events is achieved by integrating them
into narrative frameworks through their plot-like reconstruction, which
includes motives, roles and causal structure. Such processes of sense-
making can be observed, for example, in the mass media and court-
rooms,21 as a central part of memorising and witnessing, but also
strategically communicating, the interpretation of the events in ques-
tion. Those narratives in turn become operatively productive in legal
judgements as well as mediating cultural identity: for example, in the
context of truth and reconciliation commissions. However, the con-
cept of narrative presupposes certain properties – for example, their
sequential order as a base structure – and therefore runs the risk of
imposing them upon the reality they are aiming to reconstruct.22 From
a pragmatic point of view that regards narrative as a necessary way to
make sense of violent events, the concept competes with such terms
as “script”, “frame” and “schema” – all of them at the intersection
of literary studies, social sciences, cognitive psychology and artificial
intelligence research. Though all of those terms can signify cognitive
frameworks, they also show varying syntactic properties and semantic
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differences depending on the disciplines they have migrated to. In addi-
tion, though with the exception of “schema”, which has a stronger
footing in the history of philosophy, they also point beyond literature to
theatre and the visual and performing arts, and thus to the inter-media
or profoundly comparative dimension of narratives.

The methodological application of the terms “frame”, “script” and
“narrative” outside literary studies reached a first peak in the 1970s, with
narrative being claimed as a central concept by William J. T. Mitchel
in 1971, the republishing of Gregory Bateson’s famous frame concept
in 1972 and Erving Goffman’s frame analysis in 1974,23 as well as the
appropriation of the idea of “frames”, “cultural scripts” and “social
scripts” as conceptual devices for research into artificial intelligence by
Marvin Minsky in 1974 and Roger Schank and Robert Abelson in 1977.24

However, the syntactic properties of narrative that were introduced for
the literary realm by narratology25 are rarely applied to the same extent
in an analysis of non-fiction in the social sciences. Rather, it seems to
be the pragmatic dimension that enables narrative to become a fruitful
addition to the social sciences’ toolbox, through its problematisation
of the concept of truthfulness: in this sense narratives describe world-
building exercises and are measured by coherence and verisimilitude
rather than falsification.26 They are accompanied by rhetorical strate-
gies that might increase or diminish social trust in their probability or
“narrative necessity”.27 Certainly, narrative strategies of reconstruction
are not only applied for coping with (excessive) violent events, but it
is here that their capacity for filling the gaps becomes most striking for
claims of responsibility or for normalising what would otherwise remain
indigestible.

Narrative’s function of filling gaps is considered essential in
narratology and was specifically attributed to schemata and scripts.28

However, according to Schank and Abelson, both schemata and scripts
are used for stereotypical situations29: they can only exert their guiding
function in generic rather than extraordinary situations. An archetypi-
cal example is the “restaurant script”, which makes subjectivities such
as waiter and guest as well as practices such as paying and serv-
ing immediately recognisable even when only perceived in fragments.
In contrast, the concept of narrative in literary studies also includes the
creative application of a breach with conventional and generic modes
of storytelling. But when narrative is applied to “real” violent events
outside the realm of fiction, the term is more often used in the sense of
script and schema, suggesting a rather stable template for the unfolding
of events.
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Furthermore, while “narrative” tends to be applied to the reconstruc-
tion of an event and thus refers to the past, the term “script” signifies
behavioural patterns that might be used for future actions. In addition,
“script” implies a goal-oriented temporal structure. In relation to vio-
lence, the term “script” has been applied in psychology to account for
the learning of behavioural scripts through the repeated reception of
violence in video games, TV and other media.30 In addition, script the-
ory places great importance on the accessibility of scripts. According to
L. Rowell Huesmann, when scripts are routinely rehearsed or enacted,
some become more available and accessed in future situations, while
others decline or are overwritten, especially during children’s develop-
ment. In those accounts the media environment is viewed as analogous
to, and as having similar effects to, the social environment made up
of peers and family: “a person’s social behavior is controlled to a great
extent by the interplay of the current situation with the person’s emo-
tional state, their schemas about the world, their normative beliefs about
what is appropriate, and the scripts for social behavior that they have
learned.”31

The above-mentioned difference between “schema” and “script” –
with “schema” representing a construction of world/order – resonates
with Deborah Tannen and Cynthia Wallat, who propose a difference
between knowledge schemata as “participants’ expectations about peo-
ple, objects, events and settings in the world” and frames that are
interactively negotiated and might be switched in every situation.32 This
interactive or bi-directional nature of frames has in turn been used for
the strategic rendering of discourse positions: that is to say, for propa-
ganda. If the discourse itself is framed as one of moral distinction, the
naming of the outlawed or the immoral as the other is used to assure the
speaker’s own position on the “right” side of the distinction.33

Thus, despite the fact that frames, scripts and schemata are all cogni-
tive constructs to experience, act and remember the world,34 frames are
to a certain degree situational, interactively, flexible or less stable, while
schemata and scripts exist outside the particularity of the moment. The
“framing” in the title of this book therefore indicates the temporal
context of such cognitive constructs encoded in narratives of violence,
which might be situational at times, sequential in their inner logic or
pattern-like in their repetition across cases studies. At the same time
the term “framing” leaves out the notion of stereotype that was still
present in the concept of script, but it also signals its difference from the
artistically or experimentally deviant notion of narrative in the literary
tradition.
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Lastly, “framing excess” must remain a paradox because the frame’s
tension is created by the very delimitation that is inherent in the seman-
tics of excess. The question that the book poses at its outset, then,
points to a set of methodological problems: what is excess being com-
pared with, or in what context is it interpreted as excess? What is the
archive of texts or discourses within which excess can be carved out
as paradigmatic? In the paradigm approach excess and its framing are
based on a cultural archive that provides the reference guidelines and
parameters for excess to be spelled out. The recording and narration of
one event (as text, film, still image and so on) can serve as a point of
reference for the narration of another event, which seeks to transgress
established frames. At the same time the new example may alter the
existing frames and new categories will emerge. In that respect the
technique of comparison becomes a constitutive element or discursive
marker for identifying attempts to frame excessive violence.

The case-study-oriented contributions of the book focus on riots,
school shootings, torture, extreme violence by right-wing adolescents
and acts of terrorism by specific individuals. Excessive violence commit-
ted by states, military or large-scale terrorist groups such as Al-Qaeda or
ISIS is not explicitly covered by this volume but is touched on in some of
the contributions. State violence, however, is more specifically focused
on when it comes to the discussion of the legal frameworks of exces-
sive violence. The book combines different approaches from the field of
sociology, criminology, psychiatry, media studies and legal studies, and
is divided into two sections.

The first section of the book deals with different dynamics of excessive
violence. It takes into account the fact that the use of excessive vio-
lence is usually not the outcome of rational decision-making. Instead,
it depends on various contingencies that are examined in the chap-
ters in this section. They do not focus on non-involved third parties –
such as the media, judicial authorities or artists – that try to make sense
of the disturbing phenomenon, but they argue from the perpetrators’
perspective and describe interdependencies that lead to the violent act.

One important factor in the emergence of excessive violence is
the specific situation in which it occurs, the bodily presence of and
interaction between actors that become perpetrators and victims of vio-
lence. From this perspective, emotions are of fundamental importance.
The contributions of Randall Collins, Anne Nassauer and Ferdinand
Sutterlüty, in particular, address this aspect.

In his chapter “Emotional Dynamics of Violent Situations” Randall
Collins argues that most threats of violent action fail to succeed
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because situational conditions usually do not favour violence. This is
due to a barrier of confrontational tension, and the unfolding of vio-
lence depends on whether mutual tension remains at an equilibrium
or whether one side establishes emotional dominance over the other.
Additionally, Collins deals with the problem of extreme violence and
identifies two main types: massacres of category victims such as suicide
bombings, genocidal massacres or school shootings, on the one hand,
and forward panics such as high-speed police chases, riots or lynchings,
on the other.

In her chapter “Forward Panic and Police Riots” Anne Nassauer uses
Randall Collins’ theory of forward panics and analyses the specific
sequential and interaction patterns that turn protest marches into police
riots. Nassauer identifies specific combinations of interactions – such
as spatial incursions, police mismanagement, escalation signs, property
damage and communication problems between protesters and police –
that foster emotional dynamics that in turn trigger violence.

Ferdinand Sutterlüty critically points out that, although collective
violence can be explained by looking at the situations in which it
takes place, the situations themselves need explanation. Where this is
not the case, violence can be reduced to a quasi-mechanical process
with and between bodies. In his chapter, “What the Situation Explains:
On Riotous Violence”, Sutterlüty discusses the achievements and lim-
itations of a situationally and interactionistically orientated theory of
collective violence using the example of riots.

In his chapter on “Violence and Emotion: Perspectives of the Per-
petrators” Bernhard Giesen develops a phenomenological typology of
violence that unfolds mainly between two axes: rationality and emo-
tionality on the one hand, and individual versus collective violence on
the other. He distinguishes between seven scenarios of violence: the act
of violence that issues from overpowering affect; strategic violence; the
autistic act of violence of a solitary actor; the liminal act of violence in
the group; the public act of violence that usurps power within its ter-
ritory; the emotionless act of violence carried out by following orders;
and the so-called sovereign violence that creates social order.

Another important factor concerning the dynamics of excessive
violence is the biographical background of the perpetrators. Affini-
ties, motives and psychological conditions do not emerge in a single
moment but are the result of an ongoing development over a longer
period of time.

Michael Günter examines in his chapter on “Neo-Fascist Heroes:
Group Identity and Idealisation of the Aggressor in Violent Right-wing
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Adolescents” 30 cases of violence committed by adolescent skinheads
during forensic assessment in the last twenty years. From a psychiatric
point of view, Günter highlights the developmental dynamics and pat-
terns that underpin those cases, which are found in the youths’ relation
to their family, especially the father. According to Günter, the motiva-
tional grid that eventually leads to the outburst of unrestrained violence
is not only very complex but also intimately connected to individual
and social devaluation. Joining a violent group and adopting its ideol-
ogy has to be seen as a social process which can be understood as an
attempt to re-establish certain forms of self-esteem and social valuation
via the exercise of violence.

In the last chapter in the first section, “Explaining Intimate Mas-
sacres: Suggestions for Honing in on an Elusive and Tragic Spirit”,
Jack Katz introduces the notion of “intimate massacres”. This formu-
lation acknowledges that phrases such as “school shootings” are neither
legal categories nor definitions rooted in evidence about offenders’ per-
spectives. In contrast, the notion of “intimate massacres” refers to the
personal biographical meaning of the attack to the attacker. In the
course of his chapter Katz identifies sequential actions that indicate
a projected “point of no return”. By using violence, the perpetrators
try to destroy the way (they think) they have been personified and
attempt to negate this specific side of their identity. Katz argues that
the expectation of transforming chaos into control should be under-
stood within the longer biographical trajectory from which the attacks
emerge.

The second section of the book focuses on the discursive framing of
acts of excessive violence. Those acts could be described as rare events
that most people experience through the mass media, and only in ret-
rospect and from a distance. Hence this section deals with the question
of how different forms of excessive violence are retrospectively framed,
narrated and therefore (re-)integrated into the symbolic order of society.
While the chapters by Jörn Ahrens, Christer Petersen and Peter Klimczak
and Sveinung Sandberg deal with individual acts of violence, from
German school shootings to the 2011 terrorist attack in Norway, Werner
Binder and Annette Vowinckel discuss the public discourse that revolves
around images of torture, the scandalous nature of these images and
their regular absence from the public imagination. Finally, Jan Klabbers
examines the legal discourse about the regulation of violence in armed
conflicts.

Jörn Ahrens explores in “German Rampage: Social Discourse and
the Emergence of a Disturbing Phenomenon” two cases of German
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school shootings, looking at their representation in two German weekly
newspapers. He therefore first of all dwells on the historical develop-
ment of the term “amok”, which has significantly influenced the debate
on school shootings. He then examines in detail media coverage of
the Erfurt massacre of 2002 and the Winnenden massacre of 2009 by
analysing the visual as well as the textual narration of the shootings.
According to Ahrens, the discourses in the mass media integrate the
disturbing phenomenon into social reality.

In “Amok – Framing Discourses on Political Violence by Means of
Symbolic Logic” Peter Klimczak and Christer Petersen investigate
the attempts by German newspapers to frame the perpetrator of the
Norwegian terrorist attacks of 2011, Anders Behring Breivik, as a terror-
ist, “amok-runner” or madman, as opposed to his own self-description
as liberator, freedom fighter or hero. They make use of formal logic to
establish exact definitions of either of those subjectivities. Their mod-
elling of definitions revolves around the distinction between “to terrify”
and “to liberate”. Klimczak and Petersen use these models to assess
the consistency of definitions of violence in public discourse, thereby
unmasking the varying strategies employed by perpetrator and the mass
media.

Sveinung Sandberg also discusses the terrorist attacks in Norway
2011 but focuses on the perpetrator’s strategy of creating a coherent
life-story, identity and set of motives in his written manifesto before the
attack. In “Terrorism as Cultural Bricolage – The Case of Anders Behring
Breivik”, Sandberg shows that the writing and narratives cannot be stud-
ied independently but are deeply embedded in intertextual linkages
with other writings and self-depictions by terrorists or authors from the
anti-Islamic movement in Europe. This approach also demonstrates con-
temporary tendencies in the emerging discipline of narrative or cultural
criminology which integrate literary studies and cultural anthropology
into their toolbox.

In “Tales of Abuse and Torture: The Narrative Framing of the Abu
Ghraib Photographs” Werner Binder analyses the public discussion
that followed the leaking of images from the infamous Iraqi prison of
Abu Ghraib. Binder reconstructs and structures the different discursive
threads that governed the framing of both the publication of images and
the event they portrayed. He refers to Northrop Frye’s theory of genres
and also distinguishes between micro-narratives and macro-narratives in
order to differentiate between individual and collective actors. With ref-
erence to Victor Turner’s “social drama”, Binder divides the Abu Ghraib
scandals into four acts and argues for the need of a cultural sociological
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approach to violence that focuses on the symbolisation of violence as
well as on the processes of sense-making. In the second chapter on tor-
ture, Annette Vowinckel discusses “The (Relative) Absence of Torture
in Documentary Photography”. While the history of images showing
violence has a long tradition – ranging from Christian iconography of
saints and martyrs to war pictures of soldiers and victims – photographs
of torture are almost non-existent. Vowinckel refers to two rare cases
in which torture was exposed to public awareness in order to show the
political and social function of photography. The first case deals with
pictures that were taken during the Diem government in South Vietnam
in 1963. The second case analyses the Abu Ghraib prison pictures from
2003. With photographs from a campaign by Amnesty International,
Vowinckel argues that the relative absence of torture pictures can be
explained not only by the fact that torture violates international law and
is thus carried out in secrecy, but also by the lack of a visual reference
and cultural framing.

Finally, Jan Klabbers expounds the problems of restraining violence
in armed conflicts from a legal perspective. His chapter, “Off Limits?
International Law and the Excessive Use of Force”, outlines the nego-
tiation between law on the one side and its practical realisation on
the other. According to Klabbers, international law fails to restrict the
excessive use of violence because it does not fully take into account
the difference between the jus in bello and the jus ad bellum, as long as the
violent act is considered “necessary” from a military point of view. Inter-
national law only limits the proportionality of violence, which means
that it prohibits the use of several types of weapon as well as the use of
aggressive violence. Klabbers concludes that the problematic flexibility
of this concept needs to be restrained by the individual morality rather
than by legal principles.

This collection of texts is – with some changes – the fruitful out-
come of the international conference “Unrestrained Violence” that took
place at Giessen University (Germany), from 7 to 9 November 2013.
It was organised by Professor Jörn Ahrens and Daniel Ziegler (Justus-
Liebig-Universität Giessen), Professor Bernhard Giesen and Marco
Gerster (Universität Konstanz) and Professor Christer Petersen and
Peter Klimczak (Brandenburgische Technische Universität Cottbus).
We would like to thank Jörn Ahrens, who initiated the project, for his
continuing support. We would also like to thank Palgrave Macmillan –
especially Julia Willan and Dominic Walker – for the chance to pub-
lish the book and their excellent support during the finalisation of the
manuscript.
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Dynamics of Excess



2
Emotional Dynamics of Violent
Situations
Randall Collins

Emotional dominance precedes physical harm, and this explains what
will happen or not happen when violence threatens. The emotional
relationship between the people involved determines the trajectory of
violent situations.

This emotional pattern is found if we look closely at the evidence
for many different kinds of violence, ranging from quarrels and fights
among individuals or small groups to violent crime such as hold-ups
and rapes, to crowd violence in demonstrations and riots and to military
combat or other organised violence. Out of this array, I will concentrate
on extreme violence: that is, the most shocking and morally offensive
episodes, which generally take the form of one-sided massacres and
what I call forward panic. I will draw on data summarised in Violence,1

and on recent research, some of it currently in progress.
First, let us consider violence in general. Most theories about vio-

lence are misleading. If we look closely at situations where violence is
threatened, the striking fact is that most of the time violence does not
actually happen: it is aborted, or turns into a stand-off. When violence
does manage to break through, it is typically incompetent, and fighters
do relatively little damage to each other. This is not our predominant
image of violence. We think that violence is raging rampage, where
angry, embittered or honour-prone people give way to pent-up urges
and commit atrocious acts of beating, shooting, exploding or torturing.
Not that such things don’t happen; but our biggest problem with under-
standing violent causality is that for a long time almost everything we
knew about it came from sampling on the dependent variable. Violence
is trumpeted in the news media when it is most blatant and atrocious.
The fact that a fight does not come off, or that it is no more than a scuf-
fle, is never newsworthy. The same problem exists with crime statistics,

17
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since they report the crimes that happen, not those that almost hap-
pened but didn’t. The problem was worse when statistics consisted only
of crimes known to the police – that is, crimes that had made their way
through the bureaucratic reporting system. Victim surveys give better
data, but they are hazy about what actually happened and miss most
violence that is aborted. Probably the best data in this respect are on
sexual harassment and rape, since research is usually designed to get
the largest number of victims’ reports; but the data have not yet been
analysed for clues as to when sexual advances do or do not escalate to
more serious sexual violence.

Our best analyses come when we can to avoid sampling on the depen-
dent variable, and view threatening situations before violence happens.
One method is close ethnography of everyday life. Researchers such as
Elijah Anderson2 and, more recently, Alice Goffman3 and Joe Krupnick4

have spent years living with gang members and street people, and have
provided much information about when violence is threatened but does
not happen, under what micro-contingencies it breaks out, when it is
milder or more serious and how it stops. And we have new sources
of data: CCTV cameras show quarrels in pubs, as well as hold-ups in
the street and the gestures of bank robbers; mobile phone videos are
posted on-line, from which Anne Nassauer has been able to reconstruct
the multiple perspectives of participants in protests, showing when a
demonstration turns into a riot and what contingencies keep it peace-
ful5; Curtis Jackson-Jacobs (UCLA) shows how fights escalate and wind
down, move by move6; Don Weenink (University of Amsterdam) uses
multiple interviews on all sides to show when ordinary scuffles escalate
into vicious beatings.7

The theoretical starting-point, I have argued, is that most threatened
violence does not actually happen. Why not? Most commonly, people
who threaten each other get into an emotional equilibrium or stand-off;
their postures and angry talk eventually become repetitive and boring.
In conversational recordings, the most characteristic feature of conflict
talk is that speakers repeat the same phrases over and over, both talking
at the same time and each trying to talk over the other. After a num-
ber of repetitions they start to tire, the tone gradually declines and the
quarrel winds down with a ritualised gesture of contempt for the whole
situation, slamming a door or stamping away in disgust.

Stalemates can also happen at a low level of actual violence. In protest
demonstrations often a few individuals at the front make insulting ges-
tures and throw stones; the police line typically stands their ground
with their shields. As long as this goes on, no real damage is done. The
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configuration of the crowd and police changes drastically just before
serious violence happens: solid lines break up on both sides, and little
clusters attack isolated victims.

Most of what happens in violence-threatening situations is bluster:
people make hostile gestures, adopt postures and hurl their voices in
anger and insult. Such behaviour typically stops short of violence. But
bluster is not entirely pretence: it is an effort to establish emotional
dominance and will facilitate real violence if it succeeds. But much of
the time bluster doesn’t work, and the result is stalemate.

A striking variant on dramatic bluster is the gesturing with guns that
happens in the world of street gangs in Philadelphia. Elijah Anderson
describes two well-known killers confronting each other in a night club,
trading insults over possession of a beautiful woman accompanying one
of them.8 As the room holds its breath, the insulted tough guy pushes
open his jacket to reveal the butt of a gun and says, after a dramatic
pause, “I’m letting you live – for now.” He then grabs his woman:
“C’mon bitch, we’re getting out of here.” The onlookers collectively
exhale and burst into excited conversation. Both tough guys handled
themselves well – that is, dramatically, making move and counter-move
in equilibrium, with an appropriately dramatic exit. The gossip network
buzzes with the story for months, then settles on something else; the
two killers have not shot each other yet.

This incident happened in the 1990s; ten years later, gesturing with
guns seems to have evolved into an accepted mode of communication.
In a southern California school playground, members of a Chicano gang
call out rival gang members from inside the school; both sides con-
fine themselves to flashing gang signs with their fingers, and pulling
up their shirts to reveal the butts of guns stuck in their waistbands.
Back in Philadelphia, street tough guys flash their guns, sometimes even
pull them. Yet even these incidents for the most part do not lead to
shooting at each other. Alice Goffman describes a whole array of gun-
gesturing: showing a bulge in one’s pocket to imply you have your hand
on a gun; actually displaying part of the gun; pulling out the gun, but
keeping it pointed at the ground; waving it in the air.9 Some of these
moves demand refined timing and understanding just what kind of gun-
gesturing is bluster and what is serious threat; this is a collective game,
an understanding between experienced people on both sides. The micro-
details of how this works remain to be investigated. Joe Krupnick, in his
Chicago ethnography, notes that sometimes experienced fighters will
actually fire a shot into the air, not so much because they want to fight,
or even to scare off their opponents, as because they know the Chicago
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police will arrive soon after a gunshot, giving them all a good excuse to
escape from a threatening scene.10

Such understandings about gun-gesturing should not be taken to
mean that no one ever tries to shoot anyone, but that happens in a
different kind of situation. Shooting is more likely in a drive-by, where
one side rapidly fires into an enemy group, without very close aim;
this minimises the amount of confrontation because it happens so
rapidly, and no one stares in anyone’s face. Mutual bluster can esca-
late to fighting when one group makes an incursion into another’s turf;
but participants’ descriptions of such events typically show a confused
scene, with hasty firing and then the invaders beating a retreat back to
their own terrain. As we know from the tactics of burglars and street rob-
bers, most such criminals prefer to do their robbing close to their own
neighbourhood, even if more lucrative targets are farther away; places
carry emotional tones and are relatively secure and confident for their
habitués, but more tension-raising for outsiders. Violent crime is so much
a matter of place because of these kinds of emotional processes.

I have been describing a variety of ways in which violence is aborted,
or deliberately self-regulated, through dramatic gestures. Bluster remains
important even when real violence is attempted, when weapons and
missiles are hurled and shots are fired. Violence itself can be a form of
bluster, as Dave Grossman argued in reviewing the history of weapons
systems.11 On the whole, soldiers within sight of the enemy did not fire
their weapons very accurately, so there was relatively little danger in
standing one’s ground when both sides were doing little damage. Here
the firing of weapons is itself a form of bluster, an attempt to make
the other side lose their nerve and their coherence. The very sound of
gunfire can be unnerving, and big guns – long-range artillery – typi-
cally have their effect not so much by the casualties they inflict – since
artillery too, until quite recently, has been rather inaccurate – as by their
psychological effect. This is especially true in urban warfare, where ham-
mering buildings apart by artillery has been the main tactic that in the
past brought urban uprisings to an end; most turning-points came when
artillery destroyed the buildings around one side so that they gave up,
rather than as a result of a high level of casualties.12

Historically, armies dramatised themselves by battle-cries, the omi-
nous sound of drums, the eerie wail of bagpipes; this was not mere
pageantry, since in successful battles the winning side managed to make
the losers break and run before they actually came into contact. It is
only when one side loses its nerve, or becomes tangled up in trying to
move to another position, that the capability of an organised military
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force to resist breaks down. This is the danger point, since most dam-
age is done when one side is no longer resisting, while the still coherent
force goes into frenzied attack that Ardant du Picq called “flight to the
front”,13 and which I have called a “forward panic”.14

What is going on at the micro-level in such situations? Violent con-
frontation – where people are locked together in a common focus of
attention but at cross-purposes – generates a high level of tension on
both sides. We can see this from visual data (especially from today’s tele-
photo lenses): in the early phases of a quarrel, faces often look angry, but
at the moment when people do something violent, their faces turn from
anger to fear. I interpret this to mean that the baseline of human interac-
tion is to become entrained in each other’s gestures and mood; conflict
locks people together but in antagonistic directions, and the result is
palpable tension in face and body. This is why fighters – if they get that
far – are generally incompetent. When they fire their guns, they usually
miss; even though they may be good shots at the firing range, in real
situations, confronting another human, their aim deteriorates. This was
true of the era of swords, spears and edged weapons; and it is true of
the fist-fighters that we see in Jackson-Jacobs’ videos. Confrontational
tension undermines the ability to fight.

Grossman gives a physiological explanation: conflict elevates heart
rate; at successively higher levels one loses, first, fine motor coordi-
nation – such as one’s trigger finger – then gross motor coordination;
finally, at very high levels, comes complete paralysis.15 The technique of
fighting is a contest to elevate the other side’s confrontational tension
so that they become helpless, while keeping one’s own down to a level
where violent attack can still be carried out. We see this from the inside,
in the subjective phenomenology reported by police officers who have
been in shoot-outs; they describe perceptual distortions like a blur of
activity, tunnel vision focusing on the opponent’s gun, temporary deaf-
ness to all sounds, even those of gunshots, and time slowing down so
that what takes only a few seconds seems a dream-like eternity.16

To summarise: the most important techniques of violent conflict are
moves to establish emotional dominance; and most physical damage
follows when and if one side establishes emotional dominance over the
other. The lead-up to violence, and the carry-through to actual physical
injury, each have a number of contingencies along the way. Sequences
from the near past into the near future are crucial for whether violent
threat will build up, and what will happen. Most kinds of violence are
short-term and emergent, having an emotional history of minutes –
within ten or 20 minutes is probably most common – and rarely more
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than three hours. These time periods are the causal zone, determining
whether someone threatens violence, whether it will actually break out
and what kind of result it will have.

One implication of my argument is that motives further back in time –
grudges, jealousy, sense of injustice, plans for robbery or revenge and
so on – are not the crucial determinant of what will actually happen.
I am not denying that people have motives; but motives are a remote
and causally weak explanation of what occurs in a violence-threatening
confrontation. This applies also to people who are ideologically moti-
vated, whether freedom fighters for some ideal or prejudiced defenders
of an old order; whatever one’s motives, they still have to go through
the eye of the needle, and that is the situation in which two sides con-
front each other. People who are racists, or homophobes, are no better
at violence than anyone else; they too experience confrontational ten-
sion when they come to the situational sticking-point, and they too
are successfully violent only if situational micro-conditions are present.
Recall what I said earlier about sampling on the dependent variable;
what is missing in news reports of outrageous racist, homophobic or
mass rampage attacks is how many such outrages are thought up by
people who never carry them out. The same applies to more commonly
imputed motives for violence: childhood abuse, post-traumatic stress,
being disrespected, being a victim of bullying, lacking moral norms
and so on. I will state this in extreme form: it doesn’t matter what
your motives are for violence; if you cannot find a technique and an
opportunity to get through a confrontational situation and establish
emotional dominance, you will not commit the violence. At the end
I will argue that this is a good thing; motives for violence are ubiquitous
and hard to eradicate, but situational opportunities are a narrow eye of
the needle that could well be made even narrower and harder to get
through.

The same is true for violence that is planned in advance. It still must
pass through the eye of the emotional needle; and the crucial contin-
gency is whether, by happenstance or by micro-interactional technique,
it is able to do so.

From general theory of emotions in violence, let us turn now to
extreme violence in particular. Extreme violence is what we find emo-
tionally shocking and morally offensive. What fits this description has
varied historically, and modern sensibilities as to what is morally offen-
sive violence date only from the 19th century or later. We should avoid
mixing our emotions, as audiences for news reports of violence, with the
emotions that operate among participants in violence. The former – the
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audience reaction to violence – has undergone great historical shifts,
whereas the latter – the emotional dynamics among violent antagonists
themselves – appear to be universal across history. The sociological tools
we have for understanding the micro-sequences that generate successful
violence are of wide use, even as we pick out the kinds of violence that
are most disturbing to us today.

What we find shockingly extreme include, first, genocidal massacres
and terrorist attacks, including suicide bombings.17 Both involve killing
large numbers of non-combatants, civilians, women and children. These
are what we call innocent victims, although from the perpetrator’s point
of view they are members of a category, the enemy as a whole, whether
named in terms of religion, ethnicity or politics. A related form of shock-
ing massacre we have come to call a rampage killing, such as school
shootings or workplace massacres. Here again the victims are not com-
batants but innocents: again, from the killer’s point of view, they are
targeted as members of a category, but here the category is idiosyncratic
to the killer, whether the grudge is against a school, a local identity
in the youth culture or an employer. Genocidal massacres and terror-
ism are attacks on an ideological category, whereas rampage killings
are attacks on a private or locally constructed category; but both are
violence against category victims, victims as members of a category.

I do not intend this as an exercise in taxonomy but want to point out
some common denominators that show how such pathways to violence
build up emotionally and carry onwards to successful violence – or not,
in the all-important variant where the intended violence aborts. Attack-
ing a category of victims rather than targeting particular people has
practical and emotional advantages to the attacker: they get to choose
the most easily accessible victims, those who are weak and emotionally
off-guard. Insofar as such attacks are planned in advance, the crucial
technique is to establish shock and panic from the outset and unleash
violence in a situation of complete emotional domination.

This is what makes attacks on category victims so morally offensive to
us as audience: they are very far from being a two-sided fight, or what
we would regard as a fair fight; they are unfair in the extreme. But this
is not the way it looks in the mind of the perpetrators, who are prone
to see previous offences against themselves as intolerable unfairness by
the enemy category; genocidal, terrorist or rampage killers believe they
are only turning the tables. From the perpetrator’s point of view, this is
part of the emotional dynamic building up tension towards the attack.

One-sided attacks on category victims make up one major type of
extreme violence to explain. Another type consists of forward panic.
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The former are generally planned in advance; the latter are much more
short-term and emergent – a police chase at high speeds ends in a pro-
longed beating of the arrested suspect; a crowd confrontation breaks
apart into a series of little mêlées in which an isolated victim is beaten,
sometimes to death, by a surrounding group of attackers. Military mas-
sacres are of this sort: a period of stalemate is suddenly broken, and one
side retreats or falls apart into organisational confusion, leaving a vac-
uum in which the advancing force finds itself confronting a helpless
enemy. Unresisting soldiers are killed; civilians who happen to be near
by become caught up as targets for the attackers’ emotional surge.

Forward panics are characterised by hot rush, piling on and overkill.
Hot rush is the group riding on a wave of violent emotion that fills mind
and body; afterwards they often describe it as being in a dream. Piling
on is the pattern, seen so ubiquitously in photos of riots and police vio-
lence, where a small circle of about half a dozen attackers beat a single
isolated victim. Overkill is the prolonged violence that so often turns
news audiences to puzzled outrage: why did they have to fire so many
bullets, or keep on beating the fallen victim for so long? This is puz-
zling only from a rationalistic point of view that assumes violence is
instrumental and coolly controlled; in reality, the emotional dynamics
of hot rush, sustained and multiplied by the collective piling on, drive
the prolonged overkill.

Some kinds of forward panic are more visible and shocking than oth-
ers. The most ordinary, low-level types of violence, scuffles and brawls,
sometimes escalate into forward panics; most incidents wind down in
stalemate or mutual incompetence disguised by bluster, but some turn
into the configuration that generates a forward panic. This happens
especially when the attackers form a group (three or more) against an
isolated opponent, and when the physically weaker target shows signs of
being emotionally dominated, giving up the fight and forming the vac-
uum into which rolls the drumbeat of hot rush, piling on and overkill.
Don Weenink has examined such cases in micro-detail to isolate their
turning-points. Usually such cases do not make the news, but when they
do, they are seen as extreme violence, disgustingly and morally offen-
sive: above all, because they are so patently unlike the ideal of a fair
fight. Even more offensive are the details of domestic violence, which
generally takes the form of a forward panic by the bigger and stronger
individual (usually the adult male) against an emotionally dominated
and unresisting partner or child. Such violence, although common,
is not often widely publicised, and thus does not generally reach our
concern with extreme violence.
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What does generate a moral sensation are lynchings or vigilante jus-
tice such as is common in crime-ridden cities of Africa or Brazil, where
shanty-towns are without effective police protection. When a crowd
can be mobilised to catch a market thief or burglar, there is often an
atmosphere of forward panic as an individual is chased down; rather
than being handed over to the untrusted judicial system, the criminal –
already convicted in the eyes of the crowd – may be stamped to death or
executed in a form of torture-killing such as being burned with a petrol-
filled tyre around his neck. Such violence counts in the larger world as
extreme, because it is more than instrumentally necessary to apprehend
the suspect, because it is extra-judicial and usurps the state monopoly
of force, and because it is the fearsome face of the emotionally aroused
crowd overbearing an isolated victim. Against the counter-image of the
fair fight, the huge disparity of power of the crowd against the individ-
ual makes the latter an object of sympathy; but in the experience of the
local community, the long-standing daily tension of guarding against
criminals puts all the sympathy on the other side, and lynching is a rare
instance of getting one’s own back.

To summarise, there are two main types of extreme violence that I am
dealing with here: massacres of category victims and forward panics.
The former probably seem the most atrocious to us, since their victims
are innocent civilians, not engaged in fighting at all, whereas the latter
type, forward panics, generally start out as two-sided conflicts but turn
into one-sided overkill after a turning-point.

Now, let us bring together the general theory of violence as driven by
the dynamics of emotions, that is to say the sequential nature of the
pathways to violence, as they apply to massacres and other extreme vio-
lence. Emotionally, there is a two-phase sequence: first a period in which
confrontational tension builds up, and then a period when the ten-
sion is released into violence. How far each phase proceeds depends on
micro-contingencies; first, during a series of everyday interactions, com-
munications and events that build the tension or keep tension down;
in the second phase, if it reaches this far, the big turning-point contin-
gency, whether mutual tension remains at an equilibrium, a stalemate,
or whether one side establishes emotional dominance, allowing serious
violence to unfold.

How do these contingencies apply to extreme violence? Let us take
forward panics first.

A police chase at high speed generates many sources of tension: the
danger and excitement of the race itself, plus police officers feeling
affronted by someone challenging their authority. When the fleeing
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suspect is finally caught, to these tensions is added confrontational
tension/fear that exists in all contentious face-to-face encounters. In a
famous incident such as the Rodney King beating, the tension-building
phase was further exacerbated by the suspect’s resistance. Emotional
domination was restored, in this case, by the presence of 21 officers
who joined the chase. Most of them stood in a circle to watch and cheer
as four officers beat the suspect into submission. (We might add that
the first arresting officer was a woman of the highway patrol, whose
orders King not only disregarded but met with a sexualised gesture of
turning his butt towards her and slapping it; it was at this point that
the Los Angeles police unit declared they were taking over. Thus there
was an element of men showing off in front of women in this asser-
tion of dominance.) The piling on and overkill (hitting King on the
ground over 100 times over a period of 80 seconds) are what caused
the media outrage over this incident; hot rush is evident, too, in the
excited and bragging calls made over police radio while the officers were
calming down.

High-speed police chases in general produce more violence than other
kinds of arrest. These are the instances where the build-up of tension is
easiest to see; chases on foot also tend to produce forward-panic violence
at the end; and so do more slow-paced encounters between police and
civilians where there is a phase of resistance and struggle over emotional
dominance. If these were encounters between civilians on both sides,
generally confrontational tension would stay in equilibrium and the
encounter would end in stalemate. But police are committed to dom-
inating every encounter; if they meet resistance, they call for back-up
until enough dominance is established to make the arrest. It is not so
much the dangerousness of the criminal or the seriousness of the crime
that generates the escalated will to dominate as the amount of affront to
police authority: that is, the struggle over emotional dominance in the
situation. Most police stops and arrests do not lead to violence, because
most civilians are compliant. Since we are generally confined to sam-
pling on the dependent variable, we do not know how many cases of
defiance do not lead to police violence; but we do see the pattern that,
the more police are present on the scene, the more likely violence is to
happen.

In military massacres, the first phase of tension build-up is the bat-
tle scene itself. Often this is tedious and boring, in long-drawn-out
static fronts punctuated by long-distance firing, or in counter-guerrilla
warfare such as the asymmetrical wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Thus
periods of intense action – especially at guerrillas’ initiatives, such as
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exploding improvised explosive devices (IEDs) or sudden ambushes of
isolated patrols or logistics vehicles – happen in an emotional mood of
uncertainty and exasperation that is suddenly heightened into the fear
and anger of combat. On the whole, in warfare of all kinds, violence is
not very effective, and casualties come from attrition rather than deci-
sive encounters signalling victory or defeat. Most of the time there is
no sense of emotional domination, or even the sense of being defeated
emotionally by the enemy, but only a persistent ambiguous tension.
For this reason, moments in combat when the outcome becomes clear-
cut – at least, locally – tend to generate the forward-panic emotional
sequence. Historically, troops overrunning an enemy position have been
likely to kill whoever pops into close view, whether they are trying to
surrender or not.18 Surrenders are safest when they are arranged collec-
tively by large groups, and in advance, initiating communications at
long distance, meetings under white flags, negotiating the procedures of
laying down arms – methods by which confrontational tension is kept
down. In guerrilla warfare, where combatants without uniforms hide in
the civilian population, soldiers of the uniformed forces have generally
fired into civilian shields. This is found ubiquitously in the Vietnam
War,19 and documented in the battle in Mogadishu, Somalia, in 1992
after the downing of US Blackhawk helicopters.20

Rules of engagement (ROE) are recent attempts to confine fighting
narrowly to an idealised battlefield consisting only of fully fledged com-
batants on both sides, and insisting that one side follow these rules even
if the other does not. There are strong policy reasons for such ROE –
above all, the political struggle for “hearts and minds” – as well as mod-
ern ethnical sensibilities. But the rules are implemented without paying
attention to the emotional dynamics of the battlefield, especially the
emotional sequences that lead to forward panics.

Consider a particular case: Haditha, Iraq, in November 2005.21 An IED
exploded under a patrol vehicle, killing one of a squad of US marines.
In response, the marines targeted nearby houses where they presumed
whoever had detonated the bomb was hiding. Then came the tense
moments of storming through doors into interiors where they expected
to be easy targets as they entered; then firing wildly into walls, and
killing a total of 24 civilians. In similar incidents, soldiers in a house-to-
house search killed wounded enemies rather than giving them medical
aid. All the ingredients for forward panic are present; and the very exis-
tence of cowering, unresisting civilians in these rooms presents precisely
the kind of weak target that gets hit by forward-panic hot rush and
overkill.
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Forward panic is not new: military massacres of this type have been
documented throughout the history of warfare. What is new are tech-
niques of surveillance and media publicity. The Rodney King beating
caused a huge political sensation, because it came at the time when
portable video camcorders had just appeared, and it was the first time
that most people had actually seen what real violence looks like – so
shockingly different from the idealised duels and fair fights that make
up entertainment on film and TV. Military atrocities in the Iraq War
came to light in an era, not only with new ROE but also with much
stronger means of documenting what happens on the battlefield. The
killing of civilians after the IED bombing in Haditha was investigated by
higher military command since the battlefield was filmed by a drone car-
rying a video camera, and the report made by the officer on the ground
did not tally with the data in the video.

Does this show that the ROE are working, or at least starting to work?
It is clear that front-line soldiers are aware of ROE, since they often
complain about them. The emotional demands made not just by ROE
but also by campaign strategies aimed at demonstrating one’s altruism
to a population full of enemy guerrillas are surely a strong source of
emotional tension; the surprising thing is not the fact of military mas-
sacres by Western troops but their relative rarity. Are ROE capable of
restraining forward panics, given the occurrence of situations where
all the ingredients are present for the building up of tension and sud-
den transition to emotional domination that produce a forward panic?
From a researcher’s point of view, we do not know enough about the
distribution of situations on battlefields. Reported violations of ROE are
relatively rare, so to what extent is this due to under-reporting and to the
probable fact that high levels of tension plus opportunities for sudden
release do not happen very often? Or is it because there are additional
factors, as yet unknown, that make some soldiers capable of following
ROE even when conditions for a forward panic are pushing them down
the emotional tunnel?

ROE themselves may be an additional source of tension; for instance
the case of Sgt Robert Bales, who went on a night-time rampage in
Afghan villages near his outpost, killing 16 members of sleeping fam-
ilies.22 This was a soldier who had served four tours of duty in combat
zones in Iraq and Afghanistan over a period of ten years. He had been
committed to the “hearts and minds” programme of winning over civil-
ians by economic aid and friendly contacts but snapped emotionally
during a period when many US casualties were sustained in so-called
“green-on-blue” insider attacks, by supposed friendly Afghan forces



Randall Collins 29

upon their American colleagues. As he was the officer in charge of base
security, the pressure of knowing about such attacks without being able
to do anything about them was probably a major part of his emotional
dynamics when he decided to take the offensive in a clandestine attack
of his own.

Turn next to vigilante lynchings in such places as the shanty-towns of
South Africa.23 These combine short-sequence and long-sequence build-
up of tension. Small numbers of police are assigned to cover large popu-
lations; poor or non-existent roads and lack of street signs and lighting
make a quick response impossible. Police are regarded as corrupt and are
believed to release criminals soon after they are apprehended (which
may well be true, but for a variety of organisational reasons). Gangs
and other violence are highly visible and largely unchecked, creating an
atmosphere of pervasive fear of crime as well as frustration with authori-
ties. Amid this long-term tension, local residents form both semi-formal
crime control organisations and informal mutual aid systems, such as
the practice of blowing whistles from house to house when a break-in
or nearby incident happens. The short-term sequence is a forward panic,
in which residents chase down a suspect and punish him on the spot.
Although good comparative detail is lacking, it appears that vigilante
forward panics occur only when a single suspect can be isolated rather
than a gang; this configuration gives overwhelming emotional domina-
tion, if only for that moment, by the crowd over an individual who is
not resisting and who has shown emotional weakness by running away.

Although in my analyses of forward panic I have generally empha-
sised the short-term sequence of building tension, as in the police chase
or the sudden change of fortune in military combat, cases such as vig-
ilante lynchings show that the short-term sequence can be exacerbated
by long-term tension – months or even longer of fear and anger against
an enemy who is elusive or even arrogantly flaunting his impunity.
Long-term tension is quasi-institutionalised in collective practices such
as blowing whistles – a practice that itself is a kind of emotional con-
tagion, and a way of generating group solidarity, so that the long-term
tension spills over into the short-term tension of the chase, leading up
to the moment of full domination when the enemy is caught. It may be
that the more extreme forms of punishment, the torture-executions by
burning “necklaces” of rubber tyres, are due to the combination of the
short-term and long-term tensions.

A methodological caveat: we are still in the early years of studying
the dynamics of forward panic. Our big problem remains sampling on
the dependent variable, even where we get good enough descriptions
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to capture the time sequence of emotions in a forward-panic lynch-
ing. What we would like to know is how often lynchings happen – for
instance, in crime-prone South African shanty-towns – compared with
the amount of daily crime. Clearly lynchings happen in a small minority
of cases: is this because most criminals get away? Are additional factors
needed to arouse the crowd and send it in pursuit? I raise these ques-
tions to push us forward; once we become clear on where the data fail
us, we will know where we should try to generate fuller data.

Consider now the types of extreme violence that are organised and
prepared in advance, such as genocides and other category-victim mas-
sacres. The most famous of these have considerable top-down admin-
istrative structures: above all, the Nazi holocaust and the 1975–1979
Cambodian massacre of non-peasant classes.24 But even these were car-
ried out in an atmosphere characterised by some type of emotion. The
Nazi gas chambers are regarded with special horror for their bureau-
cratic callousness. But the technique of execution can also be seen as
a special form of emotional manipulation: the victims were tricked (or
at least made to pretend) they were merely being disinfected; this had
the effect that the prisoners did not stage last-ditch resistance or even
express anguished emotions that might have led the guards to perceive
them as human beings. The pretence of disguising the gas chambers
thus solved the problem of confrontational tension, making it easier for
the guards too to treat it with emotional distance and a semblance of
normality. We know this by comparison with the executions that took
place in round-ups in Polish towns, where guards facing either resis-
tance or just loud grieving tended to lose control of themselves, some
lapsing into exasperated brutality to hurry the prisoners along and oth-
ers unwilling to actually pull the trigger and frequently missing, even at
close range.25 I am not addressing here the debate about the ideological
beliefs of German troops, but a micro-level of problem of how execu-
tioners overcome their own confrontational tension; there are instances
where even strongly committed Nazi officers nevertheless found open
killing too emotionally difficult to carry it out personally. On the micro-
level, the gas chambers are similar to the clandestine approach taken
by suicide bombers, acting calmly as if nothing abnormal is happen-
ing while carrying a hidden bomb up to the point where it will be
detonated among its victims. Both types of violence make it psycho-
logically easy for the killer, because they never have to feel the barrier of
confrontational tension.

My point here is that, even though such killings are prepared in
advance, and with the impetus of an organisation behind them, they
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still have to come to the sticking-point through a field of emotions;
and they are successful in their violence to the degree that they have
means of managing emotions in that final situation. And this is true of
instrumental violence generally.

What about massacres in which the killing is done face-to-face, with
no clandestine or misleading approach? I will single out two exam-
ples, both from research by Stefan Klusemann. Klusemann used video
data from a film crew accompanying the Serbian army that overran
the Bosnian enclave at Srebrenica in 1995.26 He shows that the Serbs,
up to their moment of victory, were nervous about Bosnian militia
resistance (which had been successful up to this point) and about
the possibility of air strikes called in by NATO (in this case, Dutch)
peacekeepers, near whose lines the Bosnian militia took shelter. The
turning-point that made the massacre possible, as Klusemann shows
in a close video analysis, was the meeting between the Serbian com-
mander, the NATO peacekeeping commander and a young man chosen
to represent the Bosnian population. The Serb commander emotion-
ally dominated the Dutch officer, forcing him to recognise tacitly that
his demoralised troops were captives and explicitly to agree not to call
for air strikes. With this emotional victory, Serbian troops became arro-
gant, jubilantly seizing arms and helmets from the peacekeepers and
rounding up Bosnian militia, and any military-age Bosnian men, for
execution. Even here the executions did not generally take place face-
to-face; the Serbian soldiers locked their captives in buildings and threw
in grenades; outdoors, the executioners blindfolded their victims and
shot them from behind.

Klusemann also re-analyses the details of killings in the Rwanda mas-
sacre in 1994.27 There was more of a centrally directed organisation of
the killings here than in Srebrenica, since the regime exhorted over the
radio the killing of Tutsis and of Hutu traitors who sheltered them, and
sent forces to supervise local killing. Nevertheless, it was a multi-causal
process, and the organised killing was overlaid with both long-term and
short-term emotional dynamics. Relatively long-term were the politi-
cal and military situation of ethnic regime shifts, the sudden death of
the moderate Hutu president and the invasion of troops from nearby
Uganda – aiming to stop the massacres but also adding to the emotional
tension among the Hutu militia as they carried out the genocide. And
mass-killings, no matter how motivated or organised from afar and in
advance, need to get through the problem of confrontational tension
in each local situation where someone is to be killed. Klusemann notes
that the killers were most successful when they had isolated, submissive,
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emotionally cowed victims. Crowds of hundreds or sometimes thou-
sands set the scene for killing with a din of hostile cries; of these more
than 70 per cent killed no one, but they did provide emotional support
for the minority of the actively violent. In contrast, where Tutsis offered
a show of resistance, especially holding their solidarity as a group, even
armed Hutus tended to bypass these groups and seek easier targets. This
is not a question of having the force to do the killing but of finding the
emotionally easier situation. Some of the other techniques of killing that
strike us as horrific – such as setting fire to churches where Tutsis were
sheltering – fit the pattern of avoiding face-to-face confrontation, espe-
cially with a large group of targeted victims. A practical note emerges
here: on the whole, groups threatened by massacre stand a somewhat
better chance if they keep up the face-to-face confrontation with their
attackers rather than hiding themselves away or losing their solidar-
ity by scattering, in either case making it emotionally easier for the
attackers.

Finally, the private-victim category rampage, where a solo attacker or,
at most, duo of attackers takes revenge on a hated institutional target in
a school or workplace. Since assembled groups generally have emotional
dominance over an isolated individual, the problem of the latter is to
find a technique to build their own confidence and launch a momen-
tum that will carry them into the attack. In most of the private rampage
killings that we know about, the attacker spends a good deal of time
preparing for the attack. Thus it may have little of the emergent quality
of a forward panic. Nevertheless, I suggest that the period of clandes-
tine preparation itself is largely a matter of building and channelling
emotional tension.

I will draw from the best-analysed school massacres, in the work of
Katherine Newman and her research team28; these patterns appear to
emerge in other cases as well. There is a long-term tension: a career of
being bullied, or otherwise highly alienated from the popularity hierar-
chy of the school. This need not be purely the tension of being a victim
of bullying but may include unsuccessful efforts to harass others one-
self. The period of clandestine preparation – where the would-be killer
assembles weapons, perhaps disguises and logistics, works out plans,
even rehearsals – is a time not just when a grievance is being countered
but also when a grudge is being nurtured. These solitary rituals become
a private cult centring on weapons: a veritable arsenal, usually far more
than is actually needed or used in the attack. The rampage-planner has
acquired a purpose, giving emotional energy and direction to his life.
The grievance is not a constant from time T-minus-zero in the past, or a
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reflection of how much humiliation or bullying the person has under-
gone. The grudge is intensified by the very process of brooding on it,
in which fantasies are elaborated about the scenario of revenge that the
killer will carry out.

This ritualised playing with weapons and these fantasies of vengeance
constitute a deep back-stage – not just the ordinary Goffmanian region
of privacy where everyday front-stage self-presentation is manufactured
but a back-stage that is doubly secret, in the sense that the very existence
of a conspiratorial back-stage is hidden. The ability successfully to carry
out a deep back-stage is a source of confidence and a thrill of excitement,
if we can extrapolate from one of Newman’s cases. After one incident a
14-year-old school killer told a psychiatrist: “I was feeling proud, strong,
good, and more respected. I had accomplished something. I’m not the
kind of kid who accomplishes anything. This was the only adventure
I’ve had.” Thus the first step in preparing the rampage killing is to
pump oneself up with private rituals, generating a sense of emotional
dominance, at least in one’s mind.

The penultimate stage of a rampage attack, just before the attack
itself, is typically a clandestine approach. The would-be killer goes to
school like an ordinary student until he pulls the guns out of his back-
pack in the school hall; the workplace rampager (in the case of the
US Navy Yard shooting in Washington, DC, in September 2013) uses
his normal worker’s identity to gain entrance and his knowledge of
regular routines to sneak his weapon past the guards (news reports
following 16 September 2013). Some confidence is probably generated
by a successful clandestine approach, similar to what the psychologist
Paul Ekman discerns in the minute facial expressions of successful liars,
which he calls “duping delight”.29

The emotional sequence of a rampage attack, then, is a long-term
grudge, but nurtured through personal rituals on a deep back-stage, so
that it is both magnified and turned into confidence, creating at least
a fantasy sense of emotional domination over imagined victims. The
clandestine approach to the site of killing avoids confrontational ten-
sion that might bring the killer down, and may give a last boost of the
sense of superiority over those he is about to kill. In the final phase, the
killer is launched into a tunnel of self-entraining violence, similar to the
last phase of a forward panic when piling on and overkill occur. In a
rampage killing, emotional dominance is given not merely by the fact
that the attacker is heavily armed and his victims are not, but also by the
usual pattern that persons confronting an armed attacker run away, hide
themselves or turn their backs and take subservient positions. In this
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respect, victims cooperate in their emotional domination and avoid the
one thing that could possibly serve to deter the attacker: a face-to-face
encounter, where the attacker has to see the humanity of the persons
who he is trying to kill.

In conclusion: unlike most social science studying violence, the find-
ings of micro-sociology are optimistic. If the underlying problem is
poverty, or discrimination, or early family experience, or a culture of
rebellion and excitement, then the prospects for curbing violence are
low. On the other hand, if long-term motives are weak determinants
because they still have to go through the eye of the situational needle,
the prospects are better. Situational conditions usually do not favour
violence, because of the barrier of confrontational tension: that is to
say, equilibrium in the emotional field of confrontation. The practical
task of preventing violence, then, is to provide techniques for keeping
confrontations from tipping into emotional domination.

Here is a list of suggestions, starting from what we learn from research
on the micro-sociology of riots.

Don’t turn your back. In a situation of violent threat, don’t hide your
face. Don’t run away in panic. Above all, don’t fall down. Your eyes and
your face are your strongest weapons of defence. Keep up a clear con-
frontation with a potential attacker. But don’t raise the level of tension,
don’t scream; and don’t make further threats; just keep it as steady as
you can.

In her study of protest demonstrations, Nassauer found that call-
ing out in a clear, strong voice “We are peaceful; how about you?”
or words to that effect is often successful in bringing the immediate
situation back into emotional equilibrium. The exact wording would
depend on what the local discourse happens to be; but there is evi-
dence, as in Joe Krupnick’s ethnography of gangland killers on the
streets of Chicago, that every social milieu has a language, verbal and
non-verbal, in which a threatening situation can be kept in equilibrium.
The desk clerk in the Atlanta school in August 2013, who calmed down
an armed man threatening a rampage shooting, shows that even the
most dangerous situations may be defused.30 In the Westgate shopping
mall attack in Nairobi, Kenya, on 21 September 2013, one of the attack-
ers was confronted by a four-year-old boy who told him “You are a bad
man” – whereupon he did not shoot.31 Research colleagues have told
me they were able to walk through a violent riot in Tehran by keep-
ing in mind what emotional tone they were projecting in their body
language, playing neither attacker nor victim. Klusemann’s research,
on the tipping-points for genocidal ethnic cleansing in Bosnia and
in Rwanda, shows that even in the midst of a murderous campaign
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there are micro-situational stumbling-blocks, and threatened victims
sometimes escape by a timely show of emotional resoluteness.

We do not know how often rampage attacks are deterred by this kind
of human face-to-face communication; and as yet we know little about
what other micro-contingencies make calming face-to-face confronta-
tions succeed or fail in aborting the attempt. It is an important next
thing on the agenda for the micro-sociology of violence to find out.
Since we are getting an increasing amount of data from CCTV, mobile
phone cameras and other devices likely to appear in the future, it is
something we will be able to learn. The abundance of this kind of
micro-data, assembled by researchers who are alerted to what kinds of
micro-details to attend to, is a research frontier that we have already
begun to cross, as in Nassauer’s work on the micro-turning-points to
violence in protest demonstrations.

In the end, these are solvable problems. With greater awareness of
micro-sociology, we have good theoretical grounds to hope that much
violence might be stopped.
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Forward Panic and Police Riots
Anne Nassauer

1. Introduction

How do police riots emerge from generally peaceful social movement
demonstrations? What brings groups of officers in some demonstrations
to beat helpless protesters, who duck on the ground? How can joy-
ously starting protests in Western democracies end in these outbreaks
of violence, which appear uncontrolled, rampant, indiscriminate and
excessive?

Recent research offers tentative answers to these questions. An
increasing number of studies focus on the role of interactions and micro-
situations for the emergence of violence.1 Further, based on Randall
Collins’ concept of forward panic,2 studies show that a special kind of
dynamic emotional sequence can lead to the use of excessive violence.3

A forward panic resembles a flight to the front: actors use excessive vio-
lence in a sudden release of tension and fear that built up in a prior
sequence of interactions.4

The following chapter applies this concept to discuss police riots as
a form of excessive violence. In addition, it explores what causes the
emotional dynamics that trigger violence. My analysis of police riots in
generally peaceful protests points to specific interactions between offi-
cers and protesters during the demonstration. Moreover, it suggests how
and why acts of excessive violence occur in protests and reflects on the
influence of hateful intentions versus fearful emotions.

I would like to thank Nicolas Legewie for his valuable feedback on this paper.
Further, I am very grateful to Randall Collins, Klaus Eder and Debra Minkoff
for their invaluable advice on the study this analysis is based on, and to Anette
Fasang for her input on sequence analysis.

37
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Methodologically, this chapter aims at providing tangible measures
to study forward panics. It systematically analyses measurable interac-
tions and subsequent emotional responses (visible in facial and bodily
muscles) of actors and their connection to police riots. The exploratory
analysis relies on a study of over 1,000 visual and document data.
The study comparatively analyses a total of 30 demonstrations (18
violent and 12 peaceful) in Germany and the United States from
1960 to 2010.5 Three methodological approaches were employed to
analyse the 30 demonstrations: in-depth qualitative case studies, quali-
tative comparative analysis (QCA) and sequence analysis as an analytic
heuristic.

My analysis suggests that violence emerged owing to specific com-
binations of interactions. These combinations foster specific emotional
dynamics, which in turn trigger violence. A distinct temporal sequence
of one of these combinations can lead to unrestrained violence in the
form of police riots. Three out of the 30 cases in my sample show
police riots: the Vietnam Peace March in Washington, DC, in 1967;
the Tompkins Square Park protest in New York in 1988; and the protest
against the World Trade Organization (WTO) in Seattle in 1999. The
emergence of police riots in these three cases will be discussed in this
chapter.

The first sections describe the theoretical background, sampling, data
and methods. Next, five crucial interactions and their combinations for
leading to police riots will be discussed: spatial incursions, police mis-
management, escalation signs, property damage and communication
problems between protesters and police. Based on three cases of police
riots, the paper will then discuss the specific temporal sequence in which
these interactions can lead to a forward panic that triggers police riots.

2. Theoretical background: Micro-approaches to violence

Recent studies suggest that political opportunities, resources or
grievances in a society, just as motivations, expectations and norms
of actors prior to a violent situation, are weak predictors to determine
whether and when violence will occur.6 They are too frequently present,
regardless of whether violence emerges or not. Instead, an increas-
ing number of studies suggest that micro-situations can be a fruitful
starting-point to explain the emergence of protest violence.7

In a similar vein, studies in criminology point out that police use of
force results from a series of specific interactions in officers’ encounters.
These studies call for a focus on the distinct micro-processes of such
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encounters.8 They indicate that officers respond with violence in partic-
ular to actions that threaten their authority – be it a potential, perceived
or real threat.9 Recent research on crowd psychology and public order
policing supports these findings on threats and underlines the impor-
tance of communication during police–protester encounters for keeping
events peaceful.10 Current literature on protest policing (i.e., the police
handling of protest events) highlights the relevance of single interac-
tions during a protest, such as threats or spatial interventions, for the
police use of force.11

Lastly, situational emotions receive increasing attention in social sci-
ence research on protest outcomes12 and on the emergence of violence.13

Most prominently, Collins’ micro-sociology of violent confrontations
focuses on emotional dynamics that unfold in micro-situations and lead
to the emergence of individual and collective violence.14 Collins shows
that violence is difficult, not easy: violence is empirically rare since even
experienced violent actors have an inhibition threshold to violence.15

Violence emerges only if actors are pushed over this inhibition thresh-
old as a result of emotional dynamics. This push involves two steps:
first, tension and fear rise to a high level; second, one actor perceives
emotional dominance over the other actor, which enables her or him
to carry out violence.16 This emotional change from tension and fear to
dominance can be traced in visual data of violent altercations, showing,
for example, how actors are tense and scared but later gain a confident
body posture, high rate of activity and strong physical presence. If these
two steps occur in a particular temporal sequence, the emerging vio-
lence will be excessive and unrestrained – what Collins calls a “forward
panic”.17

3. What characterises a forward panic?

A forward panic has a distinctive pattern and unique two-stage
sequence. The first stage is a period of prolonged tension and fear.
Often frustration arises, because actors are in a disadvantaged position
and do not see or are unable to catch their “opponent”. In a second
stage, the disadvantage suddenly shifts to the opponent, because she
or he becomes visible or gets caught. A triggering moment sets in, and
the power balance between the opposing sides turns. Suddenly, actors
switch from being passive to being entirely active. This atmosphere of
total domination leads to a frenzied rush of destruction18: when built-up
emotions and tension are abruptly released, the suddenly superior side
enters a tunnel of violence.19
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How does one group gain dominance in a protest? As long as the
organised lines of police forces and protesters stay intact, serious fight-
ing rarely takes place and only mild violence tends to occur.20 Clear
police–protester lines sustain an inhibition to use violence in face-to-
face confrontations. Forward panics in demonstrations happen when
these lines break up: after a prolonged increase of tensions smaller
groups suddenly face each other.21 The crowd breaks, and police units
rush forward into the situation. Dominance is more easily established in
these situations, especially towards actors that turn their backs, are iso-
lated or fall down.22 In most instances three to seven actors use violence
against a single person of the opposing group. After one person starts,
surrounding actors tend to join in. Thus, forward panics have an “out-
of-proportion” character; even assuming that violent means are called
for, the level of violence seems unfair, senseless and excessive.23

Once a forward panic is under way, it is unstoppable for the time
being.24 It is a rhythmic and strongly entraining emotional dynamic,25

leading people within a group to synchronise their actions (which may
also lead to similar testosterone levels among combatants fighting close
to one another).26 When the forward panic is over, perpetrators report
classic symptoms of having felt panic: for example, feeling detached, or
as if under water. These symptoms are connected to the very high heart
rate that humans experience when in panic.27

4. Open questions

According to Collins, a forward panic is responsible for many cases
of police violence.28 Yet research is lacking a systematic application
of Collins’ concept of forward panic to explain the use of exces-
sive force by officers towards generally peaceful protesters. Adding to
Collins’ approach of emotional sequences, this chapter asks which
specific interactions between actors during a protest can trigger such
emotional dynamics and subsequent forward panics. The study thereby
aims to shed light on what causes the emotional dynamics that Collins
describes, by pointing to specific interactions between officers and
protesters during the demonstration.

Further, Collins’ approach has been criticised for not providing
testable measures for his theory.29 While he presents a large vari-
ety of empirical evidence to support his claims, this chapter aims to
provide such measures by systematically analysing interactions and
ensuing emotional responses (determinable in facial and bodily mus-
cles) of actors and their connection to police riots. Such interactions
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can provide a measurable basis for explaining how and why specific
emotional dynamics are produced that lead to violence.

5. Sampling and data

I comparatively analysed 30 marches by moderate protest groups in
Germany and the United States30 between 1960 and 2010 (15 per coun-
try).31 One third of these protests in my sample are randomly selected
peaceful cases, in order to compare the factors in peaceful marches to
those that became violent (for a list of all cases see Appendix).

I considered several data sources for my analysis. I analysed a total of
over 1,000 visual and document data. Visual data (still photographs and
videos) allow mapping and studying interactions and emotions in time
and space. To avoid potential bias introduced by observing a situation
through the lens of a single observer, I used different visual data sources
recorded by journalists, police, protesters and bystanders to observe the
same situation from various angles. In addition, I complemented visual
data by different types of document data for each point in time in
a protest course: court data, police reports on the protest and police
radio recordings, reconstructions from the protesters’ side (such as offi-
cial statements by protest organisers) and media content. By putting
together visual and other data like a puzzle, I could establish a multi-
view perspective of the micro-situations that make up each protest –
allowing me to conduct what can be called a “retrospective participant
observation”.

6. Methods

I coded a protest as violent if I found visual footage or accounts of:
(1) actors throwing an object at another person; (2) actors using harmful
devices such as tear gas or a Taser against another person; or (3) actors
hitting or kicking another person. The emphasis is not on isolated inci-
dents but on the cascade of violent events that means the situation is
turning violent.

To analyse the 30 cases for distinct temporal sequences that lead to dif-
ferent intensities of violence, I used three methodological approaches.
First, I used in-depth qualitative analysis. This analysis relied on the
heuristic of causal process tracing32 by reconstructing every minute of
an event. By putting together pieces of visual and other data, I first anal-
ysed which interaction took place at what physical location, at what
time, with which actors and with what emotional response.
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An emotional response could be, for example, happiness, fear, anger
or surprise. For example, when coding happiness in actors’ faces, indi-
cators include: wrinkles around the eyes; raised cheeks; a deep fold from
the tip of the nose to the corners of the lips.33 Indicators for fear include:
brows raised and drawn together; wrinkles in the centre of the forehead;
open mouth; and shoulders drawn up.34

This first analysis aimed at identifying whether and when a change
in the emotional dynamic took place. I then worked backwards to see
what interactions and which temporal dynamics prompted this change.
Through this analysis I developed concepts leading to the outbreak of
violence. These concepts were examined in two further steps of analysis.

In a second step, I employed qualitative comparative analysis (QCA).
QCA is a method to conduct systematic cross-case analysis on the basis
of detailed within-case studies.35 QCA relies on set theory and Boolean
algebra to reduce complex patterns of association in data. It helps
to identify groups of cases that share a combination of conditions
and agree on an outcome. QCA’s formalised analysis sets a particu-
lar focus on a possible conjoint influence of single factors to identify
combinations of factors that are sufficient to lead to an outcome.36

In a third step, I drew on notions of sequence analysis to study
whether specific temporal sequences of interactions can systematically
produce violence37: I created empirical sequence types and assigned a
sequence to every violently ending case.38 I isolated sequence types in
which the general order of conditions was kept (i.e., conditions could
drop out, but the order had to remain the same). By forming sequence
types, I was able to look for similarities and differences within and across
the resulting groups of sequences. This analysis allowed me to study
whether the temporal order of identified combinations of conditions
influences a violent outcome. Finally, I went back to the cases for an
in-depth qualitative analysis of the QCA and sequence analysis results.

7. Findings

Employing the four steps of analysis, I found one specific temporal
sequence of interactions leading a prolonged increase of tension and
fear. When police subsequently gained sudden emotional dominance,
police riots followed: protesters and uninvolved bystanders suffered
from excessive violence by officers. This sequence occurred in three cases
of my sample.

Five interactions that unfold during demonstrations are relevant for
the emergence of violence in protests, as they increase tension and fear:



Anne Nassauer 43

Spatial
incursions

Conditions Paths

Loss of control Police riots

2nd pathway

3rd pathway

Forward panic sequence

Escalation
signs

Property
damage

Communication
problems

Police
mismanagement

Figure 3.1 Conditions, pathways and forward-panic sequence

spatial incursions, police mismanagement, escalation signs, property
damage and communication problems between protesters and police.
These interactions can combine into three pathways that are sufficient
to lead to violence by protesters or police officers.39 Police riots occur
in one of these three pathways, called the “loss of control” pathway,
in which the spatial incursions condition combines with police mis-
management. Police riots emerge only if the conditions in this pathway
occur in a very specific temporal sequence (Figure 3.1). A discussion of
the three cases of police riots will illustrate how and why riots break out.

7.1 Conditions for protest violence

Five interactions between protesters and police are vital to increase
tensions and fear and form pathways to protest violence. First, spatial
incursions refer to one side entering another’s territory: for example,
when protesters enter no-protest zones or police run into the protesters’
meeting place. Second, police mismanagement refers to operational
command lacking overview and/or a strategy within an operation, or
communication problems among police units. Third, escalation signs
refer to actions perceived as indicating imminent escalation, such as
protesters collecting stones or police putting on gas masks. Fourth, prop-
erty damage refers to destruction of property, such as protesters smash-
ing a shop window. Last, communication problems between protesters
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and police refer to interruptions or breakdowns of police–protester
communication owing to content or technical reasons.

7.2 The “loss of control” pathway to police violence

In the second step of my analysis I identified three combinations of
these conditions that are each sufficient to lead to protest violence.
These combinations of the five interactions visibly change emotional
dynamics in the demonstrations of my sample. Visual data show how
they raise tension and fear drastically on both sides. Violence emerges
shortly afterwards, when actors perceive a slight advantage over the
other group. If such combinations are absent, the emotional dynamic
stays calm and relaxed, and protests remain peaceful.40

In this chapter I will focus on one of the three pathways, as it is the
only one that results in police riots: the “loss of control” pathway. Unre-
strained violence emerges only if the conditions of this pathway occur
in a particular temporal sequence, as case studies will illustrate below.

The “loss of control” pathway includes the conditions police misman-
agement and spatial incursions. Flaws or breakdowns in organisation of
police forces result in uncertainty and disorientation of officers. If, in
addition, protesters invade an off-limits territory, officers perceive a loss
of control over the area they are policing. This perception raises ten-
sions and fear, and leads officers to use violence when they sense a slight
advantage over protesters.

Why can this perception of a loss of control lead to police violence?
Previous studies show that police, as part of their professional routine,
are deeply concerned with presenting themselves as being in charge and
in control of a situation.41 Thus, when policed space is violated dur-
ing a demonstration, officers commonly assume that protesters do not
respect agreements, cannot be trusted or plan physical attacks against
officers.42 Hence, spatial incursions undermine the officers’ objective
to stay in charge.43 When police mismanagement occurs simultane-
ously, the means to handle spatial incursions and being in charge are
limited further. The breakdown of command prevents officers from
reacting to the spatial incursion, which exacerbates the feeling of los-
ing control. Actors’ interpretations play a crucial part in this perception.
As will be discussed in detail below, visual and document data show
that the officers’ emotional response to the perceived danger is fear.44

This makes the slightest opportunity to regain control of the immedi-
ate situation appear worth seizing. In such situations, officers are likely
to release tensions in their remaining domain of superiority: the use of
force.45
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7.3 The forward-panic sequence to police riots

Employing the heuristic of sequence analysis on my data set, my
exploratory analysis shows that all cases in one specific sequence type
result in police riots. Cases explained by this sequence are the Tompkins
Square Park protest in New York, in 1988, the Vietnam Peace March in
Washington, DC, in 1967 and the WTO protest in Seattle, in 1999 (see
also Appendix 1).46 These three cases of police riots do not represent
the norm of police behaviour. First, like any form of physical violence
among people,47 they emerge rarely in social movement protests. Sec-
ond, protesters and police officers used less severe violence in the other
violently ending cases in my study. However, the three cases provide
insightful behavioural exceptions to understand how and why such
forms of excessive violence emerge.

In all cases the two conditions spatial incursions and police mis-
management are crucial to produce the perception of a loss of control.
Yet other conditions can occur in addition. Their temporal sequence
is decisive for triggering a forward panic that leads to police riots. This
sequence consists of the temporal order of the interactions spatial incur-
sion, followed by escalation signs, police mismanagement, property
damage and, lastly, communication problems between protesters and
police (Figure 3.2).

Why is the concept of forward panics useful to understand this
sequence and police riots? What do such forward panics look like, and
why can they lead to police riots? In the following, I will comparatively
discuss the three cases in my sample that are part of this sequence to
show how police riots emerge, what role interactions between protesters
and the police play and why the concept of forward panics can help
explain these instances of excessive violence.

7.4 Tompkins Square Park: Losing control

In the Tompkins Square Park protest in New York City on 6 August 1988
protesters marched against a curfew that was to take effect in the park at
1 a.m. This curfew was associated with the gentrification of the neigh-
bourhood, as many homeless lived in the park. In this case the sequence
of interactions includes every condition except property damage. First,
spatial incursions occurred when protesters marching to the park did

Spatial incursions Escalation signs Property damage VIOLENCECommunication problemsPolice mismanagement

Figure 3.2 Forward-panic sequence to police riots
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not disperse but decided to enter the park. Hence, police territory was
“invaded”. Second, escalation signs occurred as helicopters flew over
the protest site and fire engines with sirens frequently entered and
left the scene. Mounted police units rushed about in full gallop. Most
actors at the scene perceived these interactions as indicating an escala-
tion. Third, severe police mismanagement took place. The police were
understaffed, inexperienced and frequently without any commander in
charge. The operational command was located in the middle of the
protesters’ assembly in the park, so newly arriving units had to pass
through the group of protesters before being given any information on
the situation, their operation or assignments. The chief of operations
was absent in the middle of the confrontations. Fourth, communica-
tion between protesters and the police thereby became impossible and
broke down.48

Findings suggest that a forward panic emerged in this protest, since
two conditions that drastically increase tension – spatial incursions and
escalation signs – occurred at the beginning of the sequence. Yet vio-
lence did not immediately break out, time went by and tensions rose
and rose. The two interactions alone are not sufficient to cause a violent
outcome in my sample, as they do not lead to a particular interpretation
by actors – such as a “loss of control”.49 Next to police mismanagement,
communication problems between protesters and police further added
to the tension, as none of the two groups was certain about the other
group’s intentions or planned actions any more. When officers suddenly
perceived that they were in a dominant situation to react (for example,
when smaller clusters formed, or protesters struggled or fell down), offi-
cers released this tension in a violent rush. Once the violent rush of
officers had started at Tompkins Square, they also attacked cameramen
and residents, without any visible intention to arrest them. Officers
attacked people without regard to whether they posed any danger or
whether they had broken the law. Their acts of violence seem excessive
and unrestricted.

As in other instances of forward panic, violence looked out of con-
trol, particularly brutal and unwarranted. The extent of these actions
was caught on video by, among others, the Lower East Side filmmaker
Clayton Patterson.50 Recordings show open head wounds and baffled
bystanders covered in their own blood.51 In one scene a person – prob-
ably a protester, maybe a resident caught up in the riot – is clubbed by
an officer.52 He is pushed against a truck, with no chance to escape, pro-
tecting himself with his arms over his head and repeatedly screaming:
“I’m getting down! I’m getting down!” The officer shows no reaction
and continues clubbing him. Many victims suffered wounds to the back
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of their heads, indicating that they were turning their back, ducking or
had fallen down when being hit. The officers seem to have entered a
“tunnel of violence” – an indicator of a forward panic.53

“Loss of control” has a double meaning in these instances: in the first
phase, officers perceive themselves to be losing control over the oper-
ation and the immediate situation. Tension and fear thereby increase.
In the second phase, officers lose control over their emotions, perceive
a sudden dominance and start a frenzied attack.

7.5 Vietnam Peace March: Sudden shift of power balance

The second empirical case can highlight the importance of the sud-
den shift from being disadvantaged and tense to being in a dominant
position. In this example, only spatial incursions and police mismanage-
ment occurred. Their combination is sufficient to cause violence in my
sample. Again the particular temporal dynamic was decisive in leading
to a police riot.

At the protest in Washington, DC, on 21 October 1967, protesters
marched from the National Mall to the Pentagon to protest against the
war in Vietnam. Police units were relaxed throughout the day, wait-
ing for the march to arrive at the Pentagon. Owing to the low-profile
police strategy, initially only 3,000 officers were on duty for the march
by 30,000 protesters. Army troops were on stand-by, hidden inside the
Pentagon. Judging from visual footage, the rally had a peaceful, picnic
atmosphere. The marshals guarding the Pentagon relaxed throughout
the day and waited for the march to arrive. In pictures, police and sol-
diers show a calm mood (US Marshals Service, 2011) – they lie on the
grass and appear to be chatting with each other.

Tensions rose late and quite suddenly. When protesters arrived at
the Pentagon, some tried to break through the police lines: spatial
incursions occurred in the form of territorial boundary crossing. This
unsettled officers greatly. Some reports additionally state that food was
thrown at officers.54 Spatial incursions led to first minor scuffles, but
owing to mismanagement police forces were not able to react imme-
diately: police had to wait 20 minutes until the Justice Department
gave its approval for 5,000 soldiers inside the Pentagon to be deployed
outside to support their colleagues.55 Consequently, thousands of sol-
diers knew what was happening outside, but had to wait inside to be
deployed.

The Washington Post later resumed:

Ironically, Pentagon officials were so preoccupied with presenting a
tolerant image that they kept thousands of soldiers hidden inside the
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building. During the critical early stages of the confrontation, a thin
line of MPs [military police] outside the building was overrun, and
the commander couldn’t get reinforcements in place quickly.56

When approval was finally given and troops were sent outside, they
arrived in a moment of surprise to a situation of chaos. They were highly
emotionally charged and reacted very violently towards protesters in
this sudden advantageous situation. In their perception, they arrived at
the last moment to support their colleagues in danger. As a protester
recalls in another Washington Post article, “people became frightened.
[ . . . ] They began running every which way. At that moment, it turned
into something else. A sense of chaos takes over.” 57

Officers perceived an imminent loss of control owing to the combi-
nation of spatial incursions and police mismanagement. The particular
temporal sequence of these interactions led to a drastic and prolonged
increase of tension and fear on the part of the officers. Owing to
mismanagement, the hidden soldiers were unable to see their “oppo-
nent” or to react to the territorial incursion. When they were suddenly
ordered into action, they gained dominance over surprised protesters
and reacted very violently.

7.6 The WTO in Seattle: Experiencing strong dominance

On 30 November 1999, protests against the conference of the World
Trade Organization (WTO) took place in Seattle. When the primary
march, starting at 12:45 p.m., arrived downtown at Union and 4th Street
by 3 p.m., protesters suffered police violence even though they were
participating in a peaceful march.

In Seattle, all of the five interactions emerged in a forward-panic
sequence. Spatial incursions took place when protesters from the Direct
Action Network (DAN) peacefully blocked intersections on the morning
of the protest day. Their aim was to prevent delegates from attending
the WTO conference. Police units were surprised and unprepared for
these actions. They had negotiated with protest groups in the weeks
leading up to the event, but the DAN had not participated in the nego-
tiations. When an initial number of 400–600 police officers faced about
50,000 protesters (partly engaging in civil disobedience), officers felt
unprepared, betrayed and became nervous.

Subsequently, escalation signs took place when officers heard news
about possible bombings, about aggressive protesters with Molotov
cocktails or about units having to withdraw. Officers received such news
from colleagues over police radio in quick succession. Announcements
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gave information about protesters preparing for civil disobedience, and
on units being threatened and outnumbered, or announcing their
retreat. For example, “About 200 protesters shut down intersection.
Taking fencing down. No police presence. Delegates in area. Unknown
status.” Or “Large number of protesters on bus, do not have personnel
to hold line.”58 Escalation signs had a drastic influence on the visible
change of emotional dynamics in Seattle and further amplified tensions.
Officers had no precise knowledge of the situation, but one of the few
things they believed they knew was that they were in danger.59 Police
mismanagement further aggravated the tense situation. Logistical prob-
lems led to shortages in food and water supply as well as insufficient
rest for police officers. Police leadership did not take actions when the
situation got out of hand, and the operational control had no real-
time knowledge of what was happening in the streets. In addition, a
very small number of protesters committed property damage. The use
of property damage generally increases tension on the side of officers
as well as on the side of protesters. Police assume that protesters who
destroy property are potentially violent against people, and tend to per-
ceive all protesters as possibly dangerous.60 At the same time, protesters
who refrain from damaging property – which is the overwhelming
majority in moderate protest groups in Western democracies – get upset
by it as well. In Seattle several protesters tried to stop others from
destroying property, fearing a bad image for the protest and harsh police
reactions towards the entire group.61 Lastly, communication problems
between protesters and police manifested in these increasingly chaotic
situations, making each side less aware of and increasingly sceptical
about the other group’s intentions – in particular in the light of the
previous interactions.

Spatial incursions and police mismanagement would have sufficed for
officers to perceive a loss of control. Yet in Seattle the other three interac-
tions further added to the emotional dynamic. Police felt outnumbered
and severely threatened. Evaluation committees state that most of the
threats that the police feared during the operation did not materialise.
However, at the time and on the spot – given the limited overview they
had when facing the situation – officers had “legitimate reason to be
seriously concerned for their personal safety” and to fear that they were
in “serious danger”.62

While the first of five interactions started taking place in the early
morning, police used violence against protesters of the march around
3 p.m. More than seven hours had passed in which the emotional
dynamic unfolded and tensions increased. At 3.30 p.m. – 30 minutes
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after officers used violence against the march – Seattle Mayor Paul Schell
declared the state of emergency and brought in the National Guard.
This further illustrates the extent to which a loss of control over the
operation was perceived. After-action reports by the Seattle City Coun-
cil directly use the word “panic” to describe Seattle police officers’ state
of mind.63

Although the shift of dominance was not as abrupt as in the Vietnam
Peace March, panic and subsequent display of dominance are apparent
in Seattle. Seattle officers appear to have felt total dominance after using
violence against largely peaceful protesters for some time. Several offi-
cers walk around calmly and spray and hit everyone in sight.64 While
unarmed peaceful protesters crawl on the floor, officers shoot rubber
bullets at them from close range or empty their pepper-spray bottles
over them in a body posture that shows self-assurance and calm.

Once officers had used violence against the peaceful march, they
also attacked shop owners, bystanders and elderly residents – their vio-
lence seems indiscriminate and purposeless. The fact that many officers
exhausted their pepper spray, although the containers contain spray
for many hours,65 further indicates a forward panic: violence was used
excessively after officers entered a violent rush.66 What looks like the
result of hateful feelings and cruel intentions can in fact be explained
by strong dominance over a weak victim.

8. Discussion and conclusion

My exploratory analysis suggests that a specific temporal dynamic of
previously unplanned interactions between protesters and officers can
lead to a forward panic and thereby to a specific form of unrestrained
violence: police riots. In these instances a prolonged increase of tension
and fear is followed by a release of tensions when one side achieves
sudden dominance over the “opponent”. Actors enter a violent rush, in
which their acts of violence appear uncontrolled and excessive. Findings
suggests that: (1) situational interactions between protesters and offi-
cers are crucial for producing emotional dynamics that trigger violence;
(2) the temporal order of these interactions and emotional dynamics
matters for the intensity of violence; and (3) a police riot can emerge
owing to the specific temporal sequences of a forward panic.

The findings imply that such instances are not necessarily an indica-
tor of previous motivations, or potentially cruel intentions of officers
towards protesters. There is no evidence that officers take part in such
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riots because of hateful intentions towards protesters. They do not
riot in other protests by the same protest groups in my sample, but
only in very few cases.67 Rather, the brutality of their actions seems
to be a product of the emotional dynamic that officers experience.
The reason for their emotional state appears to be the prior temporal
sequence of interactions with protesters. While these instances of exces-
sive violence appear cruel and driven by hatred, their emergence follows
specific patterns that do not seem to be linked to potentially hateful
motivations.68

Further, the adjective “unrestrained” can also refer to the absence of
restriction: in other words, an absence of police organisational supervi-
sion of officers’ actions. While such a lack of command certainly plays
a role for the officers’ perception of a loss of control, my findings sug-
gest that the absence of organisational supervision alone cannot lead
to police riots. In most cases when difficulties in command structure
and police organisation arise during operations, no excessive violence
by officers occurs. Police mismanagement always needs to combine
with other interactions in a specific temporal sequence to trigger police
riots.

Although the discussed cases were part of a random case selec-
tion procedure, the presented findings of the temporal dynamics for
police riots are only exploratory. Further systematic research should
comparatively analyse a larger sample of police riots and further inves-
tigate the exact duration of interactions during a protest (covering,
for example, temporal overlaps or intermissions between interactions).
Comparing countries beyond the United States and Germany can be
useful to study the extent to which forward panics differ depending
on protest groups, political opportunities and police structure. Such a
comparative perspective would shed more light on the link (or disjunc-
ture) of structural conditions and micro-situations in explanations of
violence.

Further, findings of this exploratory study indicate that Collins’ the-
ory is measurable by systematically studying interactions and emotional
dynamics. In addition, they suggest that sequence analysis can be vital
in looking at situational dynamics and the intensity of physical vio-
lence. Future research could focus on why some actors – in my study
officers, in Collins’ study soldiers, among others69 – undergo a forward
panic while some seem immune to it and do not participate in acts
of excessive violence.70 Are some actors better at establishing domi-
nance, and do they enter a forward panic more easily? Such studies
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might also focus on the hormonal levels of actors71 to explain these
differences in officers’ reactions to a perceived loss of control. Together
with innovative methods (such as sequence analysis or QCA), such a
disciplinary combination of bio-sociology with crowd psychology and
social sciences can further contribute to our understanding of excessive
violence.

9. Appendix: Sample

Table 3.1 Sample

# Violence United States
(issue, city, year)

# Violence Germany
(issue, city, year)

01 yes World Trade Organization
(WTO) meeting, Seattle,
1999

16 yes Group of Eight
meeting, Rostock,
2007

02 yes Free Trade of the
Americas meeting,
Miami, 2003

17 yes Asia-Europe meeting
(ASEM), Hamburg,
2007

03 yes Rutgers University, New
Jersey, 1995

18 yes Nuclear power plant,
Wilstermarsch, 1981

04 no Washington Peace March,
Washington, DC, 1971

19 yes US Cambodia
invasion, Berlin, 1970

05 yes Tompkins curfew &
gentrification, New York
City, 1988

20 no City politics &
gentrification,
Hamburg, 2009

06 no Iraq invasion,
Washington, DC, 2002

21 no North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO),
Kehl, 2009

07 no Group of 20, Pittsburgh,
2009

22 no Migrants’ rights,
Rostock, 2007

08 yes International Monetary
Fund (IMF) & WTO,
Washington, DC, 2000

23 yes Education policies,
Hannover, 2008

09 yes IMF, Washington, DC,
2003

24 yes Education fees,
Frankfurt, 2008

10 yes Republican National
Convention (RNC), St
Paul, 2008

25 yes NATO, Munich, 2003

11 no Iraq War, San Francisco,
2003

26 yes Social service cuts,
Frankfurt, 2007

12 no RNC, New York City,
2004

27 no Education policies,
Frankfurt, 2009
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13 yes Bush administration,
Portland, 2002

28 yes Springer Press &
Vietnam War, Berlin,
1968

14 no Iraq War, Washington,
DC, 2007

29 no Emergency laws,
Bonn, 1968

15 yes Vietnam War,
Washington, DC, 1967

30 no Gorleben nuclear
power plant,
Hannover, 1979
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4
What the Situation Explains:
On Riotous Violence
Ferdinand Sutterlüty

Some two decades ago, a number of German sociologists called for a
fundamental reorientation of research into violence, arguing that the
failure to make violence as such – in the sense of a situated event, a
physical activity – the subject of social-scientific research represented a
serious deficit that bordered on the grotesque. Such research, these crit-
ics claimed, had been hitherto limited mainly to the socio-structural,
cultural-historical and biographically conditioned causes of violence,
factors that were remote from the situations in which violence was
physically manifested.1 Mainstream sociology, which is able to iden-
tify quantitative distributions and statistical connections – for example,
between poverty, disintegrated milieux, ethnicised attitudes and vio-
lence – has almost nothing to say about the actual exercise of violence
and, in addition, has a tendency to over-predict its occurrence. Such a
sociology can perhaps explain rates and probabilities of violence but not
a violent act, a violent event. Explaining the latter, as Trutz von Trotha
has argued, requires a “genuine sociology of violence”, one that begins
with a “thick description” and a “microscopic analysis” of the violent
action.2

Research into violence thus needs to take into account the only appar-
ently trivial fact that violent action always takes place in a situation. This
often dynamically developing situation is fundamentally determined by
the actions of others – opponents, victims and also third parties who
may be directly or merely indirectly involved. Since violence is consti-
tutively a situational interaction, it can only be adequately investigated
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as such. This is especially clear in the case of collective violence, which
is the focus of this paper.

Following a brief explanation of what can be regarded as a situationist
approach (1), my paper explores a couple of such approaches that have
contributed significantly to research into violence over the past years
and generated a series of ground-breaking empirical studies (2). A num-
ber of impressive micro-sociological, social-psychological and transdis-
ciplinary theoretical frameworks have been developed that share the
characteristics of a situationist explanatory approach. As I will show,
these frameworks in part run the risk of abetting an excessively mecha-
nistic and reifying understanding of the violent situation and embracing
a situational metaphysics (3). Referring to examples of riots in the
recent past, I will also examine the achievements and limitations of a
situationist approach to collective violence.

However, before addressing these issues it is necessary to clarify
what is to be understood by the terms “situation” and “situationist
explanation”.

1. What is a situationist explanation of violent action?

The literature relating to this field extends from experimental psy-
chology to micro-sociological interaction analysis and ethnography
and offers a highly diverse range of conceptions of the situationist
approach. Philip Zimbardo, for instance, subsumes under a situationist
approach everything that goes beyond the analysis of individual dispo-
sitions and does without a pathologisation of the perpetrators, thereby
according situationism an extremely broad scope of application.3 While
there is convincing evidence to support Zimbardo’s thesis that in certain
circumstances normal, clinically sane people are capable of the most
brutal acts, from a sociological perspective identifying every explanation
that does not refer to personality traits as situationist is unsatisfactory.
In sociology and its neighbouring disciplines, the methodologies offer-
ing an alternative to personality-based aetiologies constitute a highly
differentiated field, one in which not only dispositional but above all
socio-structural and culture-theoretical approaches form the counter-
poles to paradigms that set the greatest store by the meticulous analysis
of violent situations.4

Against this background it is important to define the meaning of
“situation” and “situationist explanatory approach” within the context
of research into violence, in order to avoid saddling situational anal-
yses with the burden of having to explain almost everything. We can
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begin with two negative definitions. First, a situationist explanation
must be able to comprehend violent actions independently of the
actors participating in them: i.e., without recourse to the latter’s indi-
vidual socialisation or biographically acquired behavioural dispositions.
Second, such an explanation must not limit itself to the analysis of
socio-structural tensions, patterns of cultural orientation or historical
processes but must, where required, show how these are manifested in
the action situations in which violence is exercised. A positive defini-
tion of situationist approaches is that they engage with the physical act
of violence itself – as opposed to the causes of violence, structural pre-
conditions and background factors external to the event. They attempt
to explain this physical act on the basis of the interaction between the
participating actors, the dynamic resulting from this interaction and the
specific, often rapidly changing, situational contexts of the exercise of
violence.

2. The contribution of situationist analyses of
collective violence

Situationist approaches that proceed in this manner have certainly
generated theoretical concepts and analytical instruments that are indis-
pensable for the investigation of violence, particularly collective vio-
lence. Without them, as argued below, the inherent dynamics of violent
interaction cannot be adequately comprehended. Moreover, they pro-
vide important insights into the situational interpretations by actors
that make collective violent excesses possible in the first place.

However, collective violence encompasses very different phenomena,
which range from pre-planned brawls between hooligans to campaigns
of genocidal extermination. As these two examples already show, the
constellations of actors involved can be highly symmetrical or extremely
asymmetrical. Furthermore, along with the actions of direct partici-
pants, the behaviour of other groups of actors also plays a central role.
The course of collective violent events can be strongly influenced, for
example, by the reactions of state executives and statements by politi-
cal representatives or by whether the immediate setting is dominated by
passive supporters of the perpetrators, applauding bystanders or groups
who take the side of the victims and attempt to stop the violence. Such
contextual factors determine not only the opportunity structures for
violence and the legitimatory conditions in which the perpetrators act
but often also how they define the action situation. The variants and
constellations of actors are so numerous that it is barely possible to
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list them all. However, in general we can say that collective violence
is an interactive event and, as such, is shaped by multilaterally influ-
enced escalation processes that develop a powerful dynamic of their
own. An understanding of this inherent dynamic of collective violence,
which is indispensable for a comprehensive explanation, requires a pre-
cise reconstruction of the violence itself and the often complex contexts
in which it is carried out. It is precisely to this task that situationist
approaches are suited.

Although this paper examines the value of such approaches for the
analysis of collective violence, it does not aim to provide a systematic
description of the differences between collective and individually prac-
tised violence. Without claiming to offer a conclusive explanation, my
focus here is on the following specific features of collective violence: the
chains of interaction involved, which, in comparison to violence perpe-
trated by individuals, are far longer and more complex, and in which
different actors influence one another in their actions; the multilateral
and ongoing interpretive processes that are constitutive of the genesis
and course of collective violent phenomena; and the diversity of groups
of actors, which do not necessarily need to have the same motives for
their violent behaviour or act in the same way in order to spur each
other on.5 In this sense collective violence is much more than the vio-
lence of a group whose members would be capable of the same actions
when acting as individuals.

The explanatory capacity of situationist approaches to collective vio-
lence can be illustrated using examples of riots that have occurred in
recent decades in urban areas in the United States and Europe charac-
terised by social deprivation and ethnic tensions. The manner in which
these riots broke out already points to the fact that socio-structural con-
ditions such as poverty and extreme inequality cannot in themselves
explain such events. The beginning of the unrest is typically associ-
ated with a police assault. The run-up to the riots in Los Angeles in
1992, which resulted in 53 deaths and immense damage to property as
a result of arson and looting, began on 3 March 1991, when the then 26-
year-old black motorist Rodney King was brutally beaten with batons by
four police officers, three white and one Hispanic, following a car chase.
The incident was seen around the world owing to the fact that it was
filmed by a local resident and then disseminated through the media.
However, the riots, which were concentrated in sections of South Cen-
tral Los Angeles, actually occurred a year later, after the four charged
police officers were cleared by a mainly white jury, which did not have
a single African-American member.6 The three weeks of rioting in the
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French banlieues in 2005 broke out after two youths of Maghrebi origin,
17-year-old Zyed Benna and 15-year-old Bouna Traoré, were tragically
electrocuted in a power substation in Clichy-sous-Bois, in the outskirts
of Paris, while attempting to evade a police patrol on 27 October of
that year. According to official figures, in the unrest that followed four
people died and numerous others were injured; throughout France thou-
sands of cars were reported burned and destroyed, and over 200 public
buildings, including many schools and police stations, were damaged or
burned to the ground.7 The far shorter but no less severe riots that raged
in 2011 in several London suburbs before spreading to other British
cities began in the early evening of 4 August, after Mark Duggan, a
29-year-old dark-skinned man, was shot in the north London suburb
of Tottenham by police for reasons that remain unclear.8 The Swedish
riots that broke out in the Stockholm suburb of Husby in May 2013
followed the shooting of a 69-year-old man of Portuguese origin who,
according to the police, was waving a machete as officers attempted to
search his home.9 In August 2014, in Ferguson, near St Louis, Missouri,
angry residents demonstrated and rioted following the death of the
unarmed 18-year-old African-American Michael Brown, who was shot
several times by a white police officer; rioting flared up again following
the decision by a grand jury not to indict the police officer concerned.10

The striking similarities between the events that triggered these riots
could be read as evidence of a culturally mediated script that was acti-
vated by an initial spark and provided stage directions for the ritual
that was subsequently played out. The riots described here all had
antecedents in these countries, and it can also be assumed that, owing
to their widespread echo in the international media, events of this
kind have influenced one another. Seen from a distance, the diagnosis
that riots in urban problem areas proceed in accordance with a cul-
turally sedimented script is certainly not incorrect. However, on closer
examination a more differentiated picture emerges. Detailed situation
and progression analyses quickly show that violent excesses during the
riots developed out of the interaction between many actors and a con-
stant redefinition of the situation. It is far too simplistic to assume
that the rioters just carried out previously defined intentions without
being affected in the course of events by their context-specific expe-
riences, newly emerging interpretations and situational action prob-
lems.11 Along with the intentions and interpretive activity of actors, we
also need to consider a situation-theoretical “alterity principle”, one that
takes into account the possibility of a “guidance of the situation by the
others”.12
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The interactionist analysis of riots in the United States by Ralph H.
Turner reveals two fundamental elements of their situational devel-
opmental dynamic: the successive alteration of normative standards,
which ultimately leads to a situational interpretation that facilitates vio-
lence, and the trajectory of the outbreaks of violence themselves, which
can only be comprehended with reference to the interplay of different
actors.13 Turner points out that in the course of riots norms usually
accepted by most of the participants are abrogated. For example, he
quotes one participant in the Los Angeles riots of 1992 as saying: “It’s a
riot – anything goes!”14 During riots, norms inhibiting violence are tem-
porarily suspended, as is respect for the property of others, which facil-
itates violent attacks, looting and arson by people who in other circum-
stances would hardly be capable of such actions.15 Randall Collins, refer-
ring to examples that include the Los Angeles riots, uses the term “moral
holiday” to describe a situation in which certain rules are collectively
suspended and people no longer prevent others from acting violently or
committing other offences.16 On the other hand, as Collins quite rightly
points out, the moral time-out during riots does not apply to all rules
governing public behaviour. In cases such as the Los Angeles riots, vio-
lence never led to an unrestrained war of all against all, looters did not
loot from one another and there were virtually no indications of rape.

However, the partial collapse of restrictive norms still does not explain
what motivated the rioters in a positive sense; it merely shows that
inhibitory principles which usually have a prohibitive or restraining
function were dismissed. What Turner’s analysis shows is that the
impulses motivating action are not simply generated by the initial
events but rather take shape in the course of the riots and serve as
a common legitimatory framework for the different groups of rioters.
During the 1992 Los Angeles riots, the “emergent norms” that Turner
speaks of were shaped by the idea of “retaliation for white injustice
toward minorities”.17 However, he does not describe in any detail the
process by which the idea of taking revenge developed into a legitimate
and motivating maxim of action among the rioters and situationally
prevented them from considering the consequences for themselves and
others. In the case of the 2005 French and 2011 British riots, in which
the motive of “revenge” – above all, against the police and other state
authorities – also played a vital role,18 it can be seen that it was not
only the rioters who participated in the development of a situational
interpretation that legitimised violence. Public debates and statements
by leading politicians also contributed decisively to the interactive
formation of this interpretation.19
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When considering the French case, it is important to remember that
during the months prior to the outbreak of rioting in November 2005,
the negative image of so-called beurs, the Maghrebi French, was the
subject of an intense discussion, in the context of which they were
frequently defamed as Islamists ready to foment terror and as inter-
nal enemies, while the banlieues they inhabited were depicted as hives
of criminality.20 The pronouncement by the then Minister of the Inte-
rior, Nicolas Sarkozy, on 19 July 2005 that, owing to the high level of
criminality, he wanted to have the Parisian suburb of La Courneuve
“cleaned out with a Kärcher” and the delinquents “Kärcherised”21 –
i.e., washed away with a high-pressure cleaner – had significant reper-
cussions in the public debate. In the early phase of the French riots
Sarkozy spoke on camera of young “scum” and “rabble” in the banlieues.
Prime Minister David Cameron’s statement on the 2011 British riots,
“This is criminality, pure and simple”, while adopting a more moder-
ate tone, also took the line that the riots were merely a result of rioters’
behavioural problems and not also an expression of problems suffered
by the residents of the suburbs concerned. This sentiment reflected dom-
inant political reactions in Britain, which in many cases took a harsher
tone, referring to a “feckless criminal underclass” and “mindless, feral
youths” who needed to be brought to book.22

Such statements, which were disseminated by the media in real time,
fuelled the aggressiveness of the rioting and attacks by strengthening
the subjective certainty of the rioters that their actions were legitimate.
The fatal police pursuit of Zyed Benna and Bouna Traoré in Clichy-sous-
Bois and the shooting of Mark Duggan in Tottenham were interpreted
as merely the most extreme forms of the way state authorities dealt with
disadvantaged populations and ethnic minorities. Moreover, as in the
US riots described by Turner, in both the French and British cases the
outrage over these deaths and the reaction of rioters were met with a
degree of understanding in the neighbourhoods and districts involved –
even among those opposed to the use of violence. This, too, strength-
ened the sense among rioters that their rage and retributive actions were
justified.

Here a situationist analysis runs into certain limitations. The norma-
tive expectations whose violation the rioters were reacting to cannot be
explained solely on the basis of the interactively developing situation.
They did not first emerge, as Turner suggests in his analysis, in the course
of the escalating unrest.23 In the French and British riots, pre-existing
claims to equal treatment were of utmost importance. As relevant stud-
ies show, young members of ethnic minorities residing in areas involved



66 Dynamics of Excess

in the rioting – in contrast to their parents’ generation – had fully inter-
nalised the idea of civic equality.24 Indeed it would seem that the rioters,
who were predominantly young and male, represent cogent examples
of the “paradox of cultural assimilation”, a concept formulated in the
1990s by François Dubet in the context of his study of violence-prone
and rebellious youths in the banlieues. Dubet noticed that the more cul-
turally integrated such young people were, and the greater the degree
to which they had internalised the values of their society, the more
pronounced were their feelings of exclusion and injustice.25

In the years leading up to the 2005 and 2011 riots in France and
Britain, such morally based discontent was fuelled by the everyday expe-
riences of subsequent rioters. These experiences were shaped above all
in France by the law and order policies implemented in the banlieues
in the years prior to the riots, which Fabien Jobard has described as
“paramilitary”,26 and in Britain by the so-called stop-and-search polic-
ing, which was introduced to combat terrorism and implemented above
all in areas with a high crime rate. In the areas of France and Britain
where the riots occurred, these policies, which permitted police to carry
out checks and searches without any specific suspicion, corroded trust
in security agencies and in the rule of law.

In both cases there was an accumulation of reports of demeaning
treatment by police and arbitrary measures undertaken by security
organs. Many rioters had direct experience of such treatment, and we
know from the available primary sources that this was a major factor
contributing to the claim that they were not treated in the same way
as other French or British citizens.27 They took the constitutional prin-
ciple of civic equality at its word and were angered by the fact that
apparently in practice it was not supposed to apply to them. In France,
unlike in Britain, a decisive role was also played by the accusation,
based on widespread experience, that in the banlieues the French edu-
cation system consistently failed to live up to its promise of equality of
opportunity and merit-based advancement. The infuriation of the riot-
ers was thus fed by the violation of claims to civic equality, of a norm
constitutive of democracies, the reconstruction of which is beyond the
capacity of a purely situationist analysis of the events. The interpretive
paradigm that formed the basis of rioters’ outrage was already formu-
lated before the riots themselves broke out and was directly connected
with the normative order of democratic societies and their institutions.

Nevertheless, if the above account is correct, a situationist analysis
must be able to show that the claim to equal treatment by state insti-
tutions and the perceived violation of this right had an impact on the
riots themselves. There are many indications in sources relating directly
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to the riots that this was actually the case. One example can be found
in a slogan used very often by the rioters in France: “Liberty, equality,
fraternity, but not on the outskirts!”28 The protagonists thereby voiced
their demand that what applied to other French citizens necessarily also
applied to banlieue residents; the noble ideals of the nation could not
be abrogated in their case. One British rioter expressed the rage he felt
towards the police and the government with the words “One ‘law’ for
the rich and another for everyone else”.29 This statement also articulates
a basic claim to equal treatment as a citizen and legal entity, a claim
that ultimately became the motivational mainspring for participation
in the riots.

Without the normative standards outlined above, which did not orig-
inate situationally and yet evidently played a role in the way the corre-
sponding situations were interpreted by actors, the riots would not have
occurred.30 Once we have reconstructed these internalised norms of
equality anchored firmly in democratic culture and demonstrated their
significant effect on the riots, then the strengths of situationist analyses
become readily apparent. The escalatory and inherent dynamic of the
riots can certainly not be reduced to this normative paradigm. Explain-
ing the occurrence and course of the riots requires an interactionistically
orientated situational analysis.

Such a reconstruction needs first to consider the “period of testing”
that can usually be observed at the beginning of riots.31 In this phase
an offensive advance guard engages with the police in order to find out
who will gain the upper hand and how great the risks of being appre-
hended are. In some cases, this test phase is certainly directly intended
as such, while in other cases spontaneous reactions are seen as test runs
only in retrospect; whatever applies here, the result of the test is cru-
cial in determining whether other actors become involved and whether
there is an extension of riot activities. In the initial phases, attacks
are most directed – in accordance with the triggering events and the
basic normative paradigms outlined above – against the police and their
institutions. The expansion of targets of attack can also be explained
in interactionist terms on the basis of new situations emerging in the
context of riots. In the French case, these latter targets were, above all,
schools and other public institutions, which for the rioters represented
symbols and embodiments of a republic that they saw as betraying its
own ideals. In the British case, rioters set fire to numerous municipal
institutions and many turned to looting businesses.

Looting, which also assumed enormous dimensions during the Los
Angeles riots in 1992, seems to constitute a gross deviation from the
original, normatively based motives of the rioters. However, it can be
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comprehended, at least in part, on the basis of the interactive nature
of events. For instance, Lee Bridges points out that during the 2011
British riots the strategy adopted by the police initially focused on pro-
tecting their own facilities, which led to a territorial extension of the
riots and the selection of new targets for attack, namely businesses.32

Randall Collins argues that looting is the best way of keeping a riot
going and drawing in actors who reject the use of violence against peo-
ple. As he puts it, “Rioters must have something to do, otherwise the
riot peters out.”33 It needs to be added that, while looting plays a key
role in the perpetuation and prolongation of a riot and the recruitment
of new rioters, it also, of course, provides opportunities for free riders
who are merely interested in exploiting the situation in order to take a
free shopping trip.

An interactionist reconstruction of the escalation processes charac-
terising the French and British riots, for instance, also has to keep in
mind the competition between the different locations at which riot-
ing simultaneously took place. In both cases a type of rivalry developed
between different suburbs and cities, with rioting groups competing to
attract the most media attention and cause the most destruction. The list
of escalation dynamics, opportunity structures and goal displacements
that can only be identified using an interactionist situational analysis
could certainly be extended.

However, what also needs to be taken into account here is an aspect
that seems to have decisive significance for the initial situation in which
riots are sparked and that helps to shed light on the destructiveness they
entail: the alienation of rioters and their social milieu from state insti-
tutions and the arenas of political debate. I have already referred to the
mistrust of the justice system and policing apparatus common among
rioters and nourished by specific experiences. In all the cases discussed
here, this mistrust extended to the sphere of politics. None of the urban
areas in which the riots took place was connected to mainstream politics
by functioning channels of communication which could have provided
the concerns of residents with public representation.

In the case of the United States, Ronald N. Jacobs argues that an ethnic
stratification of the public sphere has prevented the formation of “inter-
pretive communities” focusing on the situation of the African-American
population within a diversified public.34 As a consequence, discourse has
been dominated by a “tragic narrative” that has promoted alienation
and resignation and destroyed all hope of making oneself consistently
heard through the political articulation of specific concerns. Jacobs sees
this state of affairs as defining the initial situation from which not only
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the Los Angeles riots of 1992 but also earlier cases of unrest evolved.
In his analysis of the background to the French riots in 2005, Didier
Lapeyronnie demonstrates that in the wake of the widespread disap-
pearance of local associations of the traditional workers’ parties a silent
“emptiness” has emerged between the political sphere and the residents
of urban zones of poverty.35 Comparable characterisations can be found
in Gary Younge’s designation of the British rioters of 2011 as “political
orphans” and John Benyon’s description of the riots as the “ballot boxes
of the poor”.36

The yawning gulf between the political sphere and local life in the
areas affected by rioting is doubtless a fundamental reason for the fact
that the riots took on a destructive form and were not translated into
political demands. This gulf makes comprehensible the fact that the
riots were bereft of any sense of political hope but were, rather, dom-
inated by the semantics of revenge and retribution. Because the rioters
were alienated from political institutions and saw themselves as discon-
nected from these institutions, their protest did not take the form, for
instance, of a political petition or a social movement but instead was
expressed in violence against a state that had failed to keep its promise
and had trampled on the claim to civic equality. This blockage of com-
munication between marginalised urban areas and the political sphere
is a general feature of situations out of which riots can develop.

Comparing situational analyses of the kind described can help us to
identify types of situational constellations and features that favour col-
lective violence. Research over recent decades has contributed a great
deal in this respect. The famous Stanford Prison Experiment and the
study of a diverse range of violent phenomena have shown that the
dehumanisation of victims, the de-individuation of perpetrators and
victims (for example, by means of uniforms or facial concealment),
the symbolic exclusion of groups of people from the scope of moral
rules and the institutional acceptability of brutal ways of acting greatly
encourage the exercise of collective violence.37 Here and there such sit-
uational conditions may also have played a role in the riots referred to.
But when it comes to an explanation of these events, it is more promis-
ing to condense the features of urban unrest identified above into a
situational typology of riot-like occurrences.

This situational typology, which could certainly be expanded and
refined by studying further past and present examples, features three
analytically distinguishable yet empirically interlocking elements: the
initial situation, the developing interpretation of the situation by the
actors and the interactively evolving escalation dynamic.
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At the beginning there is always an incident that is the subject of
heated public discussion in which a member of an ethnic minority is
either badly injured or killed as the result of excessive police action. The
victims come, hardly coincidentally, from the deprived urban areas in
which the riots triggered by the police action are centred. The initial sit-
uation is further typically characterised by the fact that the marginalised
milieux from which the rioters are recruited are alienated from all levels
of politics and as a result do not know how to channel their protest into
some form of political intervention. The reason for the rioters being so
outraged is connected with their situational interpretation.

They interpret the initial events in light of their own experiences with
the police and other state authorities as merely the most extreme expres-
sion of what they are subject to in their neighbourhoods on a daily
basis. This interpretation, which cannot be comprehended in solely sit-
uational terms, is based in democratic cultures on generally accepted
norms of equal treatment for all citizens; their everyday violation is the
source of rebellious rage. However, it is due to public reactions vilify-
ing the initial rioting and attacks against police that the interpretation
underpinned by norms of equality becomes activated, confirmed anew
and ultimately a guiding basis for action. A moral state of exception
develops, in which normally effective social-moral barriers to violent
behaviour are pulverised and rioters see themselves as justified in exact-
ing retribution upon the police and the state institutions that have
deprived them of their legitimate rights.

Interaction dynamics then come into play that lead to a further esca-
lation of the violence, the selection of new targets and the creation of
opportunity structures enabling other actors to participate in the rioting
or commit criminal acts on their own account. This escalation com-
monly includes a phase in which the relative strengths of the initial
group of rioters and the police are tested out. The results of this phase
are decisive for whether other actors take part in the unrest and for
the dimensions the riot is able to assume. The subsequent selection of
targets of destruction is highly dependent on the strategies employed
by the police. The chaos that ensues also provides looters and other
criminals with the opportunity to take actions that have little direct
connection with the moral outrage that formed the original foundation
of the riot.

The reconstruction of such dynamics is the exclusive domain of
situationist approaches to the investigation of collective violence and
the courses it takes. However, the preceding analyses, based on the
example of several riots, have also pointed to a number of limitations of
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the situationist approach. At the same time they have at least suggested
at some points how tensions and interpretations that require a socio-
structural and culture-theoretical analysis can be integrated into the
investigation of the interactive violent event. Against this background,
we can now take a critical look at new concepts of research into vio-
lence that can clearly be located within the situationist paradigm. Even
if these concepts for the most part do not refer exclusively to riots, they
can be evaluated in light of the preceding discussion.

3. Some flaws in situationist theories of violence

In the entirely justified endeavour to scrutinise the physical reality of
violence and move beyond a disembodied correlation of isolated factors,
more recent situationist approaches have led for their part to a peculiar
narrowing of perspective. Perhaps the most extreme form of situationist
reductionism can be found in Wolfgang Sofsky’s attempt to provide a
thick description of the practice of violence within the framework of
his bleak anthropology. The micro-analysis he propagates is concerned
not with a reconstruction of “sense and meaning” or “intentions and
ideas” but rather with the “phenomenal facts” of violence itself, the
central concepts of which are “body”, “sensation” and “experience”, in
the sense of being negatively impacted by an event.38 As part of his
gesture of pronouncing the truth about our violence-addicted species,
one that we attempt to hide behind our illusions of civilisation, Sofsky
diagnoses a “law” or “logic” of violence which we can all be swept along
by more or less indiscriminately merely as a result of finding ourselves
in certain types of situation. In Sofsky’s view torture, the hunting of
other human beings and massacres are different forms of a self-sufficient
“pure praxis” whose motive is solely generated within the dynamic of
violence.39 This baleful dynamic, which seems able to take possession
of violent subjects as if they were neutral vessels, evolves, according to
Sofsky, out of the violent situation itself. This means, he writes, that
for the “praxeology of violence” the predispositions of the perpetrators
are just as irrelevant as the historical circumstances. The occurrence of
violence can only be explained in terms of itself and the passions it
unleashes.40

It is absolutely correct that violent actions can induce physical and
normative states of exception that are experienced by the perpetrators
as ecstatic. This may motivate some rioters to a certain extent; however,
such “intrinsic motives for violence”41 cannot explain the evolution and
course of riots as a whole.42 Even where the violent experience becomes
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an end in itself for the perpetrators, they act not as mere situationally
propelled bundles of reactions or experiences but on the basis of the
meaning they attribute to the violence. In the exercise of violence self-
aggrandisement, feelings of power, thrills and sadistic pleasure do not
constitute context-free motives but require an analysis that includes the
relevant historical conditions as well as the socialisatory experiences of
the perpetrators. Sofsky’s far too short-sighted perspective culminates in
a situational metaphysics. His praxeological theory leads him to speak
of a logic of violence as if it were a self-actuating collective subject that
infiltrates the human actors – murderous gangs, hunting packs and tor-
turers. The reifying concept of a logic of violence fails to take account of
the interpretive activity of actors without which any study of collective
violence as it occurs in riots necessarily remains piecemeal.

Riots certainly follow their own logic. However, this logic can only
be comprehended against the background of a riot tradition that prefig-
ures individual incidences and an action dynamic informed by rioters’
interpretive models developed outside the situation and the interac-
tively intersecting interpretations of the participating youth, their social
environments and the wider public. Rioters’ situational definitions con-
tinue to be shaped by social experiences, which are conditioned by
their structurally disadvantaged position and which they see as violat-
ing the normative claims to equal treatment as citizens that they have
internalised. As already discussed, in the course of the riots, the vio-
lence of rioters certainly takes on its own dynamic, the driving forces
of which can be ascertained not through the ascription of a mech-
anistic situational logic but only through the reconstruction of the
culturally and socio-structurally contextualised, interactively unfolding
situational interpretations of the actors.

While it is essential that we take into consideration the passions
ignited by the use of violence and the inherent situational dynamic of
violent excesses, reducing such phenomena to the brutal event and its
physical immediacy can only limit the reach of our analysis. Owing to
the close range at which Sofsky views the physical occurrence of vio-
lence – paradoxically from an empathic outsider’s perspective43 – he
cancels out what has always been the central strength of situationist
approaches: their symbolic-interactionist orientation, one of the key ele-
ments of which is the reconstruction of the action-related unfolding of
interpretations and meanings.44

In a certain sense this also applies to Jan Philipp Reemtsma’s phe-
nomenology of violence. Following Helmuth Plessner, Reemtsma speaks
of “the basic form of human existence under the spell of the body” and,



Ferdinand Sutterlüty 73

against this background, distinguishes between three types of physical
violence.45 He uses the term “locative violence” to describe occurrences
in which bodies are violently fixed or moved in space without these
bodies as such being the direct target of the action. In instances of “rap-
tive violence”, by contrast, the perpetrator wants to have the body of
the other and use it for his own sexual or sadistic satisfaction. Finally,
what Reemtsma calls “autotelic violence” aims at the destruction of the
integrity of the body; the term denotes phenomena that tend to be
regarded in our culture as instances of inexplicable rage and senseless
cruelty. This is certainly not where Reemtsma’s comprehensive analyses
end; on the contrary, it is upon his investigation of which of these forms
of violence are seen as dangerous to society or amenable to social inte-
gration, as abhorrent or potentially legitimate in certain circumstances,
that he builds his cultural-historical comparative social theory, which is
based on the interplay between violence and trust.46

Regardless of this, on the level of phenomenal description Reemtsma,
too, strips the practice of violence of its specific internal meaning, in
that he views it only from outside as a quasi-mechanical process with
and between bodies. This unusual approach may exert what at times is
an inspirational alienation effect, but, when it is applied in a system-
atic way, it obscures the description of violent phenomena. Depicting
the riots under discussion here as physical occurrences of locative, rap-
tive and autotelic violence does not really help us to understand them.
When we apply Reemtsma’s categories, the result is that quite different
manifestations of violence end up looking completely the same as one
another: the riots seem hardly distinguishable from the violence of a
xenophobic or fanatical religious mob, a violent confrontation between
gangs or a street battle between hooligans and police in an annually
repeated protest ritual. This is not only unsatisfactory for social-scientific
analysis but also normatively and politically questionable. In addition,
a number of the objections raised against Sofsky’s reifying diction of
a self-actuating logic of violence can also be directed at Reemtsma’s
theory.

Surprisingly, Randall Collins’ quite differently structured theory of
violence exhibits a similar reductionism. Starting from an anthropologi-
cally much more optimistic position than Sofsky and Reemtsma, Collins
points out how difficult it is not only to imagine violent action but also
to actually carry it out.47 He sees the reason for this as lying in the “con-
frontational tension” that, as a rule, we seek to avoid. However, it is in
this confrontational tension that Collins sees the element that drives
violent behaviour. Violence is unleashed when this tension leads to a
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“forward panic”. Because escaping in a forward direction and the vio-
lent venting of confrontational pressure are easiest in relation to weaker
parties, he contends, the violence is mostly directed at the latter; and
the fact that tensions can be extremely high often results in “overkill” –
i.e., a form of violence that is disproportionately extreme in the given
context.

Collins describes this course of events, which is based on confronta-
tional tension and a resulting forward panic, as a “micro-interactional
process”, the motor of which is the “emotional energy” between
actors who seek to prevail in the agonal exchange of emotions. The
action-theoretical premise on which Collins’ theory depends, as Eddie
Hartmann has correctly argued, is thus that those who practice violence
always act “as maximisers of emotional energy” without being really
aware that they are doing so.48 In fact, Collins is able to demonstrate
the aspiration to emotional dominance, the build-up of confrontational
tension and its dissolution in a forward panic in numerous individual
analyses. This is very illuminating as long as he focuses on the micro-
situational processes making up violent action, which sometimes relate
to small but momentous changes in the interactional situation or to
action-relevant physical poses and movements.

Collins’ work offers a rare range of meticulous and varying analyses
of violence, yet while his microscopic, detailed studies are extremely
informative, his central theoretical categories also promote a mechanis-
tic point of view. They speak the behaviouristic-sounding language of
states of tension, energy charges, imbalance of forces and automatisms,
not of interpretations and meanings. A good example is Collins’ concept
of “emotional energy”. At times he refers to such energy as if it were a
force of nature bereft of an internal semantics.49 However, the rage of the
quoted rioters has a propositional content consisting in the violation of
feelings of justice and equity. In all fairness it has to be said that in his
presentation of individual episodes of violence Collins does indeed offer
comprehensive descriptions of this semantic content. Nevertheless his
key analytic concepts comprise an anti-hermeneutic impetus, one that
cannot be filtered out without changing the concepts themselves.

The police assaults that preceded the riots in Los Angeles, Paris,
London, Husby and Ferguson can probably be interpreted, at least in
part, as the result of a forward panic with which the frightened police-
men reacted to confrontational tension.50 However, at this point the
applicability of these terms is already exhausted. In his own expla-
nation of the Los Angeles riots, Collins makes little use of his most
important categories, and even when he does, they seem somewhat
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etiolated and tacked on from outside; they bring little of substance to his
analysis.51 To be sure, Collins’ microanalysis provides us with detailed
insights into the course of individual episodes of riotous violence but
such an approach does not help us to draw overall conclusions about
such instances of unrest. We cannot formulate such conclusions with-
out reconstructing the normative motives behind rioters’ actions, their
situational interpretations and the interactively precipitated transition
to collective violence. Violence always takes place in the space of reasons
and justifications, and we cannot bracket off this space in favour of a
microscopic and body-centred analysis without ignoring a fundamental
aspect of this phenomenon.

4. Conclusion

This essay has attempted to delineate the achievements and limitations
of a situationally and interactionistically orientated theory of collective
violence using the example of riots. It has also aimed to draw atten-
tion to the dangers of a reductionist situationism that has attuned its
sensorium too closely to the physical execution of violence and the
mechanisms through which bodies affect one another. A convincing
theory of collective violence must draw on analytical tools that allow
us to grasp the wide range of what can only be explained on the basis of
the situational dynamics of violence. At the same time it cannot ignore
how and to what extent the relevant situations and their interpretation
are determined by the actors involved. Above all, it must provide insight
into how cultural patterns of interpretation and socio-structural condi-
tions become situationally relevant to action. In brief, the situation must
be given sufficient consideration both as explanans and as explanandum.
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5
Violence and Emotion: Perspectives
of the Perpetrators
Bernhard Giesen

Violence – about this a consensus is quickly reached – is to be refused.
Violence opens up an extraordinary intermediate space of in-between-
ness in everyday routine and its habitual streams, which signals a
barbaric state of nature, the bestial ground of human behaviour, the
breakdown of meaningful action, but in which nonetheless the memory
of a social order is still present. The slide into sheer corporeality is
deemed catastrophic, but only because the possibility of reasonable
action still exists. In an animal that is simply an animal, an instinc-
tive, purely corporeal action will hardly shock us. Violence exists, and
becomes a problem, only with humans.

However, violence, like all crossings of boundaries, is ambiguous. It is
not so much an easily determinable quality of an action as a specific
framing of this action, a perspective that assumes the standpoint of an
external observer or the victim. Perpetrators themselves rarely call their
behaviour violent. If anything, they see in it an unavoidable revenge for
injustice suffered, and emphasise the confrontational character of the
situation, the legitimate use of physicality, the playful character of it all.

Violence is above all observable from the perspective of an unin-
volved third party. Even those who have to endure violence adopt, in
a certain way, an external standpoint. They do not acquiesce in the
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behaviour of the perpetrator, they do not share his view of the situa-
tion; they are confronted with the collapse of a shared understanding.
In many cases, however, the victims no longer have an opportunity
to give an account of their suffering – they are dead, or their shock-
ing experiences are traumatically trapped in their bodies, blocking their
communicability.

Hence it is mainly from the standpoint of the uninvolved observer
that an event can be perceived as an act of violence, or a person as a vic-
tim. The discourse on violence requires distance from the violence itself.
It is from this distance that an act can appear as an act of violence,
even if neither the perpetrator nor the victim classifies it as such. For
centuries, beating was valid as a punishment in school or as an expres-
sion of marital conflict, and though admittedly more unpleasant for
the victims, was a perfectly “normal” use of physical strength, whereas
today violence against children and women would be prosecuted with
juridical vigour.1 The distance that is presupposed in the observation of
violence entails a shift. It not only suggests that phenomena of violence
are a barbarity that is antithetical to the civilisation of the modern era,
but also classifies violence as a typical phenomenon of pre-modern soci-
eties.2 In the following we will not make such a classification. Violence
is possible in all societies, and each society generates its own form of
violence. The dependence on the observer’s point of view suggests the
writing of a history of the changing perspectives through which certain
behaviours appear as “violence”. However, such a history of violence
would be beyond the scope of this essay.3

Nonetheless, the historical distance of a century is not needed in order
to define the differences, and hence to ascertain what counts as violence.
Whoever speaks of violence seems to enter a twilight zone of vague tran-
sitions, in which entirely different stories can be told and conflicting
judgements can be applied. Are we perhaps already speaking of violence
when boxers fight in the ring, when boys come to blows, when duel-
lists attempt to kill each other, when someone being initiated into a
youth group gets a beating from his friends, when a man follows his
exalted beloved, reaches her, holds her fast and kisses her, when a con-
demned criminal is executed, when someone dies because of a careless
omission of a warning? Depending on the perspective, one can speak of
borderline cases or answer the question in the affirmative, claiming that
violence is such a broad fuzzy concept. The application of the concept
varies so strongly that it seems more appropriate to use it as a designa-
tion of “family resemblances”4 than as a selective or clearly delineated
category.
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Nonetheless, the designation of a behaviour as “violence” is not some-
thing that should be left to the discretion of the external observer. “Vio-
lence” has a significance that exceeds the polemical emphasis against a
certain behaviour. The following short remarks aim at a phenomenology
of relations of violence, in order to set boundaries to the inflationary
expansion of the concept of violence (“structural violence”, “cultural
violence” and so on) and to understand violence as an ambivalent space
of in-between-ness, located between pure corporeality and communica-
tivity. It is precisely this ambivalence, the always possible transition
between corporeal domination and communicative understanding, that
makes violence interesting as a boundary phenomenon.

The following outline discusses first and foremost the illegitimate vio-
lence that perpetrators inflict upon the victims. In this chapter we will
introduce various scenarios of violence that are differentiated by the
logic and the emotions that unfold within them: (1) the act of violence
that issues from overpowering affect; (2) strategic violence; (3) the autis-
tic act of violence of a solitary actor; (4) the liminal act of violence in
the group; (5) the public act of violence that usurps power within its
territory; and (6) the emotionless act of violence carried out in accor-
dance to orders. The antithesis of illegitimate violence is (7) the so-called
sovereign violence that creates social order that does not apply to itself
the distinction between perpetrators and victims. Its relation to illegiti-
mate violence will be sketched out at the end of the chapter.5 Despite all
attempts to clarify the concept of violence, its ambivalence and ambi-
guity will, however, prevail: foundational violence, which establishes
order, is simultaneously creative and destructive.

In order to define a minimal concept of violence we will identify three
essential properties. First, violence presumes non-consensual corporeal
compulsion or wilful bodily harm despite attempts at resistance. Sur-
gical interventions (on the body) and sporting injuries are therefore
excluded, as are social inequalities (Galtung’s “structural violence”6) or
acts of power without the application of physical force. Violence brings
bodies into contact. It violates the autonomy of one’s own body and
intrudes into territory of the self. Precisely therein lies its scandalous
nature.

However, what is understood as the violation of one’s autonomy over
one’s own body or the territory of the self7 varies from case to case.
Even a deviation from an acceptable minimal distance between bodies
or an intrusion into a private residence may be counted as such a viola-
tion while, conversely, a push on the shoulder need not necessarily be
regarded as an act of violence. Since actors always also act through and
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with the help of their bodies, a crisis of meaningful understanding, a
misunderstanding, an exaggeration, can also turn into violence.8 Thus
violence constitutes a dangerous underworld of meaningful order. This
underworld is excluded from and overlooked in the flow of the everyday,
even as this exclusion is not secure and final.

Violence further presumes an asymmetrical relation – in the case of
illegitimate violence, between perpetrators and victims – and yet also
always bears the reminder that this relation could also be symmetrical.
Violence – as well as sexuality – is defined by the interim space between,
on the one hand, the orientation towards mutual understanding among
equals and, on the other, the absolute inequality that separates peo-
ple and things. Violence is always based on the capriciousness of the
perpetrators and the resistance of the victims, and in this resistance its
identity comes to light. One cannot do violence to a salad, for it does
not resist.9 This connection between capriciousness and resistance rules
out sado-masochistic relations as well as unintended injury. Since vio-
lence presupposes an asymmetrical relation, different types of martial
arts and bloody conflicts between equally matched opponents do not
fall within the narrow concept of violence.10

Strictly speaking, most social relationships are in fact asymmetrical.
However, these actual asymmetries and distortions of relations of equal-
ity remain camouflaged in normal cases. The ideas of fairness, equal
opportunity, justice and everyday consensus are ideals that are reached
only approximately in actual relationships. The illusion of a discourse
among equals, free of domination, of equal opportunities in compe-
tition and in equivalent exchange becomes possible only through the
famous “veil of ignorance”.11 The act of violence rends this veil. The
actual asymmetry is no longer veiled and restrained by the ordinariness
of the everyday but comes to light in its naked form. It places the victim
starkly against the perpetrator, and lifts both out of the framework of
the customary and the normal.

This happens as two contrary tendencies. The perpetrator deifies him-
self and arrogates to himself, as a person (and not as a representative of
a higher power), the decision over another’s body, against the resistance
of the other. By contrast, the victims become profane, become mere bod-
ies, and lose their singularity, their names, their faces. The perpetrator
commands the bodies of the victims. The victims each have a body, but
these bodies no longer belong to them.

Finally, the act of violence is mostly experienced as an extraordinary
event, and this extraordinariness makes it the antithesis of the quiet flow
of the everyday. The latter remains an unseen background.12 The act of
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violence occurs suddenly and surprisingly – even if threats preceded it,
and fear had long prevailed.13 When one anticipates it, is used to it and
expects it at a certain time and occasion, then unpleasant bodily injury
becomes a part of the framework of the everyday or a game. This is
another reason why boxing matches are not acts of violence, as long as
they remain within the limits of the normal. Violence requires the rup-
ture of the everyday, the shattering of expectations and the breaking of
rules. It is as such that the act of violence draws the attention of those
present and generates the most popular plots of crime writers and is the
most reliable cause of public agitation. Because the act of violence is an
extraordinary event, it unleashes very strong emotions. Herein it resem-
bles other processes in the terrain between the consciousness and the
body, such as laughter and sexuality. These emotions of the perpetrators,
the victims and the public will be the focus of what follows here.

The antagonism between perpetrator and victim is reflected in the
opposition of the emotions of perpetrators and victims. Victims, above
all, are afraid: they are afraid of being hit, of injuries, of death. Their
horizons are reduced to this elementary fear that takes centre-stage, a
fear that is otherwise concealed in everyday life. For many victims their
own death is not only an eventual, inescapable, abstract and uncertain
possibility but also a clear and immediate threat. This turn of a long-
term possibility into an instantaneous, intensive awareness of danger
unleashes endeavours to defer death and to push it once again into the
temporality of the long-term: one obeys the perpetrators, one puts up no
resistance, one does not bristle at the humiliation, one hopes, this time,
to be spared. This apathy of those who eventually become victims can
be understood as their attempt to switch into the role of the uninvolved
public, which remains silent.

1. In contrast, the emotional world of the perpetrator is not uni-
form. The emotional world of perpetrators is most accessible to the
uninvolved third party. Perpetrators commit violence against a per-
son based on strong personal emotions, out of hate, envy, ambition,
avarice or vengeance. The emotion overwhelms the perpetrator and
makes him forget, at least for a moment, all the prohibitions, laws
and rules that apply in the everyday and that prudence counsels.
These emotions are also present in everyday acts, and the everyday is
not necessarily disturbed by these emotions. The everyday masters or
restrains them through communicative distancing. By contrast, feelings
that communicative corrections can no longer reach, and that can no
longer be controlled, become disruptive. The perpetrator is then alone
with his powerful emotions and can only overcome them by injuring
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or destroying a particular person. Communicative distancing and self-
discipline fail here. At this moment the “victim” still has a name and
a face; he or she is not yet exchangeable and profaned, he or she is
not yet a “victim” in a strict sense of the term. On the contrary: it
is precisely the overly dominant personality and the inescapable rela-
tion to the victim that ignites the totalising emotion of the perpetrator
and causes him to lose control (of himself). With his act the perpetra-
tor resists the inescapability of the personal relation to his victim. This
affect history is in many cases also understandable and comprehensible
for outsiders. Mythical acts of violence, such as Cain’s murder of Abel,
provide the frame for this understanding of the wrath that leads to the
act of violence. Because the majority of homicides and violent crimes,
especially in families, may be traced back to such overpowering affects,
we do not find them puzzling or extraordinary. We tend to regard them
as catastrophes in relations that may be averted with education, precau-
tion and tact, but which are not always avoidable. Acts of violence that
emerge out of strong emotions mostly provoke only weak emotions in
the uninvolved third party – shaking our heads, we take notice of them
with a certain prurient interest and rejoice that we are not the victims.
The observer of the act of violence that stems from overwhelming affect
becomes a voyeur; the act of violence becomes a sensation that does not
disturb but entertains. We are in control; it could not happen to us.

2. When strong emotional motives are missing in the perpetrator,
when violence is executed solely with a strategic aim or out of expedi-
ency, then the uninvolved third party tends towards greater indignation
and a greater determination to punish. Whoever slays his parents for his
inheritance, whoever shoots a shopkeeper in order to rob the till undis-
turbed, whoever murders a kidnapped child in order to silence a possible
witness (to an abduction), is deemed emotionless and “cold-blooded”.
His act of violence is nevertheless comprehensible and explicable; he
(or she) acts rationally within the framework of familiar means–ends
relations. The outrage and the will to punish are triggered precisely by
this conjunction of rationality and emotionlessness with the holiness
of human life that demands unconditional validity and which is based
on affective identification. Here the act of violence is no mystery: it
does not result from a loss of self-control. But it is damaging to the
holy centre of modern society. The rational, instrumental act of vio-
lence is different from the emotionless act of violence committed in
the name of an organisation (which we will turn to later), because the
former is not socially integrated but remains an individual act and an
exception.
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3. By contrast, those acts of violence that are attributable neither
to rational calculation nor to the history of a personal relationship,
but which are simply directed against victims unknown to the perpe-
trator, victims from whose suffering the perpetrator cannot expect to
derive further benefit, appear puzzling to us. The act of violence hap-
pens seemingly without reason; it cannot be considered as a calculated
use of means or as a reaction to an affective condition [Affektlage].14

To this incomprehensibility of the act of violence we, the uninvolved
third party, respond with intense public outrage and agitation. The act
is extraordinary, monstrous, terrible. The victims appear arbitrary; it
could have been us, if we had happened to be there at the moment
the act was committed. The perpetrator is potentially recognisable only
in exceptional cases – most perpetrators appear as ordinary citizens
before they are discovered. From this opacity stems a heightened unset-
tledness: everybody could be a perpetrator, everybody could become a
victim. This unsettledness and impotence of the uninvolved public is
worked through with strong emotions. We are gripped by an indeter-
minate anger that seeks objects; we demand more severe punishment,
stronger laws, better protection, and we tend to regard suspects already
as culprits.

The emotional world of this perpetrator differentiates itself emphati-
cally from the one that we referred to as affectively overwhelming. It is
precisely not about the strong emotional cathexis of another person but
about an utter egocentrism. Rapists and murderers of anonymous vic-
tims, rioters and assassins get roped into a frenzy of self-intensification
in the moment of their violent acts. They sense a godlike power; they
vanquish with the act of violence the earthly burden of their own
human existence; they take revenge on the imperfection of the world
and the inevitability of suffering. This rush of self-intensification is
addictive. It explains the compulsion to repeat that impels many of
these perpetrators, if they are not killed first by security forces.

As a deified self-intensification, as ecstasy, the act of violence is the
existential complement to creative acts.15 While the radiance of created
things reflects back on their creator and thus makes him appear extraor-
dinary, the perpetrator of violence draws his extraordinariness from the
deed of damage and destruction.16 He removes himself from the nor-
mal heteronomous order and rejects communication, he submerges the
life-world of the victims and, in extreme cases, he destroys, not out
of a desire for advantage or as an expression of personal hatred, but
senselessly and absolutely. The autistic act of violence is literally about
nothing.17 The autonomy of his victims appears to the perpetrator as a
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threat to his own autonomy: he cannot tolerate them; he must destroy
them. From an existential perspective the individual perpetrator is, in
the moment of the act, alone – he does not allow another subjectivity
near his own, and he does not need another. In many cases the autistic
act of violence is bound to the death of the perpetrator, and the per-
petrator knows it. In a way, he commits suicide and takes many others
with him in his death. Here self-intensification and suicide become one.

Others are stunned in the face of this – from the perspective of
the uninvolved third party – senseless violence. Understanding of and
communication about this act are simply not possible any more. The
perpetrator is considered a lunatic, a monster, a fiend, who can no longer
be tamed by social ties.

This ecstatic self-intensification through the act of violence has until
now hardly been taken into account by the conventional sociology
of violence.18 Nonetheless, it is probably a stronger impetus for the
act of extreme violence than covetousness, the weakness of the threat
of punishment or even the social disadvantages of the perpetrator.
Stronger locks and fortified fences help prevent burglary; resorting
to an intensified risk of punishment deters calculating perpetrators;
establishing redistribution and social programmes reduces pauperism –
but there is no socio-technical way of getting through to nihilistic
self-intensification through violence. It has existential, not structural,
reasons. Shooting sprees by armed students, rape and the degradation
and torture of the victims before their murder are not prevented by
social work, or by tougher penalties.

4. The fathomless and “inexplicable” act of violence of the individual
must be distinguished from the collectively committed act of violence.
It does not follow the logic of a solitary self-intensification but shows
precisely how normal citizens, who as individuals would never acqui-
esce in an act of violence, participate in monstrous acts of violence in a
group.19 Examples of such collectively committed acts of violence may
be seen in the murders of the Eastern European Jewry by the SS, the
practices of torture in Abu Ghraib, the torments in schools and juvenile
detention centres, the use of drugged child soldiers to carry out arbitrary
torture and murder in African civil wars, the excesses of a mob against
the random attendant representative of the abhorred order and so forth.
Here it is precisely the social relation, which in the individual perpetra-
tor could have hindered the nihilistic act of violence, which appears to
be the impetus. From the effort to outdo others in the contempt for
order, in cold-bloodedness and cruelty, develops an escalating spiral of
violence that not only debases outsiders but also risks their death. Here
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the individual ecstasy of the solitary perpetrator confronts the collective
ecstasy of the liminal community.20 Everyday constraints and divisions
disperse, an alternative world [Gegenwelt] to the normal order opens up,
and the exuberance of an extraordinary communality is celebrated.

However, this liminal communality is exactly not about the cohesion
of an everyday understanding, but rather its social opposite. Liminal
communitas forms – following Turner – the necessary counterpart to
every structural order.21 This elevating counterpart to normality emerges
not only in carnivals and feasts, communal meals and shared asceticism,
but also in collective violence. In collective violence we are confronted
with the dark side of communitas.

The act of violence itself draws a sharp boundary between those who
belong to the liminal community and those for whom this does not
apply. For those who stand beyond this boundary there is only a bar-
baric state of nature, the right of the mighty, violence. At the same time,
the collectively committed crime wordlessly forges the group members
together – they are “brothers in crime”. Everyone knows about the
involvement of the others, but no one speaks about the act of violence
when it is over.

The collectively consummated act of violence takes place mostly out-
side ordinary everyday life, in the outlands of war, of the nocturnal
street, of jails and of the camps. There the civilised restraints of the
family, the presence of women and a shared past are no longer effec-
tive. The moralising vision of the public is shut out; the group is alone
with its victims.22 Now the perpetrators can treat their victims playfully
and ridicule them. It is precisely this playful intercourse with the victims
that constitutes the cruelty of the communal act of violence. The group
of perpetrators solidifies its communality not only through the subse-
quent silence about their knowledge of the involvement of the others
but also through the shared laughter over the victims. Laughter is a col-
lective, contagious process that suspends the obligations to give reasons
[Begründungspflichten] and ostracises those ridiculed. No appeal is possi-
ble. The autonomy of the victims, not only over their bodies but also
over their personal identity, is therefore taken away. They are turned
into puppets, into things without a will, who must perform a play by
command, over which the perpetrators gloat. Abu Ghraib is a famous
example of this practice of the degradation of victims to risible puppets.
The victims are no longer autonomous people; they just look like them –
like puppets. In the shared laughter of the perpetrators the violent pro-
fanation of the victims is intensified on the one hand, and, on the other,
the act of violence is lifted out of the normal flow of the everyday and
relocated into a liminal alternative world.
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The logic of the play is aimed at a public: alone one can scarcely laugh;
alone one is not yet a public. They laugh together only when somebody
watches. This dependence of the play on a public also explains the incli-
nation of the group of perpetrators to document the degradation of their
victims visually, even if this document could always end up in the wrong
hands and might be damaging in the event of subsequent prosecution.
The perpetrators are the dramatists and directors of the debasement, but
they also to a large extent constitute the public. When they later look at
the pictures of the act of violence, they assume the position of the view-
ing public. The documentation of the act of violence demonstrates that
it is an extraordinary event for the perpetrators, an event – like overseas
holidays and family celebrations, which can be observed and experi-
enced primarily in shared retrospection – in which, as it unfolds, one
is unable to observe oneself. For the perpetrators, it is not only about
an ecstatic moment of omnipotence, the communicability of which is
barred, but also about repetition and remembrance.23

The emotional reaction of the uninvolved third party to the revelation
of the collectively committed act of violence is, above all, one of horror.
The act of violence was obviously attributable not to a single perpetrator
who remained beyond the reach of reason, but to a communication
between many, to something social. Others – ourselves included – could
have been implicated. The mere presence of others alone does not shield
us from the abyss of violence; it even facilitates it, when it appears as
liminal communality.24

To outsiders, liminal community actions always seem embarrassing
or appalling. This applies both to the bellowing of drunkards and to
the collectively committed ecstatic act of violence. The unease or horror
that affects the external observer is connected to the intuition that he
too is not entirely immune to the seduction of liminal ecstasy. Special
charges are brought against the perpetrators precisely because they are
not pathological monsters but completely normal fellow citizens: They
have shown us our own dark side. The disclosure of the collectively com-
mitted act of violence therefore often triggers a public scandal, in which
demands are made for the severe punishment of the perpetrators, and
public criticism is levelled against poor supervision (of the perpetrators).
We all feel a little complicit in what was possible in a liminal situa-
tion, in which perhaps we remained uninvolved only by sheer accident.
In the denunciation of the perpetrators we eliminate this awareness of
our own potential for violence.

5. While the liminal violence that we have outlined so far hap-
pens as a rule beyond the familiar relations of the everyday and
cannot be observed by outsiders, the street violence of youth gangs,
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the insurrections in the ghettos and the violence of right-wing extrem-
ists against “foreigners” are not about a concealed and silent violence
of the outlands. There the violence that is exerted is not liminal, nor
does it transgress boundaries; it is publicly visible and authoritative.
It takes place and remains mostly within the confines of one’s own ter-
ritory. Such an act of violence lays official claim to this territory, is an
enactment of sovereignty [Herrschaft] and divides the fearless perpetra-
tors from the fearful victims. Its aim is a territorial monopoly of power
[Herrschaftsmonopol]. On their own territory, but only there, do the per-
petrators refuse to accept any other authority, and whosoever questions
their authority must expect a murderous violence. This applies as much
to conflicts between rival gangs over territory as it does to the police
or the courageous citizen. It involves the assumption that a centralised
stately authority is either distant and weak, or corrupt and criminal.

In a certain way, the relations of violence outlined here themselves
resemble forms of political sovereignty [Herrschaft]. Territoriality, the
monopoly of power and public visibility are signs of both: that is, the
liminal act of violence in the group and the public act of violence that
usurps power within its territory. Though the publicly demonstrated
capriciousness of the perpetrators is accompanied by the emotional exal-
tation of self-intensification, the latter seldom takes place in the case of
a political organisation.

Here the authority’s gestures of power are also dependent on a public.
When no one is watching, the degradation of the victim is not worth-
while. Therefore the act of violence appears most often in public, before
the eyes of as a large an audience as possible. Not the victim but this
involuntary audience is the real addressee of the public act of violence.
For the perpetrators this is not only about a fearless self-intensification,
but also about the intimidation of many others, about the respect of
their claim to power. The act of violence is not – in contrast to the case of
the autistic perpetrator or the liminal act of violence – aimed at the anni-
hilation of the victim or at her dehumanisation, but at the performance
of an authoritative difference. This authoritative difference requires the
recognition of others, or at least the illusion of such recognition. The
audience mostly acquiesces in this demand; it reacts not with indigna-
tion or outrage but with silence, and an averted gaze. One hopes thereby
to be spared, one does not want to get mixed up in the matter; after all,
a lone protester would change nothing – one would only be offering
oneself up as the next victim. The authoritative intimidation works.

6. The solitary ecstasy of self-intensification, or the degradation of vic-
tims that is carried out with relish by a group of perpetrators, must be
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distinguished from the act of violence that is committed under orders
and in the name of an organisation. In contrast to the forms of violence
that we have so far discussed (with the exception of the rational, instru-
mental act of violence), such an act is carried out without emotion.
It can occur cold-bloodedly and professionally. Mafia murders belong in
this category, but so do bureaucratically planned genocides, the ordered
execution of hostages, the arranged assassination of political opponents
and so on. The perpetrators do not hate the victims, they do not become
intoxicated, they do not debase or humiliate the victims, they attach
no personal feelings to their act. What propels them is the order, the
higher directive, the command and the endeavour to duly accomplish
their task.25

From the perspective of the perpetrator the act of violence here
has lost much of its extraordinariness; it is a part of an occupational
everyday of the contract killer, the hostage-taker, the cleansing squads
[Säuberungstruppe], the executioner or torture specialists. As a part of an
occupational everyday, it is thoroughly meaningfully structured. It is
subject to regulations and standards, its implementation can be judged
by those who commissioned it, it can be learned, it is recorded in
writing, it is “normal”.

The perpetrators therefore tend to ascribe responsibility for the act of
violence to the institution in the name of which they act and which
has instructed them to execute the orders.26 For them it is not about
arbitrariness but about the orderly execution of an order. Here delight
in violence is, if anything, obstructive. Even the members of the SS at
the extermination camps themselves excluded those who used excessive
force. To the dispassionate perpetrator, his act appears as an orderly per-
formance of duty, which conforms to regulations, is legitimate and is
no more violent that the work of a policeman arresting someone on a
warrant.27

The position of the onlooking third party is here occupied by those
who commissioned the act. It decides whether the execution of the
order was correct or faulty. Those who are uninvolved are excluded as
far as possible; their protest and indignation would only interfere with
the execution of the orders.

For the act that is regular and carried out according to orders to
become visible as an act of violence, a breakdown in a higher law
is required. Only the reference to this higher legal principle permits
the distinction between the sovereign violence of the state and the
criminal violence of the mafia, between legitimate arrest by the police
and the illegitimate transportation to a concentration camp, between
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interrogation and torture. Certainly this reference to a higher legal prin-
ciple, to the constitution or to human rights, by no means provides
a firm basis for the unambiguous classification of a form of behaviour
as violence. Constitutional principles are notoriously ambiguous (“Die
Würde des Menschen ist unantastbar”28); their relevance to a determi-
nate act can be contested, and different judgements can be argued from
various principles.

Let us leave aside considerations of this irresolvable ambiguity that
especially applies to higher-ranking principles, to focus on the insur-
mountable ground of law, the sovereign. If we do so, it quickly becomes
clear that “violence” in the sense discussed here constitutes an antithe-
sis to the violence that is deemed to be the sovereign source of legality:
God, the prince, the people, the single individual. The demonic violence
of destruction defines itself through its opposition to the divine violence
that founds and preserves the order of society.29

7. Sovereign violence exists, above all else, as a power, accepted by the
members of the association, to enforce the law and to settle controversy,
and therefore also authorised to deploy violence. Sovereign violence
is the foundation – in modern terminology – of legitimate authority
[Herrschaft] in a territory, in contrast to the reign of violence briefly
outlined above. This sovereign violence does not fit the asymmetrical
distinction between perpetrators and victims that has been presented
thus far. From its point of view perpetrators are those who reject its
order, break the law and flout the sovereign monopoly of violence when
they deploy violence. Sovereign violence is turned against them. In most
cases the sheer threat of sovereign violence suffices to deter breaches of
law. One remains in the familiar everyday, conforms to expectations
and complies with ordinances. However, authority risks its validity if it
remains as bare potentiality. From time to time it must also display its
violent core, to enforce its ordinances with violence against resistance
and to punish those who refuse to obey. Sovereign violence must be
enacted.

In this, it is subject to a similar logic of actualisation and presence
to its counterpart, the charismatic core of authority. Both operate on
corporeal proximity, both are surrounded by an aura and both require
the occasional appearance of the ruler before the ruled; however, if this
happens too often, both also risk misgivings about and the collapse
of authority. The charismatic person can only maintain his claim to
authority if his admirers do not discover that he is a normal person, with
ordinary human weaknesses. Charisma demands extraordinariness, and
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the moment of its encounter must remain an exceptional event, in order
to induce the ecstatic feelings of its followers.

A similar ambivalence is found in the enactment of sovereign vio-
lence. It must not take place too often; it must never become mundane;
one must not get used to it. It must affect like a sudden convulsion
of the everyday, to induce the dread of those affected. The enact-
ment of sovereign violence must demonstrate an incalculable tremenda
majestas.30 The sudden wrath that gripped the ruler in antiquity and
that, alongside his clemency, counted as one of the central sovereign
emotions is explained by the need to shock the subjugated in an
unpredictable way. When the enactment of sovereign violence becomes
mundane and continuous, it gets caught up in an inflationary spiral –
ever more dramatic acts of violence become necessary in order to invoke
the desired effect of shock, to generate deterrence and submission.

From the point of view of the uninvolved third party, the increase in
the exercise of violence appears exaggerated or unnecessary, it lacks a
sense of proportion, it undermines trust in the prudence of the rulers.
Thereby it becomes obvious that the actual deployment of violence is
always extra-ordinary and ambiguous. It has no clear yardstick to be
measured by; it always risks being judged as exaggerated or too weak.
Furthermore the escalation of violence provokes the question of why a
bare threat is not sufficient to subdue those who resist. Consequently,
the resisting and rebellious violence can interpret the escalation of
authoritative violence as a sign of the latter’s weakness and attempt
to provoke such action. Authority collapses at the end of the escala-
tory violence, for the deployment of violence consumes resources and
these resources are not only economic but also, and above all, consist in
support, trust and legitimacy.

From the perspective of the existing order, rebellious and insurrec-
tionary violence always appears to be senseless and nihilistic, but for
the insurrectionists it can become the source of a new and distinct sig-
nificance: the rupture of rules and norms, violent insurrection against
authority and the violation of others not only gain the individual an
instant of autonomy,31 but also open, on a collective level, a door to
the advent of a new order. Hobbes was aware of this: in the beginning
was violence, and this foundational violence was at once sacred and
daemonic.

The ambivalent violence that both destroys and imposes order is the
driving force of every founding. The liminal dissolution of boundaries
and the imposition of order, the antagonists of the social, become one
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in the foundational act. In it, patricide and procreation, regicide and
the revolutionary self-instantiation of the demos, traumatic degradation
and triumphant conquest, crimes against the old and the creation of
new order, the oblivion of prehistory and the beginning of history are
united.32

However, violence is not only an element of the foundational act but
is also, after the founding, the basis of every social order. If it were not
for the unceasing risk of a regression back into violence in very social
order, the social order would ultimately be superfluous – thus one could
turn Hobbes’ theory of authority in a negative direction. Only the dan-
ger of war and of violence gives rise to law and authority, and this danger
cannot just remain an abstract possibility but must every now and then
be enacted. Hence every order needs its own violence, a violence that it
excludes as order but that it must stage as a danger. That which, in the
Schmittian perspective, is the enemy of the state is the danger of vio-
lence for a social order, an order that occasionally struggles to identify an
enemy as a person. Thus the danger of civil war and illegitimate violence
paradoxically constitutes order and its legitimate forms of violence.

The fundamental ambivalence of the foundational violence calls for
its mastering and masking through mystical narratives and ritual per-
formances that order the irreconcilable and contradictory. Inauguration
into a high office is often preceded by ritual degradation, divestiture,
fasting, torture.33 The inauguration therefore constitutes only a special
case of the status passage ritual. The initiate experiences within it a
liminal violence that, like sovereign violence, does not fit the distinc-
tion between the capriciousness of the perpetrator and the suffering of
the victim.34 The initiate is not the victim of this violence. She or he has
consented to this ritual; once it has begun, however, there is no longer
the option of backing out.

In liminal violence the community turns to the initiate, and the pain
that he feels marks the liminality of his entry into the community. With
the pain the transition loses its non-committal character. Those who
inflict pain on the initiate are not perpetrators acting indiscriminately
but the ceremonial representatives of the community, which inscribes
itself onto his body.35 Individual intentions do not count in the ritual of
initiation, which is about the forgetting and suppression of the past, the
victory over one’s body, the demonstration of sovereignty, the somatic
trace of the boundary crossing.36 In the myth of Oedipus the tragic hero
becomes king after he has murdered his father and married his mother.
He does this unknowingly and without intention. In the chthonic world
of violence we do things that are blocked and resisted by the reasonable



Bernhard Giesen 95

understanding of individual guilt and responsibility, of caprice and suf-
fering. And it would be foolish to believe that we can ultimately escape
this world. Every attempt to ban it completely remains temporary and
incomplete, and it is precisely for this reason that the possibility of
violence takes effect as the constitutive force of every social order.
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Neo-Fascist Heroes: Group Identity
and Idealisation of the Aggressor
among Violent Right-Wing
Adolescents
Michael Günter

Over the last 20 years violent offences committed by adolescent
skinheads with a radical right-wing orientation have become an increas-
ingly serious problem in Germany and other Western countries. Media
accounts and public discourse seem to be dominated by rather too clear-
cut attributions of motive as soon as it is a case of adolescent skinheads
committing a crime. Xenophobic, neo-Nazi and ideological motives are
foregrounded mainly because they allow clear and unambiguous inter-
pretations. Even the criminal prosecution authorities tend to stress these
motivational aspects, especially as many offenders like to present them-
selves in the first instance as cool, hard-baked, tough guys with a clear
ideological orientation. They sometimes even say, on first being appre-
hended and questioned, that they regret not having succeeded in killing
more of their adversaries.

At the same time this ideologically based brutal violence is seen as
unrestrained in the sense that these violent juvenile perpetrators are
rejecting and transgressing moral boundaries on which there is a con-
sensus in modern societies, and especially in Germany. Hence society
reacts with a discussion about the need to re-establish limits or, let us
say, restraints. These adolescent offenders are consequently regarded as
in some way outside society. Interestingly, a very similar mechanism of
mental expulsion of the perpetrators of unbridled violence is apparent
in the current public discussion about juveniles who join IS and other
Islamist terror organisations. The adolescent followers of IS are not seen
as having their roots in Western society, where they in fact grew up,
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but as some kind of foreign body and are therefore perceived as located
outside the community. In this way society can reassure itself that it is
not being threatened by unrestrained violence. From a psychiatric and
psychoanalytical point of view this reassurance is absolutely fundamen-
tal for the coherence of societies, since it is a powerful defence against
deeply rooted fears stemming from our own violent fantasies. Such fan-
tasies threaten our psychic equilibrium, although they are to a great
extent unconscious.

What I wish to show in this chapter is that this kind of public percep-
tion of youth violence, especially right-wing-based violence, loses sight
of two things. First, the provocative gesture of these adolescents – choos-
ing to transgress precisely those boundaries which are to a great extent
undisputed in society – has to be seen as one directed towards and not
away from society, as an attempt to provoke reactions from society; in
short, it is as a social action.

Second, the motivational grid which eventually leads to the outburst
of unrestrained violence is not only very complex but also intimately
connected to individual and social devaluation. Joining the group and
adopting its ideology has to be seen as a social process which can be
understood as an attempt to re-establish certain forms of self-esteem
and social valuation via the exercise of violence and terror.

I have made a close examination of more than 30 adolescent
skinheads in the last 20 years in a forensic assessment. They had been
accused of severe offences. Nearly all of them had committed offences
involving bodily injury, and the great majority had been arrested on
charges of homicide or attempted homicide. Most of these severe attacks
had developed out of a group situation. In contrast to the views in the
above-mentioned public discussion, the conclusion I was able to draw
from my detailed, in-depth examinations was that the motives of these
youngsters were not as clear as they seemed at first sight. Most of them
did indeed talk about their radical opinions and rejection of foreigners,
asylum seekers, black people, punks and so on, but these were mostly
not differentiated in their thinking in much detail, and some of these
adolescents showed a serious tendency to support authoritarian solu-
tions and a certain admiration for the Nazi rule. However, a closer look
at the dynamics of the offences committed revealed that in most of
my cases these ideologically based motives were not the main driving
force for the severe offence itself. Instead, they could, first, be better
understood as a justification for a general inclination towards aggressive
reactions or as a kind of ideologically organised defence against severe
emotional problems in the background. Second, as I have just pointed
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out, their proneness to excessive violence and their self-presentation to
the public could be understood as an attempt to regain a minimum
sense of strength, self-esteem and self-coherence. As I will show below,
very often these processes were embedded in powerful group dynamics.

There is a lively and as yet unresolved controversy about whether
it is possible to identify specific elements characterising radical right-
wing juvenile offenders or whether they should be regarded exactly
the same as other antisocial adolescents. It is mainly psychoanalytical
authors who stress the existence of specific personality organisations in
violent juvenile offenders with a radical right-wing orientation. Annette
Streeck-Fischer showed in her writings how these adolescents warded
off damaged processes of identity formation regressively and by pro-
jective mechanisms.1 The ideology served to establish a blown-up,
grandiose self and acted as a form of auto-repair system to transform self-
hatred into xenophobia and hatred of foreigners. The ideology further
contributed to the development of a personality with uniformed and
masked traits. Eventually sexual desire was transformed into a lust for
violence. Streeck-Fischer further described how unbearable inner con-
flicts were pathologically defused with the aid of splitting mechanisms.
This allowed the transference of narcissistic damage – stemming, for
example, from failures in psycho-social adaptation or in school perfor-
mance – to enemies in the external world, allowing this damage to be
turned into public conflicts in an arena where the adolescent could fight
against them. Right-wing extremist ideologies could in this way help to
externalise unbearable inner conflicts, deep loneliness and self-hatred.
Adopting uniformity and masking could overcome isolation, exclu-
sion and humiliation, and images of masculinity and bravery served
to maintain the narcissistic equilibrium. Hating foreigners became a
means of surviving and of saving oneself, and in addition it channelled
the adolescents’ hatred of their parents. Many of these adolescents
unconsciously or pre-consciously felt let down and rejected by their
parents.

Acknowledging the role of the developmental dynamics of these nar-
cissistic organisations helped form a more complete picture. Above all,
what played a major role was the weakness of ego structures, which
was seen as based on an upbringing marked by neglect and a lack of
boundary setting.2 Where such conflictual inner conditions prevailed,
the radical right-wing orientation promised ritualised security and an
idealisation of the young person’s own pseudo-identity. Via the projec-
tion of his or her own structural deficits and unconscious wishes for
dependency onto leftists and drug addicts – and, I would add, “greedy”



Michael Günter 101

asylum seekers – it also provided a substantial relief from conflict and
drive tensions.3 The young person’s aggressive tendencies, connected
either with warded-off aggressive attitudes of the parents or with the
experience of aggressive maltreatment, were projected onto others and
thereby split off. Either way, acting them out was legitimised.

Views expressed in psychoanalytic and social-psychological literature
converge over the impact on these adolescents of their relationship to
and experiences with the father. Typically fathers were described as
weak, not emotionally present and not available as an identification
figure.4 The adolescents’ longing for a strong father and their hatred
of the emotionally absent father who in many cases maltreated them
were organised into the idealisation of violence and of seemingly strong
leaders.

Other authors have firmly contradicted the described specificity
of violent radical right-wing development. Frank Wendt and others
emphasised, above all, the large degree of correspondence between
violent offenders with a radical right-wing background and “normal”
violent offenders.5 Core differences in this view, held by forensic psychi-
atric experts working mainly with adults, were seen: first, in the highly
significant younger age of the radical right-wing violent offenders in
comparison with the control group (mean age 19.9 years versus 24.2
years); second, in the fact that the offences were nearly always com-
mitted out of a group situation or in a group (87.5 per cent versus
20.5 per cent); and third, in the fact that in about 50 per cent of the rad-
ical right-wing offenders there was significantly more often a relevant
state of inebriation observed. There were no other major differences in
the characteristics between the groups. Obviously the radical right-wing
offenders were also a typical group of delinquents with their respec-
tive psycho-social risk and adversity factors. The fact that these authors
found fewer adolescents with clear psychiatric disturbances in the right-
wing group is due in my opinion to a selection effect: in general, severely
disturbed adolescents cannot establish themselves in such groups.

The sociologists focused in their analyses on interactional processes
in society leading to violent right-wing orientations6 and on a certain
normality of subcultural behaviour.7 It was pointed out that the pub-
lic perception of skinheads as a unified phenomenon hardly accords
with reality. It was further argued that the historical root of the skin-
head subculture among youths was the effort to dissociate themselves
clearly as working-class youths from the culture of middle-class youths.
These adolescents want to assure themselves of their affiliation to the
group and of their own identity by using external signs derived from
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proletarian traditions.8 The skinhead scene should, in their view, pri-
marily be understood as a phenomenon of youth culture. This would
explain why, like their other behaviour, many offences contained a
provocative function. At the same time identification with latent rad-
ical right-wing thought patterns in society in general and particularly in
working-class and lower-middle-class milieux played an important role.
Even the German secret service (Verfassungsschutz) were able to estab-
lish any close integration in the radical right-wing scene in only 20 per
cent of the cases of offences with a radical right-wing background, and
they pointed out the already previously occurring high rates of general
criminality in the skinhead population.9 The skinhead scene was char-
acterised by the predominance of “fun orientation”, with practically no
“desire to deal with difficult right-wing extremist ideological literature
or with the organised life in a party full of discipline”.10

From a child psychiatric perspective Gerd Schütze took up an inter-
mediate position.11 He based his position mainly on Erik H. Erikson’s
concept of adolescent identity confusion, which could be aggravated
to become identity diffusion and could eventually lead to a negative
identity.12 At this point the youth in question accepts as an ideal those
negative traits which had been attributed to him by his caregivers or
by society or which he subjectively experienced as having been neg-
atively attributed to him. Schütze principally pointed out that youths
who suffer from such identity confusion slip into a clearly designed role
identity and can stabilise themselves by their affiliation to the group. He
described the way the adolescent inclination for provocation and aggres-
sion, need for admiration and exhibitionism played a major role in the
offenders he was assessing for the juvenile court. Alongside this factor
the need to be firmly integrated in the group, resulting from a disintegra-
tion syndrome, was predominant. A second group of less disintegrated
youths was made up of those with identity insecurities who sympathised
with such skinhead groups in a temporary identification. By compari-
son with these factors the ideological political alignment was seen as
secondary.

In the following I wish to clarify more of the specific motivation and
offence dynamics using a number of casevignettes from my practice as a
forensic adolescent psychiatrist. I will keep those vignettes fairly short.
They are intended to illustrate my theses in the conclusion.

1. Sixteen-year-old Jennifer brutally assaulted an asylum seeker from
South-East Asia together with two 15- and 17-year-old friends from
the skinhead scene at a railway station. They then threw him onto
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the railway line, where he lost consciousness and did not get up
again. It was only through the intervention of a passer-by, who was
instructed on the telephone by the police to save the unconscious
person first of all, that the man was pulled from the track literally ten
seconds before a train would have passed over him. Jennifer had not
consumed any alcohol before this action, but she did have a history
of alcohol abuse in the past.

Jennifer had a developmental history typical for juvenile delinquents.
She told me that her father had already left her mother while her mother
was pregnant with her. Her stepfather suddenly ran off with a new
partner, leaving her mother even though the wedding date had been
decided. Her mother had substantial psychological problems. At the age
of nine Jennifer was confronted with her mother’s new boyfriend, who
drank heavily and beat her and her mother quite often. He also threat-
ened her mother with extreme violence. After this mother and daughter
formed a kind of emergency organisation against the stepfather, who,
after he was forced to use a wheelchair because of a slipped disc, became
even more violent. She had not spoken a word to her stepfather for the
previous two years. This refusal to speak to him made him livid, but she
remained resolute.

It was noticeable that the victim came from the same East Asian coun-
try as her stepfather. During the forensic assessment Jennifer reported
that over time she had developed an increasing hatred of people from
that specific country, initially, and later of any foreigner. She described
very impressively and understandably how this hatred would begin to
well up in her even on just seeing a foreigner. Her hatred flared up espe-
cially if these people spoke or made typical gestures of their culture.
She also reported that she had been building up fantasies of hatred and
violence against her stepfather for a long time and that this eventu-
ally led to concentration camp fantasies in which he was a prisoner.
After she had also become an outsider at school and after her ability to
do school work had deteriorated because of her stressful situation, she
began to play truant for a sustained period. Two years before the offence
she had made contact with a radical right-wing skinhead group. She had
adapted to the group very quickly, shaved her hair off and got her out-
fit together. She told me that she liked the group situation; they stuck
together and did many things together. She tattooed “White Terror” on
her skull. She reported that they drank quite a lot of alcohol and that
she got drunk every day. It became clear that her affiliation to a neo-Nazi
ideology had strengthened more and more and was still relevant during
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the forensic assessment. She told us that her mother was shocked by this
development in her. Her account pointed also to her channelling aggres-
sive feelings towards her mother into this neo-Nazi orientation, but she
herself was hardly aware of this. Besides this, her personality profile
was characterised by the typical elements already described above, with
a façade-like organisation, a defence against depressive feelings via an
identification with aggressive-destructive objects and personalities such
as Adolf Hitler and a search for a feeling of being at home in the group
identity.

On the one hand, the offence in her case seemed to be understandable
as arising out of a typical group constellation, but on the other it seemed
to the same extent to be shaped by a fairly individual conflict constel-
lation which had been additionally activated by the initial aggressive
provocation of the victim, who was very drunk, and his demand for
beer. As a result, presumably Jennifer suddenly found herself in a sub-
jectively only too familiar situation, combining the main elements of
her experience with her stepfather.

2. Sixteen-year-old Jonas was accused of having committed an arson
attack on the home of a black African family together with his
15-year-old accomplice. Both had drunk some alcohol but not an
excessive amount and suddenly they decided to walk several kilo-
metres to the next village. There they threw the Molotov cocktails,
which they had prepared at home, at the house, knowing it to be
inhabited by this immigrant family. In a confused way they expressed
xenophobic opinions. They told the police that they wanted to send
a signal so that the immigrant youths who had been rude to them
on several occasions would show a little bit more respect in future.
They immediately admitted to the police their “positive acceptance”
of the possibility that someone would be hurt, and had therefore
been accused of attempted murder. Both of them had fairly good rela-
tionships among their peer group, which did not show any radical
right-wing tendencies. Several witnesses described them as friendly
and ready to help. Various friends remarked that they would be
absolutely OK were it not for their radical right-wing opinions.

In the forensic assessment Jonas described in detail how he had been
interested in right-wing things from childhood. He had been fascinated
by the appearance of the Wehrmacht and by the goose-step. He liked
Hitler’s charisma and his body language. He said that military things
fascinated him, especially tanks. It was really great for him when they
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turned around and one could see how the caterpillar tracks burrowed
into the earth. He also told me that he was fascinated by the superior-
ity of German military technology and the strike power of the German
army in World War II. This was why he had begun to order Nazi things,
to listen to Nazi music, and at times he ran around in a Nazi outfit. The
result was he also got into trouble at school.

The individual background which made this developmental history
comprehensible was as follows. When Jonas was seven years old, his
father had committed suicide in a horrific manner. He was not told
about this directly, nor did anybody in the family ever talk about it
later on. Three months later his paternal grandfather also committed
suicide. Two further male relatives had also taken their own lives. His
mother had always seen him as potentially following in their footsteps,
and indeed he had taken his father’s place at the dining table days after
his death. He subsequently developed very socially adapted, façade-like
traits, but he also caused problems with repeated aggressive outbursts;
however, he had not previously committed an offence.

The fascination with tanks, the admiration for Hitler’s power and
charisma, had to be seen psychodynamically as attempts to reconstruct
an ideal, invulnerable paternal object and to identify with this object
in order to escape from the fantasised fate of being destined to fail-
ure. Against this background I assumed that the trigger for the offence
was a relatively banal one: a girl who had made approaches to him sev-
eral times and whom he himself regarded as attractive had again shown
interest in him on the evening in question. Clearly this had disturbed
him considerably, given his lack of self-confidence and his male identity
problems. The wish to make himself respected, which was the motive he
had declared for the offence, would, from this perspective, refer to this
kind of insecurity with the girl. Psychologically the arson attack would
then be comprehensible as proof of his masculinity. His anxieties, inse-
curity and the threatening fantasies of his own inferiority were projected
onto the victims, and the uncontrolled aggression was projected onto
the foreigners.

3. Eighteen-year-old Pascal stabbed to death a 61-year-old homeless
female alcoholic who was very drunk and whom he had met occa-
sionally. He had taunted and humiliated her, and eventually he
himself felt provoked by her comments. Pascal had already commit-
ted several aggressive offences under the influence of alcohol before
this. Among other things, he had repeatedly threatened and severely
beaten his adoptive parents.
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The brutality of his remarks left a deep impression on me. For exam-
ple, he stated that because of her alcoholism “the cripple” would not
have lived very much longer anyway. During the forensic psychiatric
assessment he explained that boozing had been part of the skinhead
way of life for generations. Punks and foreigners were the scum of the
nation; asylum seekers were criminal riff-raff and should be deported.
He stated emphatically that he was a neo-Nazi, but this did not mean he
would go so far as to shoot any old asylum seeker or “nigger”. According
to him, punks were disgusting; one could get scabies from them.

We then found out that he basically realised he was very close to
going down the same path as this homeless, alcoholic woman. So, on
the one hand, the offence was connected with his explosive irritability;
on the other, it could be understood as a defence against the frighten-
ing future he foresaw for himself. In this context, his radical right-wing
ideology, combined with the alcohol, eliminated any scruples he might
have had.

4. Sixteen-year-old Alberto took part in all kinds of burglaries and
thefts, and in a more passive role he also contributed in his antisocial
peer group to offences involving grievous bodily harm. He seemed to
suffer from severe problems with social contact and from a consid-
erable impairment in his cognitive functioning. He was apparently
the one in the group who was given orders and hence had to be
the look-out. He initially hid his pronounced neo-Nazi identity from
the psychiatric forensic expert. It was only after I inquired about it
and confronted him with his grandmother’s remarks about it that
he admitted that he had repeatedly begged to be called “Adolf” and
that he wanted to change his name. He had thought a lot about
the possibility that his family name might stem from a famous Nazi
leader.

5. A 15-year-old, unkempt young male prostitute had, together with
his friend, assaulted and killed a paedophile former police officer.
The background was a long-standing reciprocally violent relation-
ship between the two offenders and their victim. The victim had
raped one of the boys several months earlier. The situation became
even more serious after the two assaulted the victim and started to
panic when they saw that he was hardly breathing. Alongside this
the 15-year-old had a clear radical right-wing attitude and skinhead
orientation, which, however, was not directly connected with the
offence.
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These examples may show how we have to see the impact of a radical
right-wing orientation on associated offences by youths as being very
diverse. In one case this orientation contributed considerably to the
offence in combination with an individual conflict dynamic; in another
it led to a common group ideology from which the offences evolved; and
in the last example this fundamental orientation was at most an unspe-
cific factor legitimising violence or was more precisely a channelling of
fantasies of violence.

These youths were, to judge from my experience, essentially like
almost any other adolescent offenders. They exhibited the same risk
factors: family violence, neglect and school failure played a major role.
Like other youths, they could be classified according to Moffitt’s (1993)
scheme among those adolescents becoming conspicuous early (life-
course-persistent antisocial behaviour) and adolescents whose antisocial
behaviour had to be understood more as an adaptation to existing
group norms (adolescence-limited antisocial behaviour).13 The group
identity which played an outstanding role in these radical right-wing
groups and which, above all, was marked by a sharp delimitation
from people who were different, helped this second, larger group of
adolescents to stabilise themselves in a situation of loss of identity
and to defend themselves against threatening fantasies and regressive
tendencies.

Nevertheless, as is well known, such groups easily tend to develop
regressive phenomena which can lead to an increasingly paranoid pro-
cessing of reality and to a further decline of the level of emotional
functionality. However, this is not limited to radical right-wing or skin-
head groups. Similar phenomena are found in religious sects, in more or
less accepted fundamentalist circles or, for example, in groups of youths
from foreign countries sticking together to secure their ethnic identity.
A further factor is that in the offences described here the group iden-
tity was euphorically intensified through the shared consumption of
alcohol.

A second basic as well as unspecific element is the function of violence
and the youths’ identification with violent models. It is a well-known
phenomenon that deprived and maltreated people develop strong ten-
dencies to identify with the aggressor.14 This identification with the
aggressor in the end serves as a coping mechanism – albeit a patholog-
ical one – in an overwhelming situation, but it results in a repetition
compulsion with reversed roles. Passive surrender is turned into the
adoption of an active role. Thus feelings of helplessness, anxiety and
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aggression can be transformed and organised into active deeds. This
transformation is in fact particularly supported by radical right-wing
ideologies, because these ideologies provide such mechanisms in a
preformed way and present the identification with aggressive destruc-
tive objects as an ideal. Such a make-up dovetails with the defensive
tendencies of deprived and maltreated youths. Nevertheless this is
not specific for right-wing ideologies only but is also used systemati-
cally by Islamist terrorist organisations in their propaganda, attracting
deprived and maltreated adolescents who can envisage no other future
for themselves.

From this perspective radical right-wing ideologies are screens which
can be discovered and picked up by these psychologically injured adoles-
cents. They are, though, only one possible form of defence mechanism.
Other forms would include, for instance, sliding into drug addiction
or being drawn to other violence-legitimating ideologies, or descend-
ing into self-destruction or following a “normal” criminal career. As the
examples above show, in certain cases specific features were formed
in the adolescent’s emotional development and emotional conflict
and personality organisation, and these features carried with them a
predisposition to adopt neo-Nazi ideologies.

Conclusion

Unrestrained violence as committed by neo-Nazi youths is deeply rooted
in individual identification with aggression and violence as well as in
group dynamics. In most of the cases group processes are essential for
the outburst of extreme violence. Flexible identifications with violent
fantasies are very common not only in adolescents but in all age groups.
These particular adolescents, however, are caught up in an ever closer
fixation on these fantasies.

The adolescents’ wish to be part of “something greater than me” and
to re-establish their narcissistic equilibrium by participating in unre-
strained acts of violence is then exploited systematically by ideological
leaders, as can currently be seen in Islamist terror organisations, which
are attracting young people from all over the world.

Nevertheless, the main source for the designation of these offences as
acts of “unrestrained violence” in public opinion is their fear-provoking
potential, which is fuelled by a sensation-driven media “promotion”
of these violent actions. In this way we demarcate a civilised “inside”
from an uncivilised “outside” and so reassure ourselves that we do
not have any tendency to excessive and unrestrained violence. This
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conceptualisation serves two opposite purposes at the same time: to reas-
sure us of our distance from violence and to allow us to take part in the
thrill which violence gives us from a distance.
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7
Explaining Intimate Massacres:
Suggestions for Honing in on
an Elusive and Tragic Spirit
Jack Katz

Among the multiple challenges on the path to an explanation of school
shootings – their rarity as events; their unique and brief duration in
the lives of the aggressors; the lack of evidence on purpose, as a result
of the death of the aggressor and the emotional impact on his family;
the workings of profoundly idiosyncratic psyches – the greatest chal-
lenge is that of taking a research trip to “the other side”, which requires
wrenching the research perspective away from aligning in sympathy
with victims.1 The younger the victims, the more difficult it is to inves-
tigate the aggressors non-judgementally. When the site of the attack is
a school, the hallowed nature of the place immediately throws many
observers into alliance with a community of mourners. And when pre-
ventive measures are considered, it is tempting for policy advocates to
imagine that they are seeking to influence people on the other side
whose sensibilities are like their own.

How to stay where the animating causal processes lie, on the
offender’s side? The researcher’s inspection of the readily available data
cannot point the way. The cases publicised by the media as well as police
cases are likely to be constituted from the victim’s side.

In considering how to proceed with an inquiry into the aetiology of
any type of crime, it is useful to step away from the most emotionally
provocative offences and focus on a banal variety. At the risk of seeming
to trivialise the matter, I suggest we begin by considering the options for
studying what, some 50 years ago, was a sudden, seemingly unstoppable
rash of crime: the stealing of hubcaps.2

What popular culture labelled hubcap-stealing was for the police an
instance of theft: no laws specified a unique infraction differentiated by

111



112 Dynamics of Excess

this object. Should the researcher adopt the popular or the technical
legal way of isolating the phenomenon to explain (hereafter, explanan-
dum)? Either choice is fundamentally flawed as a way to set up the
search for a successful explanation (hereafter, explanans).

“Theft”, whether qualified as “petty” or “grand”, is a gross category
which lumps together actions that emerge from very different social
psychological histories. Shoplifting clothes or jewellery from a shop,
stealing tools from a worker’s truck and burgling homes or warehouses
can often be done without the necessity of first investigating a resale
market. But some hubcaps are much more in demand than those of
other car models. Before stealing a hubcap, it profits the thief to do
some prior research, as well as to locate a buyer. The difference in the
way the market prices the hubcaps of different model cars means that
the natural history of hubcap theft by professionals is likely to be very
different from the natural history of theft by those not concerned about
resale. Professionals are likely to be concerned to form specifically useful
social relations outside of and before the execution of criminal action.
Amateur thefts will be influenced more by aspects of the mise-en-scène.3

If the researcher is dissuaded from taking the legal definition of a
crime as setting up the investigation and instead takes the definition
of the explanandum from popular culture, similar problems arise. If the
cases for explanation are sorted out to conform to victims’ experience,
“hubcap theft” is likely to be both under- and over-inclusive relative to
the natural history of the criminal behaviour involved. On the under-
inclusive side, for some thieves there is nothing special about stealing
hubcaps. They approach a hubcap theft much as they do other items
with niche market value: they pre-establish connections for resale.

Pre-establishing relationships for resale changes the social psychol-
ogy of the criminal aetiology. In such cases, the act of theft realises a
kind of promise made to the self about future behaviour and also ful-
fils a kind of contractual relationship. The fence has taken the risk of
pre-collaborating in the crime, which itself is a form of consideration
anticipating reciprocity; when the item is presented for fencing, it comes
as the closure of what had been a kind of transaction, albeit one that
was left more or less open. Before the hubcap has been dislodged, con-
straints have been built up in the offender’s social world: the causal train
is already in motion.

On the other hand, what victims or the news media refer to as hubcap
theft is over-inclusive, lumping into one set of problems behaviours
that have drastically different natural histories. Some hubcaps are stolen
to get scrap metal for resale, which does not require pre-investigation
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of market value. Other hubcaps will be improvised solutions to some
nagging practical problem requiring the object’s physical properties.
Perhaps the loot will become a way to block a hole in a roof or a
fence. Other hubcap thefts fulfil spur-of-the-moment motivations, such
as responding to a “dare” from peers.

It is especially notable that hubcap thefts develop in a recursive series
that is rare for other commonly stolen consumer items (TV sets, com-
puters, jewellery). Having had my hubcaps stolen, I suddenly have a
novel interest in those on other cars of the same model. Other consumer
items I may wish to replace are not readily visible and accessible in pub-
lic spaces. When hubcaps are stolen to replace hubcaps that were stolen,
the victim of one theft is more likely to roll over into the offender role
in the next, setting up self-sustaining dynamics.

Crimes often have identity-transforming, recruiting effects on victims:
becoming a victim creates a motivation to retaliate or to imitate the act
by victimising someone else. Construction workers who have their tools
“picked up” by other workers may do the same to a third party. It is
common that innocent targets of aggression – for example, recipients
of curses or insulting gestures – are tempted to respond immediately
in kind. Much of youth gang violence is the product of the imitative-
inverting process in which one who perceives himself to be cast as a
victim rejects the offer by casting another in that role. Criminology is
repeatedly frustrated by temporal variations in the incidence of offences
that cannot be explained by changes in the background factors usually
invoked for explanation. An appreciation of the imitative-inverting pro-
cesses that shape some forms of criminal behaviour helps explain why
some rise and fall like fads.

The fundamental problem with taking either the definitions of the
criminal law or those of popular culture as defining the explanandum
is that in both cases the central concern is not to set up a problem
for explanatory investigation but to reflect what the behaviour means
to others: to victims, to the public audience that identifies with the
victims and to politicians and law enforcement authorities, who ally
with victims to represent the interests of “the community”. Any legal
definition of crime will misrepresent the definitions of behaviour that
would represent offenders’ perspectives because the very point of crim-
inal law is to privilege the meaning of offensive action to victims.
In the criminal justice process, grasping the biographical meaning of
offences to offenders becomes relevant more in punishment processes
(sentencing hearings, prison assignments, parole decisions) than in
assessing culpability (charging processes, plea bargains, trials). But the
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data commonly used for studying crime come from arrest, conviction
or victims’ characterisations of what a stranger did to them.

Crime data come to researchers ex post facto and in a form that is arti-
ficially flattened out. They define what happened retrospectively and
focus on the termination point of a line of action. With few excep-
tions, the categories used to arrest and prosecute alleged offenders are
systematically indifferent to the natural history of the event, its initial
formation, evolution, multi-stage execution and the many alternative
courses of action that were considered but not taken.

All criminal law regimes insist on giving priority to the meanings
of action to victims – at least, to victims as portrayed by representa-
tives of the state. Criminal laws exist specifically to reject the meanings
of offensive behaviour to offenders as unacceptably egocentric. Some-
times the commitment to define crime from the perspective of the
victim results in lumping together relatively spontaneous acts, which
reflect little more than fleeting moments in an offender’s life, with
criminal behaviour that emerges from a more sustained perspective.
Sometimes social reality as seen from the victim’s perspective differenti-
ates behaviour based on chance factors, as occurs when violence that in
its planning and execution is identical to lethal aggression but does not
have a fatal result owing to errant aim or proximity to a site for emer-
gency medical services. In many of the most serious lines of criminal
behaviour, what the law enforcement system picks up is literally a matter
of hit and miss: there is no systematic correspondence between offence
intended and offence charged. A miss may leave the intended victim
threatened and thus capable of sustaining only a lesser offence. Or an
intended victim may remain completely unaware of his luck and thus
incapable of sustaining any charge at all.

The challenge for developing empirically successful aetiological expla-
nations includes recognising that what popular culture carves out when
it makes colloquial characterisations of types of crime is itself system-
atically different from the sets of cases created by law enforcement
institutions. What makes crime news – the sets of deviant acts that are
selected for dissemination by organs of mass media – is not a commit-
ment to reflect suffering but an effort to engage readers or viewers in
reflections on the nature of the community they live in. Crime news
highlights features of a presumed communal identity that the actions
are seen to put into question: shoplifting by entertainment stars or by
elderly recidivists, violent attacks on costumed characters at Disneyland
or assaults on co-workers by employees of the postal service mandated
by the US constitution. Popular culture seizes on crime and deviance
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when they can be presented as shocks to what the audience believes
holds them together.4

“School shootings”, “going postal” and “rampages” are not legal cate-
gories, but neither are they definitions that are rooted in evidence about
offenders’ perspectives. They are rubrics that most systematically reflect
what makes crime newsworthy. Part of the horror generated by school
shootings is the shocking realisation that individuals can be so deeply
integrated in the community – in school, which is widely proclaimed
to be a community’s most formative public institution; residing in ano-
dyne suburbs; passing for lengthy periods as reliable workers – and at
the same time exist outside of any moral control. Their newsworthi-
ness rests on the quasi-religious question, what do such acts say about
our collective moral power? When violent crime occurs where it usu-
ally does, which in the Western world means in private lives and public
places in low-income minority areas, popular culture has pre-made ide-
ological answers to the question. These are places where all, from the
right and from the left of the political spectrum, generally agree that
the moral force of the community has not penetrated or dominated.
So such crimes routinely are not newsworthy. When the news media
report that crime has occurred in the heart of the heartland, among
the most innocent and cherished, in the most protected and respectful
places, the public wakes up to search for hidden breaches in the fabric
of the community’s collective embrace.

We have, then, a tripartite distinction, between transgressions as lived
by offenders, as recognised by legal officials and as picked up in popular
culture: most importantly by the news and the entertainment media.
Each has been the province of a different set of knowledge-builders,
the first being the stuff of autobiography, investigative journalism and a
small band of stubborn academic researchers5; the second constituting
the data worked over by positivist criminologists; and the last emerging
about 50 years ago among social researchers, eventually known as “cul-
tural criminologists”, who began to raise questions about how popular
culture defines acts and people as deviant.

Research of the last sort thrived for about 20 years, between 1960
and 1980, under various new rubrics. In the UK, Stan Cohen’s “moral
panics” emerged more or less at the same time and as a cousin to
the Becker-Kitsuse-Lemert-Erikson-Garfinkel-Goffman contributions to
“labelling theory”. In a second stage of this work, “constructing social
problems” became a perspective on the historical stages in establish-
ing popular understandings of deviance.6 In a third stage, which is
still thriving today, researchers sympathetically study social movements
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that are aimed at dismantling definitions of deviance, whether in the
form of stigmatised physical “handicap”, racism or denigrated sexual
orientations.

Taken in isolation, there is no intellectual news in any of the points
made above. For centuries jurisprudence has taught law students the jus-
tifications for the wilful under- and over-inclusion achieved by crime’s
categories. It is not long into any criminal research project before a
researcher discovers the relevance of over-inclusion for the study at
hand.7 How is it that everybody knows that law enforcement categories,
much less popular culture’s categories, are inaccurate ways to define an
explanandum for causal explanation, and yet go on doing it anyway?
How is it that research programmes for developing aetiological explana-
tions of crime and deviance, on the one hand, and research programmes
to explain the social construction of social problems, on the other,
thrive in peaceful indifference to the implications of each for the other?

It is a short step from seeking research funding to a dependence on
law and popular culture in shaping empirical research agendas. Where
to get the organising definition – at least, one that will be intelligible to
funding agencies – if not from some mixture of the law and popular cul-
ture? The pragmatics of administering large grants reinforce the need to
pre-define the explanandum for practical administrative purposes. How
to tell the researchers where to go, and what to inquire about, without
using legal or pop-cultural categories to pre-define the phenomenon to
be studied? How to define the object of study from the offender’s per-
spective without first doing the research that grants might fund? This is
the devilish Catch-22 that haunts all sociological research.

The alternative is to take a popular label like “school shootings” as
crudely pointing to something that may have an essential aetiologi-
cal uniformity, and to begin making rough comparisons among types
of behaviour in order to begin honing in on the distinctive but not
yet named phenomenon of interest. For example, we may pick up the
shock character of the assault in many school shootings as represent-
ing criminal violence that is abruptly imposed on victims, and draw
a contrast with criminal violence that only progressively makes com-
pelling sense to the aggressor as his interaction with the victim develops.
In one regard, the opposite of school shootings is a criminal attack that
begins with a relatively modest intervention in a victim’s life, which
then commits the assailant to a more destructive intervention, which in
turn sets up the provocations of a yet more harmful violation, which
then becomes a situation in which murder suddenly makes compelling
sense.
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A would-be thief approaches a car to steal items. He finds a driver
retrieving keys from a handbag. With the unexpected means to steal
the car at hand, he takes it. To avoid making a scene and leaving a
witness, he takes the driver too. Having successfully avoided suspicion
when exiting the car park – security camera photographs show him in
the passenger seat and the victim driving with no obvious fear in her
expression – he directs the driver to go to an isolated spot so he can
work out what to do. Once there, the opportunity to rape is irresistible:
having kidnapped, rape will add minimal additional culpability. In the
cold silence that follows, he realises the now enhanced value of elim-
inating the witness. This sequence describes a progression towards an
ever more violent identity.

Many school shootings fall on the opposite end of the scale, in that
the initial attack creates an insurmountable experience of violence in
the aggressor’s life. After the assailant has shot a number of passive vic-
tims in a precious place such as an elementary school, any subsequent
action – an escape, a battle with armed professionals, the theft of a
getaway car, an attack on a potential witness – can only detract from
what has already been achieved. And any of these subsequent steps
may be bungled. The initial attack defines an identity that cannot be
transcended. It would take a great deal of help – say, from a terrorist
network – to chart out a future in which such an attack could lead to an
even more glorious self-indication.

If from the start we think about a colloquially aggregated set of cases
in a comparative way, the colloquial label will soon be surpassed by a
refined definition of the explanandum. Once this investigative course
is chosen, the logic for proceeding towards a more empirically accurate
conceptualisation is familiar. It is through a research strategy that in
sociology has been known as analytic induction and which, without
the benefit of a guiding rubric, is the methodological stock-in-trade of
the humanities in general.8

Analytic induction is as much concerned with discovering and spec-
ifying the explanandum as with assessing candidates for explanation.
Each fact, case or instance considered is examined in relation to a
hypothesised perfect or universal relationship between cause and effect,
with the researcher mutually adjusting the definitions of the explanan-
dum and of the explanans so that each case supports the theory. The
result will be to separate out various subsets of what law enforcement
and popular culture lump together as one phenomenon, and the inclu-
sion in the explanandum of cases treated as distinct, both by self-defined
victims, by officials and by the agencies of popular culture.
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For “school shootings”, what next definition of the explanandum
will emerge? Perhaps the very difficulties that initially block our way
also point towards an answer. School shootings compel our attention
because, unlike forms of violence that are everyday phenomena, they
appear to go beyond any utilitarian purpose, beyond the limits of
“evening things up”, “pay-back” or other versions of invoking a norm of
reciprocity to make sense of violence as revenge. They are “rampages”
or attempts to “massacre” victims who appear to be almost randomly
selected.

But not quite. Rampages and massacres, such as those in genocidal
raids and in shootings of passers-by on streets, often target strangers in
places the aggressor has never before visited. School shootings, and the
workplace shootings that get the most media attention, as well as some
attacks at airports, in shopping malls and perhaps driver-guided trans-
portation crashes, attack strangers but at a site that has had some special
meaning to the aggressor. Somehow, in the aggressor’s biography the
site has taken on a significance that is uniquely fascinating, disturbing,
haunting.

A seemingly schizophrenic combination of opposites – the effort to
massacre large numbers of randomly targeted victims along with the
intimate nature of the attraction that the site has for the aggressor –
appears to set school, workplace and certain other violent behaviours
apart. Media attention is not insensitive to this schizophrenia. On the
one hand, the random nature of the attack means that victims were
unable to anticipate it, which after the fact makes observers near and far
sense their own vulnerability. On the other hand, the unique personal
meaning of the site to the aggressor suggests that there was an elaborate
building up of meaning, which makes the resulting murders compelling
mysteries.

The enigmatic character of some acts of randomly selected, violent
victimisation sets them off from other types of mass violence. Ter-
rorist attacks differ in that the aggressors are all too eager to explain
their violence to us. Terrorist attacks make us physically but not cog-
nitively vulnerable. Domestic and youth gang violence also emerge
from symbolically dense and emotionally long-compacted histories, but
their targets are circumscribed in ways that make us at once personally
indifferent and idly curious about why people who are in most social
dimensions so much like each other focus aggression so specifically on
each other.9

As an initial formulation for the class of events of which many of
the most disturbing school shootings are a part, but as a class that will
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include events in other sites, I suggest “intimate massacres”. This phrase
at once registers the personal biographical meaning of the location of
the attack to the attacker and the indiscriminate targeting of victims.

How, then, to work towards the explanans? Here a theory of social
ontology becomes indispensable. A theory of ontology specifies the
nature of being. It asks, what is true of everything that exists or has
ever existed? That metaphysical question becomes useful for sociologists
when transformed into a theory of social ontology, which asks, what is
true of any moment in which a human being relates to others?

A first principle of social ontology is that any social phenomenon,
any moment in which an individual relates to others, is a form of
life, something alive, something active. Put another way, any moment
in which one relates to another is a certain kind of doing. What the
individual is doing is itself a matter for research, hypothesis testing,
discovery. When confounded by any form of behaviour we wish to
understand, the guiding question becomes: “What is he/she trying to
do, in doing that?” Answering that question provides a motivational
explanation. Aetiology is sought in what Alfred Schutz termed the “in
order to” sense of motivation, rather than the “because” sense, which
turns our attention to backgrounds, whether biographical or social-
ecological/contextual. A search for explanation based on social ontology
shifts research attentions from background factors which pressure or
overcome the actor’s subjectivity towards appreciating how the actor
builds up the motivation that will become compelling to him.

The general question posed by a theory of social ontology is: what are
people doing in creating any moment in their social lives? Expanding on
Herbert Blumer’s lead – Blumer defied sociologists to locate any instance
of social life that was not produced through interaction – I propose
that social ontology consists of three processes: sequence, interaction
and embodiment. The order in which the three may be examined in
an analysis aimed at explaining a given form of social life is a matter
of convenience; there is no assumption of causal priority. In creating
every moment of social life, the actor shapes his or her behaviour so
that it takes on a specific meaning as it fits into the ongoing sequences
in his or her life; the actor tailors his or her behaviour so that it will
be taken into account by another in a particular way (the other at times
being the actor him- or herself); and the actor embodies his or her action
by grounding behaviour in a landscape that sustains or transforms the
actor’s experience in a sensual/emotional way.

A theory of social ontology is a kind of philosophy for sociologists, a
way of calculating first principles. To be adapted for use in discovering
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and testing explanations, social ontology must be directed towards dif-
ference, change, variation. Addressed to a distinctive form of behaviour,
a theory of social ontology points investigators to search for the unique
forms of the constitutive processes that create the behaviour in ques-
tion. What is different about the sequential meaning, the interaction
process and the embodiment of intimate massacres, in contrast with
other forms of behaviour and, in particular, other forms of violence?

1. Sequential meaning: Passing a point of no return

At any moment in social life, people shape their behaviour with regard
to where they are in several ongoing sequences, whether they be trajec-
tories, progressions, careers, histories or biographical developments, as
understood by the actor. At any moment the individual will be shaping
his or her action with regard to several sequences. Some are understood
to run parallel to or independently from each other, while others are like
Russian dolls, processes that are understood to change simultaneously
as progression at one level affects progression at another. The multiple
sequential meanings of action, as attended to by the actor, give layered,
multiply resonant qualities to participation in social life.

A given individual may start his or her day in public life by, at once,
talking to a friend on the car phone as a way of starting the daily round,
responding to the other’s prior comment to show you are engaged with
her, trying to overtake the car in front, getting closer in time to the next
scheduled engagement, being stuck in traffic, appreciating an aching
back as a sign of ageing in various social and biological ways and mov-
ing at different speeds and in different stages through various other
progressions in social relationships with people who are not physically
or virtually present, such as work projects with colleagues, anniversary
present-giving obligations to family members, tax-filing deadlines and
so on.

Considering how little we know about the multiple sequences that
frame anyone’s experience in a given moment of social life, it is not
surprising that popular and academic culture ignore the multilayered
temporal significance of any criminal act. With regard to intimate mas-
sacres, to the extent that media reports, sociological and psychological
commentaries appreciate the sequential framing of an attack, they gen-
erally engage in a backward analysis and focus on a single path leading
to violence as a culminating moment. Perhaps the suggestion is that
the act was a response to bullying or to a dare, a fulfilment of a veiled
promise to “show” the others something, a motivated distraction from
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a catalytic rejection (in academic evaluation, of romantic entreaties,
in efforts to join a peer group). In any case, the attack is seen as a
subsequent to one or other particular event or events, considered more
or less in linear rather than multilayered, variously progressing, halt-
ing and reversing fashion. Sometimes the explanatory language gives
up weighing the contributions of prior events and becomes metaphor-
ical by pointing to a history of provocations and suggesting a blowing
up of tensions that can no longer be contained.

Intimate massacres, at schools, workplaces, shopping malls and so on,
distinctively do not just respond to particular prior events, as a revenge
attack might do. Their distinguishing form of violence is its generality:
the attacker does not attempt to focus violence on pre-selected others.
The generality of the violence indicates that the attraction of the attack
has a generalised appeal in a sequential sense.

Instead of responding to a particular earlier provocation, which would
keep his biography linked to specific earlier scenes, the attacker seeks to
achieve a generalised departure from his past. The distinctive value of an
intimate massacre is to turn away from the past as a whole. Randomness
in choosing targets serves the end of reaching an end. We have reason
to hypothesise that the sequential contingency of intimate massacres is
reaching a point of no return.

In addition to their liberal inclusion of virtually anyone present as
a worthy victim, a striking feature of intimate massacres is the lack of
planning to get away. The absence of a detailed or reasonably plausi-
ble escape plan is common, whether an intimate massacre is done by
adolescents in school contexts or adults at workplaces. These acts create
final moments in a social identity. In that respect they are fatalistic, at
least in the sense of being foreseen and chosen as abandonments to fate.
There is no substantial indication that the attackers subsequently show
remorse, fantasise about being able to go back to the possibilities in life
as lived earlier or otherwise hesitate to embrace the authenticity of their
action as crossing a point of no return.

Intimate massacres often end in the assailant’s death at the scene
of the attack. Are they suicides? But if suicides, why take other lives?
The lack of a plausible escape plan, combined with a specific intention
to take others’ lives, puts these lines of aggressive action somewhere
between revenge and suicide. With revenge they share a dimension of
retribution for disrespect suffered. But they go much further than that.
With suicide they share an acceptance of oblivion, a negation of one’s
future. But they are killings of others as well as of self, and so they are not
“suicide by cop”, a phrase that refers to courses of action that predictably
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lead to the aggressor’s demise in scenarios reminiscent of Hollywood’s
“hail of gunfire”. Indeed, sometimes the attackers drop their weapons
and surrender. Like terrorists who die in collective assaults or in the
imagined company of religious communities they claim to honour, if
those who mount intimate massacres are resolved to die, they are not
content to die alone.

Instead of seeing a sequential meaning in the future, as terrorists do
when they see their attack as a step on a path that others will continue
on, attackers creating intimate massacres see the attack as a culmination
of past actions: it is enacted as a final act in a drama already developed
through several stages. The younger the attacker, the more fantasti-
cal the preparations. Like Perseus on his way to free Andromeda, one
of the early “quest” sagas that have become a mainstay of computer
games, they pick up various weapons, consult sites that offer them vir-
tual charms and hide their plans, the better to overwhelm, mystify and
surprise victims. The attractions of the act are in part embedded in their
culminating potential. The ongoing sequencing of the attacker’s life,
in all the streams of change the attacker has simultaneously been in,
is sacrificed in favour of bringing a train of preparations to an abrupt,
crashing end.

Several patterns indicate that the sequential objective in committing
an intimate massacre is reaching a point of no return. There is the “one-
off” nature of the attack, which is not only indicated by the absence of
a viable escape plan but is also, in contrast to most forms of violence,
emphasised by the frequent lack of prior, lesser aggressions. The absence
in most cases of a history of prior aggressions has led to the unwar-
ranted explanation that the attacks are caused by bullying. The image
is of long-enduring suffering finally exploding. But the aggressor’s prior
passivity does not explain the details of the attack, which is typically
the culmination of planning, not the sort of sudden outburst in acts of
righteous aggression that characterises much violence among intimates.
Most significantly, preparations for the attack far outweigh planning for
post-attack life.

One act of planning post-attack life is a kind of exception that indi-
cates the rule. The enigmatic nature of school and workplace shootings
is built up by the erasure of preparatory measures. Explanatory docu-
ments are not left to guide the understanding of survivors. Computer
files are destroyed. Those who can be anticipated as sources that the
news media will turn to for explanation are left in the dark or, as
occurs when young attacks kill family members on the way to the focal
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site, removed. The attack is designed so that the scene of violence will
embody the final word.

2. Interaction strategy: Destroying a site-based
personification

In addition to investigating the sequential placement of the aggressive
act, we can gain further traction on the aetiology of intimate massacres
by asking about their distinctive character as a form of social interac-
tion. These attacks are not just efforts to reach a point of no return.
Suicide would accomplish that. In a sense, intimate massacres betray a
failure to sustain faith in the promise of suicide, which is a far more
common response to emotional turmoil. Suicide destroys the self. That
is not quite the objective in intimate massacres.

The dialectic suggested by “intimate massacre”, of a profoundly pri-
vate and yet stunningly public event, is essential to the motivating
dynamics. In seeking explanations, commentators usually debate points
along the prior history at which a road to violence might have been
abandoned. But that is an outsider’s view. The more subjectively relevant
question, one that is shied away from when moral horror displaces aetio-
logical inquiry, is why the attackers do not simply kill themselves. There
is something the attackers wish to accomplish in social life, something
that will survive their death. Suicide would destroy the self and achieve
a point of no return, but it would not destroy one’s personification in
place.

As the symbolic interaction tradition has developed the understand-
ing of individual identity, it is a product of self (or who one is as encoded
in one’s actions towards others) and person (who one is as implied in
other’s actions). Everyday life shapes individual identity through a con-
stantly problematic lamination of self and person. Others’ actions imply
a version of oneself that one may find inspiring, depressing, challeng-
ing and so on. One’s actions towards others contain presumptions and
pleadings as to how those others will respond, whether in confirming or
disconfirming ways.

The vocabulary of respect is a colloquial way to address the dialec-
tics of self and person that constitute individual identity. Experiences of
pride and humiliation register the emotional repercussions of the prob-
lematic lamination of self and person. In experiences of disrespect, one
experiences being treated as unjustifiably claiming a version of self that
will not be complemented. This error in lamination is more commonly
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recognised than is the inverse error: the awkward experience of being
treated with too much respect, which also, if ironically, may be taken as
by the recipient as a form of disrespect.

Disrespect may be registered whether one is treated as either more or
less competent than one understands one’s actions to imply. The tech-
nical nature of problems in sustaining a laminated identity is important
to emphasise because it is appealing to believe that negative emotions
(shame, hostility, depression) can be overcome through routinely pos-
itive treatment. But those who mount intimate massacres have not
necessarily been rejected. They may have been treated too positively,
such that they have been unable to embrace the personification they
have received.

How can treatment by others that is too positive be a problem? Take,
for example, a student who, understanding he does not understand,
poses a question that is greeted by a teacher as a “great” question
because the teacher wishes to avert the possibility that the student’s
admission of ignorance will be shameful. The student does not under-
stand the question as great, doubts that it is and senses that he is being
offered a false image of self. Perhaps the student understands that for the
teacher a straightforward admission of ignorance would be too horri-
ble to acknowledge. Analysts and policymakers who treat the dilemmas
of delaminated identity as matters of insufficient respect misread and
trivialise the interaction complexities and confusing emotions that are
at play. It may be that intimate massacres are strategies of frustrated
masochists.

There is no clear pattern in the antecedents of intimate massacres that
show demeaning prior treatment as causal. Whether in the form of bul-
lying, school performance or workplace evaluations, the correlations are
inconsistent, and – something that is rarely, if ever, considered – the
direction of causality is always unclear. The evidence never allows us to
know whether experiences of disrespect came after or before negative
treatment. Adolescent society is particularly keen on detecting prob-
lems in the lamination of identity. It is as logical to hypothesise that
intimate massacres are the upshot of insufficient bullying as it is to imag-
ine that they are responses to excessive bullying. Schoolmates, who are
compelled to associate with each other by the force of the state, have
special interests in detecting those whose emotions are “weird”. When
mass attacks erupt, they justify the apprehensions of peers that adults
have compelled them to suffer the results of emotional disturbance that
has its roots in domestic environments to which they have no access.
Respect-themed provocations by peers that are geared to elicit publicly
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witnessed reactions should be appreciated as ways of playing to peer
interests in discovering what they may be dealing with.

In any case, whether people at or associated with the site of the attack
have sustained the delamination of the attacker’s social identity through
negative or overly positive treatment, the clearest pattern is of delamina-
tion itself: the attacker has not been able to generate a self that accepts
or complements his personification in place. The attacker has not neces-
sarily, or not only, been a “loner”. To use the phrase offered by Katherine
Newman and Cybelle Fox, he has most often been a “failed joiner”.10

Given the motivational significance of the place targeted, an explana-
tion of intimate massacres must comprehend how a given site has come
to embody the attacker’s struggles with a delaminated identity. Terror-
ists choose their targets based on iconic identities. They favour sites that
a community has taken to be critical, precious, somehow summarily
evocative of collective identity. These may be schools, workplaces, pub-
lic gathering sites, government buildings, sports events, shopping malls
and so on; the variety of places that are honoured as iconic of com-
munal identity makes defence strategies especially difficult. But in any
case terrorists will not necessarily have had any personal involvement at
the site of attack, which presents also practical difficulties for successful
attack strategies. Hostage takers are also relatively indifferent to the per-
sonal meanings of the sites they target. They may happen to be where a
particular other person is present or where an interrupted crime has left
them boxed in.

In comparing forms of randomly targeted violence, a distinguishing
feature of intimate massacres is that they occur in sites in which, to
the aggressor, his identity has become diffused and embedded. Whether
through paranoia or an accurate perception of gossip, the attacker appre-
ciates that the person he is taken to be has become a feature of the
place in general. It is this understanding that is a critical contingency
for making the massacre objective sensible. As inchoate as the phe-
nomenon may be, there is a reality to one’s “reputation” in a school
or work site. Who should one attack to destroy an abiding reputation?
If the objective is to destroy one’s personification in place, it makes sense
that there would be a certain measure of indifference in the selection of
targets.

Intimate massacres are events that fulfil the objective of destroying
the person one has been taken to be, without constructing a future self.
They construct a point of no return, both in creating no basis for a
reasonably anticipated future – if the attackers are crazy, they do not
appear so crazy as to think that they can resume a planned life after the
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attack – and in fundamentally transforming who they will have been in
the eyes of intimates who survive. Predictably, their pasts will be reinter-
preted, through recollections of premonitions, searches for missed early
warning signs, clues to a dimension of suffering that could have reached
the scale of the destruction wrought. The only future that the attackers
guarantee is a reinterpretation of who they were.

3. Embodiment: Crystallising chaos

The third aspect of social ontology is the embodiment of action. Every
intention to express oneself is materialised through incorporating a cer-
tain instrumentality. Every perception of how others regard oneself is
registered from a certain corporeal stance. Every distinct moment in
social life is a metamorphosis, a change in the embodiment of behaviour
that effects a transformation with a dynamic sensual/sensible aspect.11

In intimate massacres, the key transformation is in the enactment of
violence itself. In contrast to violence in robberies and in domestic rela-
tions, where violence is commonly a chance or unanticipated upshot of
evolving interactions initiated through non-violent means of communi-
cation, it is the vision of enacting violence that guides aggressors to the
site of intimate massacres. What is the prospect that is the charm of that
vision? Compressing chaotic imaginings into a singular enacted drama.
The emotional dynamics leading to intimate massacres revolve around
the crystallisation of chaos into an unchanging, profoundly grounded,
exquisitely detailed narrative. If the attacker’s emotional life was expe-
rienced as barely under control and impossible to specify in words, the
outcome of the attack will be a narrative whose reach and boundaries –
who was harmed, to what extent, who escaped, by what luck or device –
will be precisely and permanently traced.

Most inquiry and commentary on school, workplace and other
“rampage”-like violence focuses on the origins of personal chaos. The
blame may fall on a lack of supervision of peers’ cruelty, on family
psychopathology or child abuse by strangers or even on violent con-
tent in entertainment media. An alternative approach is to follow the
lead of Edwin Lemert’s “secondary deviance” concept, which leaves
the origins of personal chaos outside of sociologists’ research compe-
tence. Think of intense psychic chaos as a low-level but ever present
and socially ubiquitous phenomenon that can be found in virtually any
social area. Research inquiry begins by focusing on how individuals may
make social sense of the chaos they experience. This sense-making is a
phenomenon that varies significantly across social settings.
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Nietzsche provided a perspective on the relationship between psy-
chic chaos and criminal violence that he understood would be hard
to accept. Based on the suggestions commonly made about the causes
of school, workplace and other “rampage” shootings, his perspective
remains elusive.12 The critical insight is that the person in chaos is
not just bouncing from one frustrated affiliation and embrace to the
next but, while caught up in his disease, is thoroughly confused about
its origins and causes. Obsessively seeking a way to make sense of the
delamination that is the everyday reminder and ever renewed provoca-
tion of his disease, the actor seeks to embody what he experiences as
emotional wildness in a form he can comprehend. There is no reason to
think that his choice of explanatory narratives is any less wild than the
chaos he lives with, or that he understands the way to make sense of his
experience of chaos any better than do those trying to make sense of his
destructive results after the fact.

In Nietzsche’s example, the person-in-chaos does not kill in order
to steal, although conventional thought prefers to believe in such
instrumental motives for violence. That is, robbers do not use violence
only because victim resistance makes violence situationally necessary to
achieve theft. On the contrary, they rob in order to kill. In other words,
they put themselves in circumstances that are likely to provoke interac-
tions as wild as what they live with on an everyday basis. Some of the
wild responses they provoke from their would-be victims will make their
use of violence seem situationally rational.

Some assailants may be as terrified by their madness as their victims
are. If they could embrace their madness, suicide might suffice. Instead
they adopt an alternative, a dodge, a relatively comfortable way to live
with chaos. They hide their self-afflicting turmoil under the cover of a
practical justification for being violent. If robbery victims resist, than it
is not so crazy to kill them. Violence is then a necessity for a logical,
reasonable, communally understandable, if not acceptable, action. Like-
wise, if peers have humiliated the student or worker, righteous rage is a
fitting response, not the cause of the rejections that have been suffered.

There is a strong correlation between intimate massacres, especially
school shootings, and what is currently known as “red” social geogra-
phy. School shootings have almost always occurred in small towns and
suburbs, areas that are predominately white, with middle-class standards
of living, where the incidence of extreme poverty is low and where
residents embrace conservative religious practices and views on social
issues. In short, school shootings are bunched in the sort of place that
in contemporary US political life predictably votes Republican.
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Noting this strong correlation, it seems natural to seek the aetiology
of school shootings in the fabric of red-area social life. Perhaps there is
too much suppression of non-conforming feelings. Perhaps there is too
much social cohesion, inter-institutional integration, “collective effi-
cacy”, parental involvement in schools, communal monitoring of the
lives of youngsters, such that those who are aware that they do not
fit in cannot escape the pressure to fit in. Perhaps guns are too readily
available or gun culture is too widely embraced.13

In a subtle way, the definition of the explanandum as “school shoot-
ings” sets up a circular reasoning that locates aetiology in the social
conditions that distinguish “red” areas. The tautological nature of this
reasoning becomes visible when we turn our attention to criminal vio-
lence by similar school-age males in “blue” areas – in particular, in the
inner-city minority neighbourhoods which, for at least 50 years, have
consistently produced much higher levels of peer homicide than the lev-
els produced even by the rash of school shootings that began to attract
intense media attention in the 1990s. “School shootings” has become
a uniquely available trope for crystallising psychic chaos among young
men in red areas.

Consider their counterparts in blue areas. What do young men in
low-income, centralised urban neighbourhoods find as narrative vehi-
cles in which they might embody emotional chaos? Everyday violence
and contraband traffic around middle schools and high schools will
often be well institutionalised in low-income, inner-city, minority eth-
nic/racial areas. With that ecological background, virtually any attack
may be explicable as revenge, as peremptorily creating an image that
has deterrent value or as a way to collect legally unenforceable debts.
Individuals who do not have a personal basis for revenge, personal debts
to collect or a specific plan to exploit a fearsome reputation may be in
a gang, which can supply all of those sufficient reasons for otherwise
“senseless” violence. Violence in blue areas also readily makes sense
by virtue of conventional explanations for personal pathology that
focus on parental absence because of imprisonment, the need to work
long hours and multiple jobs or death from prior violence. Where vio-
lence is common in domestic life, peer violence among adolescents is a
short extension from partner abuse among adults and inter-generational
violence in child-rearing. Researchers have documented a deficiency
of trust and cooperation among neighbours in low-income, minority,
inner-city areas and argue that the lack of communal supervision of
adolescents leads to high rates of violent crime.14



Jack Katz 129

The social geography of intimate massacres is compatible with the
view that psychic chaos in “red” areas is as prevalent as, or even much
less prevalent than, in “blue” areas. In red areas, where collective efficacy
is high, signs of deviant tendencies are routinely and generally picked
up by adult authorities and either suppressed or used to guide youth-
in-chaos into remedial or therapeutic settings. Contraband markets
flourish in middle-class suburbs, but not in public life.15 Youth culture
celebrates nihilistic, savage and “dark” themes, whether in versions of
Goth, skinhead or, ironically, “ghetto” culture. But peer interactions
do not become organised into gang violence, violent enforcement of
contraband market obligations or street robbery patterns. Similarly, in
workplaces and in university-level education environments, there are
no at-hand, long-standing, ubiquitous, publicly recognised patterns of
male-to-male violence (at least, outside of contact sports teams). In such
settings, chaos more commonly translates into suicide and solo risk-
taking as expressed through drinking, drug use and high-speed driving.
Public health figures indicate that fatal risk-taking is not confined to, or
even greater among, inner-city youth.16

The eternal dance of explanans and explanandum

The discussion has circled back to the initial argument. How the
explanandum is defined matters more than the literature on “school
shootings” has acknowledged. Singling out school shootings for expla-
nation leads to ignoring youth violence that takes other forms in other
social geographies. Looking to the social ecology that is in the back-
ground of “school shootings”, the researcher is hard pressed to locate
any change that can be linked historically to the rise of school shoot-
ings. If instead we compare the social ontology of various forms of
violence, we will define the explanandum as something like “intimate
massacres”, and we will appreciate the differences across social places in
the narratives that are readily available for crystallising emotional chaos
into strips of violent action.

Violence everywhere is appealing as a last course for glorifying and
resolving tragic dramas. We should not be surprised that young men
appreciate the satisfying narrative possibilities of sensational violence
much as do playwrights and screenwriters, who often cannot find any
way out other than through killing the hero of the drama. It is not
that school shooters are provoked by media violence. The creators of
media violence are responding to similar sense-making challenges as
adolescent shooters.
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Those who author the violent narratives that populate the mass enter-
tainment media get a lot of help. Their projections are vetted, edited,
repeatedly revised to satisfy the understandings of the large audiences
whose anticipated interest justifies funding a collective narrative enter-
prise. Those performing intimate massacres are more or less working
on their own, trying to bring off “one-off” productions, without the
benefit of try-outs in secondary markets or rehearsals. Anxious about
the success of their productions, appreciating that the narrative may
well make sense to them in ways no others can fully appreciate, they
find encouragement in staging the action where at least there is some
audience familiarity with their personage.

But why should we find historical changes in the incidence of inti-
mate massacres? In social settings where there are no other institution-
alised narratives that make sense of youth violence, we should expect
idiosyncratic creations of narratives that make sense of crystallising psy-
chic chaos. With publicity given to some sensational attacks, onlookers
can pick up and continue to elaborate the narrative threads much as
they do when picking up music genres and sartorial styles. If we keep the
inquiry on the side of the victims, it will seem intolerably insensitive to
attribute intimate massacres to dynamics analogous to those affecting
consumer fads. But seen from the other side, and with the reminder of
the rarity of these events as well as of the enigmatic self-understandings
of those who carry them out, we can at least offer the hypothesis.

Columbine-imitative narratives picked up by school shooters, claims
of discrimination sometimes cited by workplace shooters and the polit-
ical themes of an oppressive state quashing American traditions of
individual liberty that have been offered by attackers on airports and
government buildings should all be understood as alternative ways of
grasping readily available explanatory motifs for crystallising personal
chaos into sensational, identity-altering moments of violence. In social
locations where there are at hand no other collectively recognised ways
of making sense of interpersonal violence, there is always the violent
imagery merchandised by the mass media. There is no convincing causal
evidence attributing youth violence to the rise and geographical reach of
violent motifs in films, popular music and computer games. Indeed, for
25 years media violence has continued to rise as rates of interpersonal
youth violence have declined. The unique power of violent themes in
culture is not to set wild emotions on the path towards violence but
to penetrate social geographies everywhere, including outwardly sedate
areas with low rates of violence in street or public life and, within them,
the most densely private psychic recesses.
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German Rampage: Social
Discourse and the Emergence
of a Disturbing Phenomenon
Jörn Ahrens

When, on 26 April 2002, the first school massacre with an enormous
bloodcount of 17 people killed (including the offender) hit Germany,
the shock and astonishment were enormous. Nobody thought that such
a deed could possibly happen within German society, broadly peaceful
since World War II and owing to the structures of the modern wel-
fare state. Symptomatically, Germany’s leading newspaper, Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ), stated the following day: “Previously we have
only seen images like this in reports from America.”1 In what is today, in
cultural terms, a massively Americanised German society one thing still
seems to be the trademark of America: the obvious problem of public
violence. Thus the phenomenon of rampage and/or school shootings in
Germany could generate questions that address both the lasting pres-
ence of violence within the social realm and the seemingly ubiquitous
representation of violence through cultural artefacts. In this chapter
I will focus on these two problems by examining German media cov-
erage following the two most disturbing school shootings in Germany
within the last decade: the Erfurt massacre of 2002 and the Winnenden
massacre of 2009. This work is part of my research about rampages in
Germany and the United States, which is still in its early stages. There-
fore I will focus on two newspapers only – FAZ and Germany’s leading
weekly news magazine, Der Spiegel. The data involved in the final project
will be much broader in scale.

In this chapter I will first give an overview of the two case stud-
ies of German school shootings dealt with here: Erfurt in 2002 and
Winnenden in 2009. The special significance of the German use of the
term “amok” will be described in the second section. The third section
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presents and analyses the media coverage in FAZ and Der Spiegel. Here
I focus on interfaces and differences in the reporting and demonstrate
the extent to which this media coverage is part of a discourse formation
as both a narrative of what has happened and a meta-social negotiation
about the status of violence. On this basis, the fourth section discusses
the notion of evil in the phenomenon of the rampage, focusing on the
question of evil in a (post-)modern society.

1. Case studies: Erfurt and Winnenden

When the first school shooting atrocity in post-war Germany was com-
mitted, in April 2002, it was not that the country had no previous
experience of such acts of rampage. Germany had seen such events
time after time. However, the body count had always been clear and
the events were not ostentatiously militarised. In the aftermath of the
1999 massacre at Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado, what
happened in Erfurt was seen as the extension to Germany of a, by then,
seemingly American culture of violence. In that sense also it was pos-
sible to talk about a globalisation of rampage. The city of Erfurt has a
population of 203,500, beautifully located in the Thuringia region, with
its forests and little mountains, and is the capital of the Free State of
Thuringia, one of the five eastern German states. The city is the urban
centre of Thuringia, despite being in close proximity to the lively but
smaller cities of Weimar and Jena. But Erfurt is still not huge and is
regarded as pleasant and peaceful. On 26 April 2002 the 19-year-old
Robert Steinhäuser entered his former school, the Johann Gutenberg
High School, an old Jugendstil building from 1910, at about 10.45 a.m.
Inside the school building he changed his clothes, dressing in black
from head to toe, including a black mask. He was equipped with a Glock
17 (9 mm Parabellum) pistol and a pump-action shotgun. Calmly and
methodically he then roamed the four-storey building. Within about 20
minutes Steinhäuser had killed 16 people, most of them teachers (12
teachers, two students, one secretary and one police officer). Finally,
after taking off his mask, Steinhäuser met his former history teacher,
Rainer Heise, who confronted him directly with the words “Robert, you
can shoot me now.” To which Steinhäuser replied: “For today I’ve had
enough, Mr Heise.” Heise then pushed him into a room and locked
the door. There, still holding his gun, Steinhäuser shot himself. Until
that day Robert Steinhäuser had not been in any way remarkable. How-
ever, because of some forged documents he had used at school, he
was expelled in October 2001. He systematically hid this fact from
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his family and friends. The day he started his rampage was the day
his former schoolmates were taking their high school examinations.
Steinhäuser was member of a local gun club; he was a passionate gamer
on Counter-Strike and fond of heavy metal music.

Some seven years later, on 11 March 2009, the 17-year-old Tim
Kretschmer committed a similar shooting at his former school,
Albertville Middle School in Winnenden, a town of 27,000 near
Stuttgart, in Germany’s wealthy state of Baden-Württemberg. Although
definitely not quite urban, Winnenden is not exactly rural either: its
population of nearly 30,000 is about average for a German small town.
Kretschmer entered the school building at about 9.30 a.m., armed with
a Beretta 92. Within a few minutes he had shot several students in two
classrooms. When the police arrived after three minutes he fled, tak-
ing hostage a car driver with whom he began a nearly 100-kilometre
odyssey, until the driver managed to escape from the car. Kretschmer
then fled into a car showroom in Wendlingen am Neckar, where he
killed more people. After being wounded by the police, he finally shot
himself. The video of his death, taken on a mobile phone, can still be
downloaded from YouTube. In all, Tim Kretschmer killed 15 people, plus
himself, and wounded 11.

Kretschmer left Albertville Middle School in 2008. His father was
member of a local gun club and owned 15 guns, and frequently took
his son to shooting training sessions. Kretschmer took the gun and
ammunition that he used from his father’s bedroom. Kretschmer has
been described as unremarkable; his parents denied reports that he had
received psychiatric treatment. The father himself was accused of being
an accessory to murder because he failed to store his weapons and
ammunition safely; in February 2013 he was sentenced to 21 months
on parole.

2. Running amok

Both of these school shootings generated massive media coverage plus
a broad public debate, which is why an analysis of such discourse may
produce an insight into the relationship between society and violence
in general – and, in particular, sudden and dramatic outbreaks of vio-
lence in public. Regarding the phenomenon of such shootings, it is
noteworthy that the German language does not have a term for “school
shooting”. It was only after the Winnenden massacre that the term
slowly became accepted, in academic discourse and in public debate.
Influenced from the US-American discourse, German culture adopted
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the English terminology – there is still no German word for such events.
Instead, Germans like to use a terminology that is as exotic as it is
problematic when speaking about cases of people “running amok”.
Anyone who goes on the rampage in public is referred to as running
amok [Amokläufer]. Although it is used less today with regard to school
shootings, the notion of running amok is still highly influential, and
the phrase is the one most frequently used in the public discourse, by
politicians and the media.

The core problem that the notion of running amok inherits is its
semiotic and symbolic communication, setting a distinct understand-
ing of what has happened in such an event. Running amok implies a
personal state of bewilderment and of being out of control. Anyone run-
ning amok is considered to be not themselves while they commit their
crimes; they only return to consciousness afterwards – like an awak-
ening – or kill themselves straight away. The notion of running amok
itself is bound to an epistemology of cultural meaning and has been
borrowed from the Malaysian word “amuk” (“mad, berserk”). It has
come to Germany via European travel writings, most of them colonial,
from the 13th century onwards and is thus the result of exotic curiosity
and communication.2 In the 16th century the Portuguese produced the
first reports of people running amok, describing it as grotesque form of
unpunished murder.3 The term then has an interesting career. First it
is seen as a specific Malaysian military practice – elite warriors storm-
ing their enemies without any thought of their own life are thought to
have screamed “amuk!” This eventually stopped because of colonialism
and the arrival of Christian missionaries, and the term “amok” came to
denote a form of religious bewilderment.

Eventually, in the 19th century, the modern notion of “amok” came
to be used in a medical context. Now it signifies a state of mental
absence, someone who is out of their mind and suddenly goes on
the rampage, killing anybody near by. The first German dictionary to
include “running amok” [Amuklaufen] is from 1912, and describes it
as referring to a form of homicidal madness that occurring out of the
blue and can last for hours or even days.4 Thus the medical and cultural
dictionaries rather follow the early travel writings but still obviously
incorporate this epistemological heritage. From an ethno-behaviouristic
viewpoint Carr defined the phenomenon of running amok as “an acute
outburst of unrestrained violence associated with homicidal attack,
preceded by a period of brooding, and ending with exhaustion and
amnesia”.5 Thus he is, interestingly, reproducing the medical and psy-
chological image of running amok that had been established in the 19th
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century, which had been given the seal of scientific approval. Although
Carr considers the idea of running amok to be “indigenous to the Malay
peoples of Southeast Asia”6 and a strictly “culture-bound syndrome”7

that “will be found prevalent only among people who share Malay con-
ceptualisations and behavioural norms”,8 he still operates within an
inherited epistemological and discursive framework. This is intriguing,
because it is rather the “recent ethnological, sociological, and psychi-
atric knowledge that equipped Malaysian amok with its abrupt and
disturbing characteristics, or, vice versa, it was such knowledge that
proved to be amenable for the causeless, inexplicable, and spontaneous
aspect of these offenders”.9 With this background it is not the case of
amok as Malaysian “culture-bound syndrome”10 that is of interest for
an analysis of contemporary culture or, at least, somehow relevant to
modernity. In fact the concept of amok must be understood as an “issue
of our knowledge, a subject by which, moreover, our societies negotiate
themselves”.11

The peculiarity of even our contemporary German understanding of
“amok” with regard to this epistemological history is that cases of run-
ning amok are not considered to be motivated by any rational cause.
Instead, the notion of running amok throws up a wide range of pos-
sible associations, involving the role of the other, of irrationality and
of madness. And, again in a manner similar to the early reports about
Malaysian instances, cases of people running amok nowadays only
appear as reports or as news items. The mediality of running amok is
decisive: it is a phenomenon that very few people have ever experienced
but which, as everybody knows, is in the world as a permanent poten-
tial danger, especially because of the modern mass media and modern
violent video games. Thus, its fantastical characteristics are decisive for
the phenomenon of running amok. Cases of running amok, although
real, are notable for their imaginative element. While the notion of run-
ning amok points to a specific fantasy in cultural discourse, the idea of
school shootings is meant to establish a reality-bound subject. Remark-
ably, amok is still used as a term in the social sciences, although declared
to be incorrect. For example, one of the leading German experts in
school shootings, the criminologist Britta Bannenberg, explains: “The
word amok is a false labelling for planned, tried, or committed multiple
homicide [Mehrfachtötungen] with a dubious motive.”12 Thus she reso-
lutely points out that any such deeds labelled as instances of someone
running amok do not show any of those characteristics usually linked
with that term. Nevertheless, she continues to use the term “amok”
because it is so well established in German cultural symbolic discourse.
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So it is again remarkable when Bannenberg claims that such “cultural
contemplations” on amok, considering the phenomenon’s epistemolog-
ical, discursive and cultural historical implications, were “today only of
historical interest” and not to be pursued any further.13 In fact, still using
the term “amok” despite herself, Bannenberg makes clear how unavoid-
able and symbolically influential the term still is in German debate and
culture.

3. Media coverage by FAZ and Der Spiegel

The first cover of weekly magazine Der Spiegel after the 2002 Erfurt
massacre shows two girls, obviously students, hugging each other; they
might be 12–15 years old (Figure 8.1). The one on the left has her face
turned to the viewer, eyes closed, her face half-buried in the other girl’s
shoulder. The one on the right has her back to the viewer. Both girls
are blonde, with their hair in a ponytail. And both are also wearing
black clothes; the one on the left even has a black hair-tie. The arm of
the girl on the right shows on her left wrist a black, silver-riveted ban-
gle. Above the image, immediately below the red Spiegel frame, is the
caption “Death at School” [Tod in der Schule]. Below the image is writ-
ten “Running Amok in Erfurt” [Der Amoklauf von Erfurt]. If the general
reaction to this event is one of shock, then this cover image offers the
perfect illustration of that by depicting this scene of mourning in the
wake of the massacre. These two girls on the cover of the magazine con-
vey silence and trepidation. No room is left for arousal or enragement.
The image functions like a pietà, which it also partially quotes, and as a
frozen moment of mourning distributed over the whole country via the
magazine cover. Thus the Spiegel cover represents the majority of (print)
media coverage, which in this case is clearly determined by the experi-
ence of an event that has not only put a whole society into a state of
shock but which is also seen as absolutely exceptional. Even if similar
events have happened before – albeit not on quite the same scale – the
general perception is that this is the first time such a terrible crime had
happened, and that it will probably never be repeated.

However, page 1 of the cover story presents quite a different use of
images. Two-thirds of the page is taken up with a huge picture of the
now dead culprit, 19-year-old Robert Steinhäuser (Figure 8.2). The pho-
tograph shows a huge boy of indeterminate age sitting on a chair and
turning his face to the viewer. His face looks swollen, with a strong,
prominent chin. The eyes are turned to his right, which might be where
the photographer is standing; his mouth is shut. All in all, Steinhäuser’s
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Figure 8.1 Der Spiegel, cover, 18/2002

face appears expressionless; he looks like a big, clumsy fellow. The cap-
tion below the picture says: “School shooter Steinhäuser: One day I want
to be famous” [Amokläufer Steinhäuser: “Ich möchte, dass ich einmal
berühmt bin”]; the heading to the article below the picture is “Mur-
derous Departure” [Mörderischer Abgang]. All that the picture shows is
the blank face of an adolescent. However, just because it is blank, it
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Figure 8.2 Der Spiegel, cover story, 18/2002
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is infinitely interpretable. Combined with the article heading and the
reader’s pre-existing knowledge, the message is clear: this is the face of
a nasty character. The act of mourning shown on the cover is thus now
supplemented by a strategy that attaches the offender’s face to the event,
thus providing it with an identity. In the context, the message conveyed
by the second picture is obviously that the person depicted was a vicious
character with few feelings, to whom the use of extreme violence was
nothing special. A week later, Der Spiegel opens with a sort of intimate
story about the attacker’s private life: “The Life and Killing of Robert
S.” [Das Leben und Töten des Robert S.] (Figure 8.3).14 Most of the cap-
tion is set in black typeface at the bottom of the cover; only the words
“and killing” are in red. Above this is a collage of pictures from Robert
Steinhäuser’s life, giving him a more rounded personality, already com-
piled on the magazine cover, including shots from his infancy through
to not long before his rampage. The photograph that had been used in
Der Spiegel 18/2002 is also part of the collage, set relatively prominently
at top left. In the centre we see a shot of Steinhäuser that reminds of
a heist movie. Wearing a black leather jacket, he is sitting at a table;
lying on the table in front of him is a small handgun, next to which
something like a golden necklace and a blue wallet can be made out.
Steinhäuser rests with his elbows on the table, his chin in his hands; he
also has a beard, which makes him look older. So even if this collage
includes clear hints of Steinhäuser’s final destiny and possibly violent
nature, it also shows a child playing, a gawky teenager at the seaside,
a boy smiling. As a result, the reader’s perception cannot but be chal-
lenged. The young man who had committed this hideous crime is now
given depth, complexity and biographical development. This is clearly
underlined by the caption. Steinhäuser was not merely – or at least not
always – a killer.

The interplay of these three images used by Der Spiegel is broadly typi-
cal of the way the case and the murderer were treated in the media. The
shock at the tragic event was huge and obviously affected every part of
society. While politicians, for example, gave an almost automatic reac-
tion to similar subsequent events, with the Erfurt case it was clear that
most of them were struggling to find the right words, and that the sense
of outrage at the first public massacre in post-war Germany was truly
troubling and had affected every area of social practice and every insti-
tutional process. However, what is most interesting is how the media
deal with the offender himself. Although time and again he is depicted
as a madman, his mind set on the school shooting that will make
him “famous”, from the beginning articles use the term “revenge” to
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Figure 8.3 Der Spiegel, cover, 19/2002

describe Steinhäuser’s possible motivation – revenge for being expelled
from school with no qualifications and therefore with almost no future
in today’s extremely competitive job market.15 On the other hand, a
more complex attempt to understand him is articulated. In this sense
not only is Steinhäuser given a back-story, exploring his path to mass
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murder, but constant efforts are made to uncover this young man as a
complex and failed personality.

Der Spiegel as well as FAZ put a lot of effort into this archaeology of
a dead person, although the leading German pop-intellectual Diedrich
Diederichsen tried to blame Der Spiegel for its superficial reporting,
driven by sheer ignorance towards the meaning of cultural and media
symbolisations.16 However, an analysis of both journals cannot confirm
this opinion. Naturally Der Spiegel employs a very different literary style
in its articles, but the way the two papers deal with the depiction of
the offender is actually remarkably similar. No blame is attached to
Steinhäuser’s family. Instead, they are described as “intact” and evoke
a lot of empathy17 for they, too, have to cope with shock and trauma,
and have communicated their distress and grief for the victims in an
open letter. In general, the debate that emerges in the aftermath of the
massacre revolves around four points. The first is the problem of school
violence in general and, in particular, of violence against teachers –
because most of the victims were teachers. Steinhäuser was deliberately
killing teachers; the student body count was obviously not intended
and must be regarded as a sort of collateral damage in the offender’s
view. Being the first massacre committed by an adolescent using guns,
the question of gun law also played a massive role in the public debate.
Various politicians of all parties were quick to demand much tougher
gun laws. However, in the end, only minor changes were made. Also
the role of traditional German gun clubs was discussed, as a channel for
distributing information about how to handle guns and as a means of
access to them. Finally, something that played a major role in the debate
straight away was media violence, as Robert Steinhäuser was quickly
identified as being fond of playing video games such as Counter-Strike.
Such games were seen as partly to blame for the massacre because they
had functioned as a sort of training ground (Steinhäuser executed most
of his victims by shooting them in the head, as characters often do in
such video games).18 Interestingly enough, a round table on media vio-
lence, set up by Chancellor Gerhard Schröder, dealt not with violence in
video games but with violence on TV. Eventually, a formal process was
begun to put Counter-Strike on the German index of dangerous arte-
facts. In effect, this would have meant that the game would have been
banned – but it was not successful.19

The media coverage in the second case, the Winnenden massacre of
2009, interestingly looks different, although, again, there is not much
difference between the two media reactions examined here. What is dif-
ferent is the way the case itself is dealt with and, especially, the way the
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offender and his family are treated. One gets the impression that in 2009
a formula has been established of how to approach such events and the
people involved. Even if a shooting with a body count of 16 still pro-
duces shock in German society, the amount of repetition in the reports
is astonishing. People, or at least the media, seem to have developed
a set routine in how they react to acts of extreme violence. Politi-
cians, as well, are much calmer this time. Whereas in 2002 everybody
demanded stricter regulations of existing gun laws, in 2009, only three
days after the massacre, Wolfgang Schäuble, Minister of the Interior, is
warning against “hasty legal initiatives”.20 This time Der Spiegel begins
its first issue after the massacre with a photograph of the offender, Tim
Kretschmer, standing outdoors somewhere, shirt outside his trousers,
hands in pockets. Looking directly into the camera, he looks young and
childish. Nearly half-way up the page the caption says: “Tim K. Runs
Amok: When Kids become Killers.”21 The white letters are reversed out
on a black background that overshadows the picture of Tim Kretschmer;
the word “killers” is picked out in red (Figure 8.4).

At first sight, the way Kretschmer is depicted in the media seems to be
quite similar to the way Steinhäuser was approached some seven years
ago: a lot of effort is given over to the reconstruction of his personality
and the archaeology of possible motives. However, the key difference is
that now there is no sympathy left for the offender. In contrast to the
picture of Steinhäuser, Kretschmer is not allowed to display any com-
plexity. On the contrary, any information that comes to light seems
to point to his going on the rampage. What the media quickly knows
about Kretschmer is that he seemingly suffered from depression (which
his family denies) and that he was fond of guns, a loner and rejected
by girls.22 Naturally, Kretschmer also played violent video games (called
“Killerspiele” or “Ego-Shooter” in Germany), and the police found some
pornographic material on the hard drive of his computer. Thus he
seems pre-destined for a one-way path to school killer. While Robert
Steinhäuser aimed at teachers, Kretschmer hunted girls. Almost all the
victims he shot before escaping from his former school were girls. How-
ever, apart from Germany’s feminist pioneer Alice Schwarzer, who in her
magazine Emma called this the first “pogrom against women”, this was
not an intensely debated issue in public discourse – in obvious contrast
to the Erfurt teachers. Instead, the main issue was the easy access that
children and adolescents had to guns, since Kretschmer had taken both
the gun and the ammunition from his father’s bedroom, where it was,
in legal terms, inadequately stored. Consequently the second magazine
cover of Der Spiegel after the Winnenden massacre shows a German flag
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Figure 8.4 Der Spiegel, cover, 12/2009

under which a handgun is buried, saying: “Armed Republic of Germany:
The Perilous Stupidity of Private Guns”23 (Figure 8.5). Again, traditional
gun clubs came into focus, because Kretschmer’s father was member of
one such club and often took his son there for training. This time there
is no sympathy at all for the offender’s family. On the contrary, since
the father had stored his gun carelessly, the family was blamed from
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Figure 8.5 Der Spiegel, cover, 13/2009

the beginning. Baden-Württemberg’s Prime Minister Günther Oettinger
said the parents bore the main responsibility for what happened.24 The
father was later accused for complicity in murder and finally sentenced
in 2013 to 21 months on parole.

The media reports outlined above do show a specific discourse for-
mation in two respects. First, they formulate a narrative of what has
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happened, and to whom. Thus the media discourse includes an evi-
dently performative aspect. The most striking aspect is that the incident
as a particular event of rampage – or, more specifically, of someone run-
ning amok in Germany – only unfolds by definition via its perception
in the media. This means that the idea of a rampage is essentially a
phenomenon of perception. Whether any violent public event is to
be labelled as a rampage very much depends on the social discourse
in which it is described. Far from every incident of extreme violence,
even in the public realm, is perceived as an act of rampage. In fact, such
labelling is the result of a process of negotiation, which happens mainly
in the media, as the most important form of communication within the
structures and procedures of present-day societies. To a greater extent
than most other disturbing events in the public realm, rampage turns
out to be the effect of a negotiation of cultural patterns. Therefore one of
the main tasks of media coverage seems to be the collection of evidence
that might give proof for the event to be labelled as a rampage. Over
the past 15 years this has become much more difficult, because since
the Columbine massacre in 1999 the committers of acts of rampage and
school shootings are also supposed to commit suicide. Thus, following
the psychologist Carl Menninger and the categories he outlined for a
clinical diagnosis of suicide in 1936, the rampage is often described as an
“extended suicide”.25 However, with the offender dead, the most impor-
tant witness is lacking; the motive for the crime is thus left to public
speculation, following the clues and leads that he (or occasionally she)
has left.

The first task of media coverage, then, is to attempt such a recon-
struction of the offender’s motives and intentions, for which reason he
apparently dominates media coverage and public interest. Not with-
out reason, any media coverage following such incidents starts with
two attempts of reconstruction: first, the chronological reconstruction
of the incident itself; second, the reconstruction of the offender as a
person with a history, an intention and, if possible, a serious problem
or psychological disorder that made him act in such a shockingly vio-
lent and apparently irrational way. In both cases under examination
here (and as such paradigmatically), detailed articles about the offender
can be found quite quickly, derived from statements made by acquain-
tances, neighbours, teachers or relatives, or from his background as
documented in diaries, internet blogs or internet platforms as much as
from the expertise given by the police or psychologists. For example,
Der Spiegel begins its cover story about the Winnenden school shoot-
ing like a novel, painting the daily routine of a normal day at school
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supplemented by an average-looking but deadly boy approaching the
school building. The article’s headline decisively focuses on the attempt
to frame the massacre narration: “What has to happen for a young
man to run amok? What can parents do; is there any protection? Tim
Kretschmer, 17, was fond of weapons and video games – and started an
orgy of violence, a series of executions. He killed 15 people and ended
up shooting himself.”26 FAZ writes much more explicitly after the Erfurt
school massacre:

But insanity was equipped with methodology. Already various leads
can be found. Robert Steinhäuser, a 19-year-old student, is unre-
markable, calm, and has only a few friends, in fact only superficial
acquaintances. Robert Steinhäuser is scarcely interested in school,
and the girls are obviously scarcely interested in him. Even more he is
fascinated by competitive shooting, which he undertook in two gun
clubs.27

The offender is posthumously provided with a personality and an inten-
tion, both serving the social rationalisation of what appears to elude any
rational framing. Such a personality will necessarily not match the per-
sonality that the offender himself presented and produced while he was
alive, but it does respond to the social need to find the reason for any
human behaviour.

However, such reconstruction always intermingles the archaeology of
evidence, the capacity for empathy and psychological alongside crimi-
nological elements – which make the result appear as a cultural artefact,
including a huge amount of invention and imagination. The rampage
as a social reality is necessarily an event in which social reality and cul-
tural imagination have become indistinguishable. Within the context of
a ubiquitous proliferation of meaning, media coverage thus engages in
two activities: first, it serves as a sort of documentation of a social reality
that also comprises the imagination; second, it acts as a form of cul-
tural analysis in the sense of Mieke Bal. Following Bal, cultural analysis
always stems from the presence of cultural objects, or artefacts, includ-
ing objects that come down to us from the past, because any cultural
object offers up its real meaning in the very presence of that cultural
and social situation in which it is perceived:

Such visibility, such presence paradoxically facilitates information
about the object which is inapplicable; the discrepancy between
“object” and “symbol” is exactly what makes the symbol necessary
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and useful. ( . . . ) In the realm between object and statement [about
the object] the narrative discourse one is among others that creep
in. The narration is the discourse of affirmation and myth, that of
storytelling and fiction, that of seduction and a willing suspension of
disbelief.28

The first functionality of discourse formation concerning events of ram-
page is thus the production of a particular narrative. By that process,
what has happened is integrated into both an individual biography that
eventually leads to mass murder and the continuity of social life and
normality which has been severely disturbed by this phenomenon. The
literary scholar Wolfgang Iser states that acts of feigning as cultural prac-
tice (may it be works of literature, other works of art, or media products)
are meant to evoke the return of a lifeworld-bound reality within the
text.29 Quite similarly, the practice of reconstruction in the wake of a
rampage manages to generate a socially accepted reality through the
production of information based on what is declared as facts and knowl-
edge, but only finally completed by the addition of imagination. By the
production of social narration security about the temporal continuity
and normative stability of social order and its regulation is provided.
When a rampage, among other things, means a serious violation of the
patterns of social order, experienced as ubiquitous normality, then the
technique of media storytelling is one cultural practice to reinstall such
a normalised order of the social.

In this perspective, the second task of media coverage and its emerg-
ing discourse formation following the particular event of rampage must
be regarded as negotiation on a meta-societal level about the social
presence of violence in general. Violence can be seen as the paradox
phenomenon par excellence within modern (and post-modern) culture
and societies. While, on the one hand, such societies are characterised
by the ongoing attempt to erase and exclude both the practice and
the representation of violence from their social reality, violence itself
keeps coming back. It does so in two forms: as violent acts in the social
realm, whether within the bounds of social regulation or not; and as
representations of violence in cultural artefacts from the classic arts to
today’s video games, which means in the symbolic dimension. However,
whereas the former, at least in the form of non-legitimate violence, pro-
duces huge social shock and anxiety, the latter, for the most part, gen-
erates excitement and fascination. However, as the cultural philosopher
Hartmut Böhme puts it, today violence is the only phenomenon left that
still tests the limits of culture and is the “rather unresolved problem of
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our societies”.30 Owing especially to this ambivalence of violence, as a
force that undoubtedly is part of human agency and which also poses a
permanent threat to the rules of social order, the problem of a presence
of violence in the cultural realm has to be permanently negotiated.

Thus modern societies are discourse societies in a strictly Foucauldian
sense. Such discourse is necessarily bound to the categories of desire
and of power.31 A discourse is in any case set up to create a certain
understanding of truthful reality. Itself an agent of power structures,
the discourse is massively engaged in the generation and stabilisation
of power relations. Obviously, the debates about the presence and prac-
tices of violence in modern societies follow a discourse regime regulating
the symbolic understanding of violence and its normative framing even
if its practices might dissent. Even so, social order points to a signifier
of reality. The discourse itself is vastly subordinated to this signifier’s
order. Within such a frame, what Foucault called the “normalisation
society” emerges.32 The power of discourse as specific type of power
and knowledge now enforces a discipline-led regime of normalisation
as a new form of sovereignty. Therefore a certain concept of truth must
be imposed upon society as such, which is to be communicated to
everybody.33 The discourse formation implemented via media coverage
representing and commenting on events that happen in the social realm
is the real means by which modern societies and their systems of mass
communication negotiate the range of particular power regimes and
symbolic orders. This is a requirement permanently carried out in soci-
ety about a multitude of subjects. However, the negotiation of violence
is extraordinary, since here questions of self-preservation and physical
integrity intermingle with, while transgressing into, questions of ethical
integrity and the legitimation of the social order in general.

4. The notion of evil

What is striking in the public dealing with cases of rampage is that
the violence acted out here is regularly perceived as a manifestation of
evil. Although violence in general is ethically and normatively rejected,
it is interesting that it is not any violence, but a particular form of
violence, which is associated with the symbolic form of being evil. Vio-
lence in general might be regarded as being bad according to the moral
standards of modern, secularised societies. The violence of rampage,
however, is quickly addressed not just as being bad but as something
beyond that; here evil itself seems to be manifesting itself in the
world. What is it, then, that distinguishes ordinary bad violence from
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violence representing evil? This is not necessarily articulated by the
direct denomination of acts of rampage as figurations of evil. In the two
cases examined here, the term “evil” was not used either by the media or
by politicians. However, in media coverage in general the notion of evil
is present, even if it is not explicitly mentioned. It is generated when this
particular violent deed, in contrast to other cases of violence, is declared
as being exceptional.

Rampage is one of the exceptions from the amount of violence society
is willing to tolerate as a part of its social reality. Even if not explicitly
welcomed, modern society has at its disposal a sensorium for which phe-
nomena will never be expelled from their symbolic as much as physical
topography, and violence is obviously one of these. From the begin-
ning sociology has made use of that which is unwelcome and defiant.
For example, Durkheim declares that anomie is necessary for the moral
self-understanding of social norms. Rampage, however, transgresses the
boundaries of what society is willing to tolerate as presence of that
which is bad. Rampage – and some other sorts of violence – contains a
surplus of violent quality that clearly goes beyond a social understand-
ing of what bad actions might produce. In that sense Ernesto Laclau
declares that the possibility of a definition of evil is connected to a
perspective on society as totality. “Only when society is regarded as an
intact whole, separated from its exterior by an absolute boundary, is it
possible to speak rather of the experience of radical evil. That which is
evil is radical and antagonistic alterity.”34 This is exactly what is commu-
nicated by the media when reporting on cases of rampage. Such actions
are not considered to be part of any social routine, but are clearly located
beyond any accepted state of normality. This is the case when, after the
Erfurt massacre, it is stated in Der Spiegel that this case was a new form
of crime:

April 26, 2002, became the day of a crime which had never happened
before, not even in America, and of course not in Germany, and not
carried out by an offender that young. This campaign for revenge was
an incomprehensible deed, committed by an elusive mass murderer –
a young man who made his teachers despair and his parents as well.35

Although evil is defined as transgression of an absolute line of rejec-
tion, Laclau also argues that evil, even if evidently part of any social
topography, is not stable but is in permanent transformation. “We can-
not live without evil, but we are also not able to ban it into enduring
forms. That means that what is regarded as evil in a society will always
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be unstable and in need of new negotiation.”36 Thus what can be stated,
first, is that the category of evil is still productive, even in secularised
modern societies. It hints at a severe transgression of those ethical or
normative standards for social regulation that are normally regarded as
non-negotiable and long-lastingly institutionalised patterns of an order
of social things. In that case evil needs to be identified. In terms of
societalisation, terminology alone is not sufficient; it rather needs to be
transferred and to be reflected in the sensitivity of practices and physical
manifestations.

Interestingly, the first subjects addressed in the debate about the
massacres in Germany after the Erfurt massacre were exactly two such
objects: video games (or, as they are called in Germany, “killer games”)
as catalysts for violent culture, and traditional gun clubs in combina-
tion with German gun laws. Quite quickly these two adversaries were
identified and marked as subjects in the public debate as much as agents
in the wider discourse about violence emerging in the public realm of
culture and society. Two days after the Erfurt rampage the FAZ Sunday
edition, Frankfurter Allgemeine Sonntagszeitung (FAS), published an article
headlined “The software for the massacre”.37 Although short, the arti-
cle is richly illustrated with stills from violent video games and focuses
on the video game Counter-Strike, which is held to be to blame for the
outburst of extreme violence at the Erfurt High School:

And the game in which one has to shoot anybody, from police offi-
cers (even GSG 9 [German Special Forces, J.A.]) to pedestrians to
schoolgirls, provides a blueprint for the Erfurt massacre; it is the most
played video game in the world. Precisely as in the game, where the
gamer is equipped with a primary and a secondary weapon, gun and
pistol, the 19-year-old chose a pump-action shotgun and revolver and
an enormous amount of ammunition. His masked camouflage was
copied from the game’s characters.38

Shortly afterwards Der Spiegel also included a paragraph along similar
lines in a portrait of Robert Steinhäuser. Here playing video games is
described as a “training camp” that was nowhere “as perfect as in cyber
epic ‘Medal of Honor’. [ . . . ] This was a sort of blueprint for April 26. The
perfect training camp.”39 Here the line of argument had been made clear
and would dominate any response to massacres in Germany from then
on. The game as a cultural artefact is thus held personally responsible
for criminal action.

What is systematically neglected here is the complex figuration in
which cultural practices and techniques evolve and how they are
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symbolically as much as socially framed. The conclusion that in his
rampage Robert Steinhäuser was simply following the media example
outlined by and practised in Counter-Strike seems to be too simplistic.
The one-way instruction of how to become a mass murderer is evidently
too easy in its quick solutions: “Robert Steinhäuser took the recommen-
dation to think of people one doesn’t like when shooting VIPs in the
game too literally.”40 If so, Steinhäuser would not have been able to
distinguish between game and reality before running amok. To him,
then, committing his massacre at Erfurt’s Gutenberg High School would
only have been the prolongation of an imaginary gamer’s universe into
a reality that would not have represented a material reality any more,
but would have been a fantastic realm itself. The failure in such a the-
sis is not just the severe blurring of reality and imagination such that
Steinhäuser, then, would not have been able to distinguish between
them any more. The article ends by raising a legal question: “It’s up
to psychologists to examine whether mass murder was a game to him or
the game was to him murder already. However, the fixtures of the hate
industry become more real day by day.”41 “Hate industry” is the decisive
word here when it makes it possible to identify an aggressor that has not
disappeared – as the dead Robert Steinhäuser has. Among the German
public, the argument was quite successful and a legal process was quickly
begun to ban Counter-Strike. On 16 May 2002 the Bundesprüfstelle für
jugendgefährdende Medien [Federal Department for Media Harmful to
Young Persons] decided not to ban Counter-Strike: interceding on the
game’s behalf in that process was a gamer who was a police officer
by profession. Apart from giving that context, what can also be said
about this kind of media debate is that, although an obvious and easily
assessable culprit is apparently absent, it is not just producing a sup-
plement for presenting such a culprit. Moreover, an ultimate cause for
this excessive or extreme violence was sought and found not in identi-
fiable individuals but in cultural artefacts such as video games and gun
clubs and in the formal structure of law enforcement on legal weapons.
The question here is to find the point within cultural topography and its
symbolical forms and practices from which practices of violence emerge,
especially practices that question the implicitness of ubiquitous social
order. Video games and gun clubs, however, provide quite useful objects
in this matter, much more than people, as has been proved within the
last 12 years.

In his reflection on the status of violence in contemporary society,
the French sociologist Michel Wieviorka states that today the media
hold not the position of order or of the state, but that of morality.42

If this were the case, then the example examined here quite interestingly
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shows such positioning in two directions. Concerning acts of rampage,
the media, then, would hold the position of morality, because it is they
who decisively negotiate public concerns of morality, such as which acts
of violence are to be regarded as absolutely intolerable, when at the same
time it is the modern media above all that are blamed for the produc-
tion of such violent acts of rampage. The media seem to represent the
formation of a discourse regime that is concerned with framing acts
of excessive violence, such as massacres, that threaten the stability of
the symbolical social order and with the menacing media themselves,
which actively represent the symbolic iconography and performativity
of violence as well as its active capacities which quickly evolve from
imagination into deadly reality.
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9
Amok: Framing Discourses on
Political Violence by Means of
Symbolic Logic
Peter Klimczak and Christer Petersen

After the then 32-year-old Anders Behring Breivik placed a car bomb
outside the office of Norwegian Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg, he pro-
ceeded to the nearby island of Utøya armed with a hunting rifle and a
pistol. There, over the course of an hour in the early evening of 22 July
2011, he shot at the mainly young participants at a summer camp of
the ruling Labour Party. Shortly beforehand, he had sent an English-
language manifesto with the title “2083: A European Declaration of
Independence” to roughly a thousand email addresses. In the 1,500-
page screed, which Breivik had patched together from various ideologies
and in parts simply copied from the internet, he sets out the abstruse
motives for his attack and disseminates a world-view that is every bit as
self-contradictory as it is radical.1

On 16 April 2012 Breivik’s trial began before the district court in Oslo.
He was charged with terrorism and multiple counts of premeditated
murder. From the very outset, the question of Breivik’s criminal liability
was at issue. While forensic psychiatric assessments came to different
conclusions about Breivik’s mental condition,2 the prosecutor pleaded
for criminal insanity and called for the committal of the assassin to a
secure psychiatric hospital. By contrast, the defence sought a finding of
sanity for their client. Breivik saw himself as a “political activist” and
wanted to be treated as such before the court. He repeatedly denied
being insane, which he described as “a fate worse than death”.3

At the start of the trial, Breivik confessed to having killed 77 peo-
ple, but declared himself not guilty and appealed to “emergency law”.4

He argued that he, as a “Knight Templar” and “liberator of mankind”,
had to defend Europe against Islamic infiltration and Norway against

160
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“multiculturalism” and “the cultural Marxism” of the social democratic
government of Jens Stoltenberg.5 Counter to the request of the public
prosecutor’s office, Breivik was ultimately declared not criminally insane
on 24 August 2012, and sentenced to 21 years in prison and subse-
quent preventive detention for the murder of 77 people. The verdict
was unanimous. Breivik filed no appeal, but rejected the authority of
the court. All of this – the course of events of the crime, the contents
of Breivik’s pamphlet, the progress of the trial – was reported to the
public in Western media over weeks and months. Breivik’s terrifying act
was unanimously condemned, and Breivik himself judged to be either
a terrorist and a confused political extremist or a pathological violent
criminal and insane “amok-runner”.6

1. Proto-definitions

However, let us begin not with the amok-runner but with the terror-
ist, or rather with the concept of the terrorist, from which – as will be
shown – the concept of the amok-runner can also be derived.7 Especially
since 9/11, “terrorist” is not only a loaded term in politics and the media
but also one that is used at will by anyone against virtually anyone, as
soon as he or she becomes violently politically active. Particularly in the
context of hegemonic discourses as they have been conducted time and
again since 9/11, seizing discursive authority seems sufficient in order
to deem someone a terrorist. Reasons appear to be irrelevant, defini-
tions obsolete: a terrorist is a terrorist merely because he or she has been
referred to as such.

If, however, one wants to move beyond the level of tautological state-
ments that would define a terrorist solely on the basis that he or she
is a terrorist, thus in the form T(x) ↔ T(x),8 then the terrorist must be
defined by a characteristic that is precisely not that of being a terror-
ist. An approach here is offered by the term itself: with respect to its
etymological origins, the term “terrorist” is derived from the Latin “ter-
rere” (to terrify).9 We take this as an opportunity to define “terrorist” as
“terrifier”, albeit in a (grammatically) transitive sense as the terrifier of
someone. Thus it becomes possible to make the term relational and to
define it as a binary predicate, formally as T(x) ↔ E(y,x): “x is a terror-
ist if and only if y feels terrified by x”. We expressly do not distinguish
here between feeling and being: both “feeling terrified” and “being ter-
rified” are understood as synonymous.10 In the relational determination
“y feels terrified by x” or “y is terrified by x”, E(y,x), x expresses the quan-
tity of terrifiers and y the quantity of those terrified, the latter referring
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to either the world or a regional population. Analogously, a freedom
fighter can be identified as the liberator of someone and accordingly
defined as F(x) ↔ B(y,x): x is thus only a freedom fighter if y is or feels lib-
erated by x. In the relational determination “y is liberated by x”, B(y,x),
x now expresses the quantity of liberators and y the quantity of those
liberated, the latter again referring either to the world or to a regional
population.

However, the above still does not provide an adequate definition of
“terrorist” and “freedom fighter”. “To terrify” and “to liberate” are both,
in the context of a discourse on terrorists or freedom fighters, tied to acts
of violence – more accurately, to acts of politically motivated violence.
Therefore, the use of force should also be formally considered so that
both predicates are distinguished as ternary predicates.11 As such, “y is
terrified of x by means of z” applies for the terrifier relation, and, accord-
ingly, “y is liberated by x by means of z” applies for the freedom-fighter
relation. This in turn results in the following statement forms: for the
terrorist, T(x,z) ↔ E(y,x,z) – i.e., “x is a terrorist and z is an attack if and
only if y feels terrified by x by means of z” – and for the freedom fighter,
F(x,z) ↔ B(y,x,z) – i.e., “x is a freedom fighter and z is a liberating blow
if and only if y feels liberated by x by means of z.”

If we apply these definitions to specific cases, we obtain statements
whose truth is verifiable. For example: the attempted bombing assassi-
nation of Adolf Hitler by Claus Schenk, Graf von Stauffenberg on 20 July
1944 sets the variables x and z such that Stauffenberg is the commit-
ter of the violence and the bombing is the act of violence. With that
alone, however, it has not yet been determined whether Stauffenberg
is a terrorist or a freedom fighter. Stauffenberg becomes a terrorist or
freedom fighter only when y is also determined. If y feels terrified, then
Stauffenberg is a terrorist; if y feels liberated by his act, then Stauffenberg
is a freedom fighter. But who or what is this y? Obviously, it is no sin-
gle individual, or else Stauffenberg would be alternatively a terrorist or a
freedom fighter depending on whom one asks. Thus, it seems only sen-
sible not to ask specific individuals or specific groups of individuals but
rather all individuals, or at least all individuals affected.12

To be sure, it seems at first contradictory to intuitive legal or moral
sensibilities to claim that the committers of violence and the acts of
violence are not in themselves terroristic, but that they only become so
if one understands them in the context of a terrifier relation or libera-
tor relation. However, the whole premise becomes plausible once one
places the circumstance against the specific background of resistance
during World War II: today, Stauffenberg’s attempt to assassinate Hitler
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in July 1944 is naturally not deemed an act of terrorism, but is seen as
rather a liberating blow. Whether it also qualified as a liberating blow
in Germany in 1944, however, is in question, as the reference group of
evaluators today is a completely different one from in 1944. The decid-
ing factor, therefore, is the evaluation of the act and the committer of
the act, not the act itself: even if Stauffenberg’s bomb had been better
placed or contained a greater explosive force and had killed Hitler as
planned, the violent act would still be regarded today as a liberating
blow and Stauffenberg as a liberator or freedom fighter.

Based on the group of people affected by the violence, one can now
generally determine who is a freedom fighter by means of quantifica-
tion: a freedom fighter is one whose act of political violence causes the
majority to feel liberated. Conversely, a terrorist is defined by the fact
that the majority is terrified by his or her violence: to be a terrorist or
a freedom fighter, then, means no more and no less than to be deemed
by the majority to be a “terrifier” or a “liberator”. The “legal concept”
thus becomes a relative one and the decision-making process a demo-
cratic one. We move from a definition established by the authority of
individuals to one decided on by the (democratic) majority.

By then quantifying those terrified and liberated from the group of
evaluators with regard to majorities, the following formal definitions of
politically motivated violence and those who commit it emerge:

1 F(x,z) ↔ W(y) B(y,x,z)13/14

Someone carries out a liberating blow as a freedom fighter =df

The majority feels liberated by the committer/act of violence.

2 T(x,z) ↔ W(y) E(y,x,z)
Someone commits an attack as a terrorist =df

The majority feels terrified by the committer/act of violence.

Against the background that the majority includes “all” as a special
case,15 one can additionally derive the definition of a hero and an amok-
runner: while the number of those liberated is nearly everybody in the
case of a hero, the number of those terrified is nearly everybody in the
case of someone running amok. Almost all the evaluators feel terrified
by the rampage or liberated by the heroic deed:16

3 H(x,z) ↔ ∀(y) B(y,x,z)17

Someone commits a heroic act as a hero =df

Almost everyone feels liberated by the committer/act of violence.
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4 A(x,z) ↔ ∀(y) E(y,x,z)18

Someone goes on a rampage as an amok-runner =df

Almost everyone feels terrified by the committer/act of violence.

A historical example of a freedom fighter is given in a textbook from
the German Democratic Republic. In reference to events in Havana
on 8 January 1959, this states: “The people received their liberators
with indescribable enthusiasm.”19 Indeed, Fidel Castro and the approx-
imately 1,500 rebels with whom he reached the Cuban capital can be
regarded on this day and in regard to the Cuban people as freedom
fighters and their acts of violence as acts of liberation. That Castro and
his revolution would, no doubt, be judged differently by a different
reference group or at another time does not change this fact.

If things were as described in a Spiegel headline of 29 May 2009, which
refers to Iran’s President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad as “The man the world
fears”, then one would actually have in Ahmadinejad a candidate for the
definition of a globally perceived amok-runner. However, the headline
ultimately says more about how the press and mass media in general
function than about the status of Ahmadinejad. As such, journalistic
media do not just simply present events as accurately as possible. Rather,
the media also construct media events by means of the rhetoric of
images and text. In this case, we are dealing with a non-actual mode of
expression based on the trope of a generalising synecdoche and a hyper-
bole. It is precisely not “the world” – i.e., the sum total of all human
beings – that is terrified or afraid, but rather, if anything, the majority of
people: the text rhetorically generalises and exaggerates. In fact, it seems
here to be a matter of merely a terrorist, whose current and future acts
of violence are feared by the world.

Only if Ahmadinejad had actually also used the atomic bomb, as is
implied, among other things, by the Spiegel, would this satisfy our defi-
nition of a rampage and our definition of an amok-runner who terrifies
(almost) everyone, hence “the world”, with his violent actions. What is
merely ascribed to Ahmadinejad, Anders Breivik can lay genuine claim
to for himself. Breivik’s attack can be regarded as a rampage and Breivik
himself as an amok-runner for the very reason that his murder of 77
mostly young adults terrified the entire world, or at least the entire
Western world.

Despite the examples given above for amok-runners, terrorists and
freedom fighters (the hero has yet to be discussed), we are not
dealing thus far with complete definitions, but rather only with
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proto-definitions, insofar as the relationship between “to terrify” and
“to liberate” has yet to be determined. Only in the following will this
relationship be formulated in the context of three modellings: contra-
dictory modelling, contrary modelling and contingency modelling.

2. Contradictory Modelling

In addition to the possibility of feeling liberated or terrified, the situa-
tion can arise of someone reporting neither feeling, or reporting both
feelings at the same time. However, in these cases – and exactly that
is the basis of the first modelling – the evaluator will be regarded as
undecided. The following considerations are therefore based exclusively
on either/or choices. Leaving the group of undecideds out of considera-
tion can be justified by drawing an analogy to a voting decision. In an
election I can also not decide to vote – i.e., I can abstain – or alterna-
tively spoil my ballot paper by voting for all the candidates at the same
time and, in so doing, likewise not decide. Thus, the others ultimately
decide for me, and the result of the election is determined exclusively
by the deciders.

With the exclusion of the group of undecided or non-deciders, the
relationship of feeling terrified and feeling liberated is contradictory, so
that in the following, the attributes “feeling liberated” and “not feel-
ing terrified” and, by association, “feeling terrified” and “not feeling
liberated” are treated as semantically synonymous and formal-logically
equivalent. Formally, ∀(y) [B(y,x,z) ↔ ¬E(y,x,z)] as well as ∀(y) [E(y,x,z)
↔ ¬B(y,x,z)] apply.20 On the basis of contradiction, then, terrifiers can
be defined qua negation as liberators and liberators qua negation as ter-
rifiers. For the terrorist, then, in addition to the above definition (2), the
following also applies:

2’ T(x,z) ↔ W(y) ¬B(y,x,z)
Someone commits an attack as a terrorist =df

The majority do not feel liberated by the violent act/perpetrator.

An example of this is a speech that Helmut Schmidt directed at the Red
Army Faction on 8 September 1977. Among other things, he said: “You
regard yourselves to be a small, chosen elite, destined, so you write,
to liberate [sic] the masses. You are mistaken. The masses are against
you.”21 If “the masses” is understood as the majority of the population
of the Federal Republic of Germany, then the assessment (which forms
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the basis of Schmidt’s speech) of the violent acts of the Red Army Faction
as attacks and of their perpetrators as terrorists was perfectly true, even
if the Red Army Faction members wanted to see themselves as freedom
fighters.

Also, the fact that Western media refer to Anders Breivik variously as
a terrorist and as an amok-runner does not run contrary to our determi-
nation of Breivik, insofar as an amok-runner is always, per definitionem,
a terrorist: the terrifying of everybody always implies the terrifying of
the majority. However, what is gained with the definition of the amok-
runner is the following: counter to the usual discourses, amok-runners
can now be described completely independently of motives, triggers and
predispositions. In order to identify such cases, namely those of polit-
ical amok-runners, it is no longer necessary to diagnose insanity or a
prehistory and disposition that have caused their acts of madness.22 All
(remote) diagnoses by professionals and populist media can certainly
have, ideally, an aetiological function for the purpose of preventing
future killing sprees; nevertheless, aetiology is irrelevant for the iden-
tification of the amok-runner as such. The violence of the amok-runner
is “crazy” because and only because of the fact that it terrifies (almost)
everyone.

Usually, however, it is assumed, at least implicitly if not explicitly,
that being an amok-runner and being a terrorist are mutually exclusive,
and thus that the relationship is at least a contrary one: a political moti-
vation is not ascribed to amok-runners, since they are insane, whereas
a political motivation and thus, implicitly, not insanity is ascribed to
terrorists. Precisely this was the explicit issue at Breivik’s trial. Different
assessments were given of Breivik’s mental condition, which varyingly
attested to his responsibility or diminished capacity, ergo insanity. The
latter finding would have had the consequence that he could not have
been charged – especially in the legal sense – with an act of terrorism
and thus with a politically motivated act of violence.

This ultimately explains why Breivik himself insisted on being clas-
sified as legally sane: he needed to be considered sane in order to
be regarded as the political assassin that he also held himself to be.
However, according to the quantitative determination of a terrorist as
amok-runner, precisely this differentiation is irrelevant. Breivik can as
such be seen as both terrorist and amok-runner: that is to say, as an
amok-runner and simultaneously also as a terrorist, who is mad because
he terrifies nearly everybody with his politically motivated act. Con-
versely, the public prosecutor’s office had to plead to the very end for
Breivik’s legal insanity (in the context of the conventional definition),



Peter Klimczak and Christer Petersen 167

in order to deny his violent acts any political status. The impulse was
to regard this mad action not as a political one and, therefore, it had
to be considered insane, or regarded as something else – i.e., something
neither insane nor political – which apparently was also not a desirable
option. One could not, however, view Breivik’s action as political and
insane at the same time.23

This becomes possible only with the new definition of the amok-
runner as an almost limitless terrifier. Breivik is now insane simply by
virtue of the fact that his act terrified almost everyone, and not only, say,
because he regards his actions, contradictorily, as terrifying and liberat-
ing at the same time. This contradiction is in any case only the result of
a contradictory or contrary modelling of “to terrify” and “to liberate”:
a contradictory or contrary relation between “to terrify” and “to liber-
ate” is precisely the precondition for such a contradiction. Therefore, it
will be shown that with contingency modelling this very condition is
rendered invalid.

If one again considers the political amok-runner defined here in com-
parison with a political hero, yet another phenomenon arises: in actual
fact, and in contrast to amok-runners, terrorists and freedom fighters, no
real examples can be found for politically motivated heroes. Politically
motivated heroes and heroic deeds seem to exist only in the form of
fictionalising narratives. This phenomenon can be described, however,
only on the basis of a contrary modelling.

3. Contrary Modelling

The contrariety between “to terrify” and “to liberate” means that one
can now also choose to feel neither terrified nor liberated. At the same
time, one still cannot feel simultaneously liberated and terrified. For-
mally, the following applies: ∀(y) [B(y,x,z) →¬E(y,x,z)] and ∀(y) [E(y,x,z)
→ ¬B(y,x,z)].24 With this, we have for the first time a concept of the
freedom fighter as one who must be not only a non-terrifier but also
a liberator: while the characteristic of being terrifying continues to be
sufficient to define a terrorist, the quality of being non-terrifying is not
sufficient to define a freedom fighter. For while “to terrify” continues to
imply “to not liberate”, “to not terrify” now (unlike under contradictory
modelling) no longer implies “to liberate”. Conversely, although “to lib-
erate” still implies “to not terrify”, “to not liberate” no longer implies
“to terrify”. The synonymy that exists within the framework of contra-
dictory modelling is thus nullified, so that we achieve a more nuanced
concept of the liberator in relation to the terrifier and vice versa.
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If one describes the contrariety between “to terrify” and “to liber-
ate” again by means of the voting analogy, this would entail that those
who decide in a contradictory manner for all-of-the-above candidates, in
this case “liberator” and “terrifier”, continue to be discounted (as void).
However, those who remain undecided, who feel thus neither terrified
nor unterrified, are counted now as non-voters. This has the conse-
quence that a majority of undecideds can also form, and conversely –
as was the case under contradictory modelling – a majority of terrified
or liberated need not materialise; thus it follows from the contradic-
tory modelling that every act of violence must necessarily be classified
as an act of terrorism/rampage or a liberating blow/heroic deed, while
in the context of a contrary relationship the status of the committer of
violence can remain open. As such, contrary modelling of “to liberate”
and “to terrify” ultimately makes possible a sort of scepticism,25 not in
the sense of being undecided between “terrified” and “not terrified” or
“liberated” and “not liberated”, but as a decision against a compelled
definition of oneself either as “liberated” or as “terrified”.26

It may not, in the context of an election, sound very plausible to fac-
tor in non-deciders and thus non-voters, precisely because this could
entail the idea that even all the parties put together might not attain
a majority, since this would actually be held by the undecideds. How-
ever, in the discourse around decisions relating to politically motivated
violence and those who commit it, majorities comprised of undecid-
eds indeed make sense. When one bears in mind what consequences
are entailed by declaring someone to be a terrorist, the argument in
favour of contrary modelling and against contradictory modelling is
clear: under contradictory modelling, if one cannot or does not want
to classify someone as a liberator, then one has to automatically classify
him or her as a terrorist. Yet the decision to classify someone as a terrorist
or amok-runner has far-reaching implications for action – prosecution,
retaliation, violence, war and death – further-reaching implications, in
any event, than the decision to classify someone as a freedom fighter or
hero.

However, if one again considers the difference between heroes and
amok-runners on the basis of the concept of the freedom fighter as
differentiated from the concept of the terrifier, the following becomes
apparent: a heroic act that liberates almost everyone differs from a
rampage that terrifies almost everyone in that the latter represents
an “instantaneously possible event”: i.e., one that can occur virtually
immediately. This is due to the fact that amok-runners do not change
the world, but rather simply terrify almost everyone. However, in the
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case of the hero, the situation is different. Because the number of those
liberated by the heroic act is nearly everybody, we are dealing here
with a “revolutionary event” in a broader sense and a “meta-event” in
a stricter sense in the spirit of Jurij Lotman’s structural text analysis.27

This means that in the course of the meta-event initiated by the hero,
the world represented in a text is restructured: “boundaries are shifted,
are reconstituted, and new, different orders are established.”28

It is precisely this, however, that banishes the concept of the hero to
the fictional realm. However often it may appear in fictional texts, the
meta-event of a heroic deed is, in the reality of its time, improbable:
as a rule, acts of violence do not change the world from one moment
to the next and by unanimous consensus. A consensus must first be
narratively produced and made possible historically: “heroic history” is
written only in retrospect, and heroes almost never exist in actuality,
but rather primarily in the fictional texts of propaganda and political
utopia, for the very reason that their stories claim correspondence to a
nearly impossible event. If, on the other hand, heroic deeds are to exist
in reality, these must be preceded by a very special structure of the world
and society, a structure that allows (almost) everybody to experience the
violent act of the hero immediately as a liberation. This, in turn, can
only happen, if (almost) everybody has regarded themselves previously
as unfree.

Thus, when Breivik justifies his killing spree by claiming, among other
things, to be the “liberator of mankind”, he may be a hero in his own
eyes. However, this has little to do with reality, precisely because not
(nearly) everyone regarded themselves as unfree, at least not in Norway,
the Western world and probably also not in the rest of the world. Thus,
Breivik is apparently living completely in his own world and for this
very reason was deemed – completely correctly – insane.29 Breivik can,
though, also be deemed insane because he sees himself not only as a lib-
erator but also as a terrifier, for example when he realistically observes:
“I know that it was cruel, that I have inflicted indescribable grief.”30

Here he produces an obvious contradiction that, if you will, again veri-
fies his insanity. However, this contradiction is valid only in the context
of a contrary and contradictory relation between “to terrify” and “to
liberate”.

4. Contingency Modelling

In the framework of a contingency modelling, it is quite possible for
“terrifying” and “liberating” to exist simultaneously: in addition to the
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possibility of feeling liberated or terrified and the state of feeling neither,
now the state can arise of someone feeling both at the same time.
Despite the contingent relation between “to liberate” and “to terrify”,
the concepts of liberating and terrifying themselves will not become
random or arbitrary, as is sometimes implied by the use of the term
“contingency” in cultural studies. On the contrary, it will continue to
be impossible for one to be simultaneously liberated and not liber-
ated or terrified and not terrified. Formally, the following applies: ∀(y)
¬[B(y,x,z) ∧¬B(y,x,z)] and ∀(y) ¬[E(y,x,z) ∧¬E(y,x,z)], which, in turn,
results from the law of non-contradiction, the basic axiom of bivalent
logic, generally expressed as ¬(p ∧¬p): “p and not-p simultaneously are
not true.”

In the context of our voting analogy, contingency modelling admit-
tedly appears nonsensical. In addition to the undecideds, one would
now also consider those who decide in favour of not only one candidate
but also simultaneously for one or the other opposition candidates. This,
finally, reduces the election to absurdity. Against the background of deci-
sions regarding politically motivated violence and those who commit it,
it can nevertheless make sense to consider those who feel terrified and
liberated at the same time. When, for example, Nicolae Ceauşescu, the
neo-Stalinist dictator of Romania, and his wife, Elena, were sentenced
to death by a military court and summarily shot by Ionel Boero and two
of his men on 25 December 1989, Romania was at civil war.31 While
units of the Romanian army and the state police were quelling riots and
demonstrations by shooting at the people, parts of the army had already
sided with the incensed populace. Only with the execution of Nicolae
and Elena Ceauşescu did the regular troops and state police at last switch
sides to join the people. The regime changed, and the civil war ended.
Thus the execution of Ceauşescu definitively led to the liberation of
the Romanian people from Ceauşescu and his oppressive neo-Stalinist
regime, as well as to the abrupt end of the civil war. However, this was
simultaneously accompanied by horror at the execution itself: a major-
ity of people, and perhaps even the general public, in Romania and in
the Western world felt liberated by the politically motivated act of vio-
lence, the shooting of the Ceauşescus; however, they were at the same
time not also not terrified by the act.

We are dealing, therefore, with a state of affairs that would be
excluded under a contrary modelling, but which nonetheless existed.
Even 25 years later, Western observers are scarcely able to look upon the
Ceauşescu shooting and the “executioners” without dismay – for exam-
ple when one hears Ionel Boero recount in an interview: “There were
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three of us and we shot from the hip, from a distance of about seven
metres. Each of us had 30 bullets, so 90 bullets in total”; or when Boero
speaks of Elena Ceauşescu: “She stank like a beggar-woman and had
seemingly soiled her pants out of fear. During the court martial I had to
admonish her several times to calm down. I put my hand on her thigh
and told her to stop behaving like a gypsy.”32

While it may be quite useful to allow for simultaneous libera-
tion and terror qua modelling, this becomes questionable as soon as
one undertakes to quantify those terrified and liberated, so on the
level of classifying freedom fighters/heroes or terrorists/amok-runners.
Within the proto-definitions of majorities of terrified or liberated, con-
cepts of terrorists, freedom fighters, amok-runners and heroes would
emerge which would define a committer of violence simultaneously
as a terrorist and freedom fighter, even simultaneously as a hero and
madman running amok. However, this is not only a problem pecu-
liar to the underlying proto-definitions. Such a definition of politically
motivated committers of violence, which is based on a contingency
modelling, ultimately contradicts every (conventional) understanding
of freedom fighter and hero – i.e., certainly not as something that is
at the same time also a terrorist and amok-runner – and vice versa.
Instead, the one group is differentiated from the other, and it is pre-
cisely upon this distinction that the proto-definition is genetically
constructed.

All this seems to argue emphatically against a contingency modelling
of “to terrify” and “to liberate”. On the basis of contingency modelling,
one could, for example, no longer ascribe to Breivik a contradiction or,
as such, insanity, when he declares he is a liberator and terrifier at the
same time, and that he is, from his perspective, a hero, while from ours
he is a madman. Nevertheless, Breivik, as an all-terrifying amok-runner
and a non-liberating “liberator”, would remain a madman.

5. Evaluation

While it is quite apparent that no ideal modelling exists, we can, by
again comparing the three modelling experiments, identify one mod-
elling as the most adequate: contradictory modelling, in contrast to
the other two, does not make possible an explication of the fiction-
ality of the heroic concept – in the context of politically motivated
violence. Other heroes, such as those in sports or, as is common in
“real existing socialism”, “heroes of labour”, are not dealt with here.
Not only can these exist; in fact, they did and do exist in great numbers.
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In addition, contradictory modelling compels from the outset a decision
about committers of politically motivated violence as either terrorists
or freedom fighters, while both contrary and contingent relations leave
room for indeterminacy and scepticism between “to terrify” and “to lib-
erate”. And yet what neither a contrary nor a contradictory relation can
capture is the potential of a liberating blow to be terrifying. This only
becomes possible with a contingency modelling. However – and this is
at first glance a clear argument against it – this modelling results in com-
pletely counterintuitive and, if you will, counter-conventional concepts
of terrorists, freedom fighters, amok-runners and heroes of politically
motivated violence. And yet, since a contingency modelling – in con-
trast to a contradictory modelling – shares the advantages of contrary
modelling, it is worthwhile concluding by again considering both of
these from a comparative perspective.

In doing so, it becomes evident that a contingency modelling seems
useful at the level of individual decisions on being terrified and liber-
ated. On the other hand, a contrary modelling seems necessary at the
level of majority decisions and thus for the classification of politically
motivated violence and those who commit it as terrorists/amok-runners
or freedom fighters/heroes. Nonetheless, the advantages of both mod-
ellings can also be realised by a contingency modelling with an addi-
tional condition, namely that the majority cannot at the same time be
liberated and terrified, or formally W(y) ¬[E(y,x,z) ∧ B(y,x,z)].

On closer inspection, though, the additional condition is nothing
more than a relationship that was already implicitly given in contradic-
tory and contrary modellings of “to terrify” and “to liberate”. As such,
the following applies: ∀(y) [E(y,x,z) → ¬B(y,x,z)] → ¬W(y) [E(y,x,z) ∧
B(y,x,z)].33 By applying this additional condition to our original exam-
ple, Breivik, as someone who simultaneously terrifies and liberates,
would continue to be not necessarily insane. Breivik would, however, as
someone who simultaneously terrifies and liberates the majority, hence
as hero and amok-runner, be contradictory and therefore be once again
potentially insane. Furthermore, as an amok-runner and a “liberator”
who liberates no one, he remains a madman.

While a conditional contingency modelling can, on the basis of a
comparison of the modelling approaches, be identified as the most
adequate modelling, the modelling experiments demonstrated above
and their simultaneous self-reflexive analysis harbour yet another, com-
pletely different potential. The real potential of such a formal discourse
analysis lies not in the determination and construction of concepts of
politically motivated violence and those who commit it, but in the
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criticism and deconstruction of discourses about politically motivated
violence that can be found particularly in the mass media as an articu-
lation, but also as a propagandistic steering, of public opinion.34 To this
end, formal discourse analysis enables us not only to critically scrutinise
existing concepts in their arbitrariness and conventionality, as discur-
sive axioms or dispositifs.35 In the framework of such a method, actual
discourses (as systems of concepts) can now be critically assessed in their
intrinsic consistency and ultimately in their justification – particularly,
but not only, discourses of politically motivated violence. Owing to the
performative force that discourses about politically motivated violence
can and usually do generate in the public discourse, an analysis and
criticism of such terms and the positing of terms is not only highly use-
ful or valuable but also, if the public discourse is to remain self-aware,
ultimately unavoidable.
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Terrorism as Cultural
Bricolage: The Case of Anders
Behring Breivik
Sveinung Sandberg

1. Introduction

On 22 July 2011 two consecutive terrorist attacks took place in Norway.1

The first was the detonation of a car bomb in Oslo in the vicinity of
government buildings and the office of the Prime Minister. The second
attack took place less than two hours later at a summer camp organised
for the youth division of the ruling Norwegian Labour Party. Eight peo-
ple died in the bomb explosion, and 69 people, mostly youths, were shot
dead. The terrorist, Anders Behring Breivik, was an anti-Islamist criti-
cal of the government’s policy of multiculturalism. His apparent targets
were the government and the future political leadership of the Social
Democratic Party.

Only hours before the attacks, Breivik emailed a 1,500-page manifesto
in English to several thousand people. In it he explained his actions and
described their planning in detail. Although misinformed, contradictory
and dismissed even by most of his fellow anti-Islamists, the manifesto
reveals Breivik’s symbolic and semiotic universe. It also outlines his life
story and self-narratives. The manifesto, titled “2083 A European Dec-
laration of Independence”, quotes, retells and reinterprets the rhetoric
of an emerging anti-Islamic movement in Europe. It is a collection of
texts from different sources. Some parts are written by others, such as 39
essays by a Norwegian blogger (“Fjordman”). Other parts, most notably
the American Unabomber’s manifesto, written in 1995, are plagiarised,
with some minor changes such as replacing the word “leftism” with
“cultural-Marxism”. Finally, there are parts he has written himself, such
as a diary that describes his preparation for the attacks in considerable
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detail, as well as a self-interview about his preparations and reasons for
committing the attacks.

The manifesto is a valuable resource for social scientists studying the
political and cultural dimensions of crime. Breivik’s manifesto provides
extensive and detailed accounts of the offender’s self-image as well as
his life-story and rationale for carrying out his actions. Having before-
the-fact data avoids many of the methodological concerns of after-the-
fact interviews with offenders, such as rationalisations and retrospective
adaptations of the narratives to fit new audiences. However, studying
the manifesto has limitations as well: most importantly, it allows the
perpetrator to control the perception and interpretation of events. The
manifesto is a strategic story told by Breivik and should be treated as
such by researchers.

This chapter applies cultural and narrative2 criminology in an in-
depth analysis of Breivik’s manifesto and the events on the 22 July 2011.
Three cultural references stand out in the terrorist attacks – anti-Islamic
rhetoric, stories of political terrorism and previous school shootings –
but there are also a multitude of other influences. Terrorism is not a
clear-cut category, and perpetrators are frequently motivated by a com-
bination of elements from, for example, mass killings, hate crime, street
culture, conventional crime and political ideology when they perform
their attacks. An analysis of Breivik’s manifesto and attacks is used to
argue that terrorism can be intertextual, representing a multitude of
cultural references, and is therefore best understood as a bricolage.3

Although excessive violence is sometimes described as unrestrained, it
is best understood as emerging from a complex cultural universe of
discourses, narratives, scripts and images.

2. Culture, narrative and bricolage

Breivik was early on defined as a solo or lone-wolf terrorist by the
Norwegian Police Security Service. These offenders are characterised by
their tendency to operate individually, rather than belonging to an
organised group, and the fact that they are difficult for the authorities
to detect. They are also frequently described as lacking social networks
and having mental disorders and a tendency to “create their own ide-
ologies”.4 The notion of lone wolves, however, is easy to misinterpret.
Most importantly, the lone wolf metaphor evokes images of ideologi-
cally and socially unaffiliated individuals, and directs the attention away
from cultural and political narratives. Narratives are by definition shared
and emerge in social interaction. They are at the core of interest for both
cultural and narrative criminology.
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Cultural criminology “explores the many ways in which cultural
forces interweave with the practice of crime and crime control in con-
temporary society”5 and emphasises that “crime and deviance constitute
more than the simple enactment of a static group culture”.6 With respect
to the Norwegian perpetrator, cultural criminology offers several impor-
tant insights. The modus operandi is “manifold, plural, and increasingly
global”,7 and the violent attacks can only be understood by explor-
ing the “representational hall of mirrors” that defines and constitutes
crime.8

We understand, construct and deal with life through storytelling. Sto-
ries are forceful, persuasive and effective forms of communication, and
also among the most important cultural elements that direct crime.9

Narrative criminology “focuses on how people establish who they are –
their identity work – by emplotting their experience”, and “seeks to
explain crime and other harmful action as a function of the stories that
actors and bystanders tell about themselves”.10 Breivik, for example, was
influenced by several stories when planning for and carrying out his
actions.

The multitude of stories motivating terrorism can be described as
intertextuality, dialogue, polyvocality and interdiscursivity, or just open-
ness and ambiguity.11 In this chapter I will describe this multitude
of stories as the cultural bricolage of terrorism. Lévi-Strauss describes
bricolage as a “heterogeneous repertoire which, even if extensive, is
nevertheless limited”.12 He says that mythical thought is “a kind of
intellectual ‘bricolage’ ” but notes the following:

The elements which the “bricoleur” collects and uses are “pre-
constrained” like the constitutive units of myth, the possible com-
binations of which are restricted by the fact that they are drawn from
the language where they already possess a sense which sets a limit on
their freedom of manoeuvre.13

The Norwegian terrorist attacks can be studied as a cultural bricolage
that draws on a widely dispersed and heterogeneous repertoire. Breivik
is the bricoleur who “addresses himself to a collection of oddments left
over from human endeavours, that is, only a sub-set of the culture”.14

Studying terrorism in this way, it is possible to identify a wide variety of
cultural influences both in the manifesto and in the actions themselves.

This chapter will first describe the primary voice or cultural influence
of the manifesto. Then it will highlight four different narrative modes
in the text, some of which break radically with the language of polit-
ical radicalism. Narrative mode will refer to the narrative style, tone
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and voice a writer or speaker uses to tell a story.15 Finally, the chapter
will identify the untold cultural reference of the 22/7 attacks – i.e., the
school shootings. The aim is to present the complex cultural repertoire
that inspired Breivik to carry out his actions, thereby challenging simple
categorisations of harm.16

3. Inspiration from the anti-Islamic movement

Breivik was first and foremost inspired and motivated by anti-Islamic
rhetoric, narratives and discourses emerging from a European anti-
Islamic movement. He was reading and sometimes posting on anti-
Islamic internet sites such as Gates of Vienna, New English Review,
Brussels Journal, Stormfront and the Norwegian document.no. He
copied and pasted large amounts of text from these websites into the
manifesto, but also retold well-known stories from these. He shared his
views of the current situation in Norway and Europe, the “Eurabia the-
sis” and the metaphors of “self-defence”, “betrayals” and “traitors” with
many others and more or less copied text from their “counter-jihadist”
web pages.17 For example, the title of the manifesto is taken from the
text “Native Revolt: A European Declaration of Independence”, written
by “Fjordman” and published in the Brussels Journal.18

A closer study of this document reveals how Breivik retells narra-
tives from anti-Islamic web pages, such as the political demands and
narratives of “Fjordman”:

We demand that the ideology of multiculturalism should immedi-
ately be removed from all government policies and school curricula
( . . . ) We demand that all Muslim immigration in whatever form
should be immediately and completely halted ( . . . ) We are sick and
tired of feeling like strangers in our own lands, of being mugged,
raped, stabbed, harassed and even killed by violent gangs of Muslim
thugs.19

Many of the metaphors in the manifesto of “war”, “colonisation”, “inva-
sion”, “treason”, the “Eurabia thesis” and the emotional call for action
are also present in “Fjordman’s” document:

The wave of robberies the increasingly Muslim-dominated city of
Malmö is witnessing is part of a “war against Swedes” ( . . . ) Europe is
being targeted for deliberate colonisation by Muslim states, and with
coordinated efforts aimed at our Islamisation and the elimination of
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our freedoms. We are being subject to a foreign invasion, and aid-
ing and abetting a foreign invasion in any way constitutes treason.
If non-Europeans have the right to resist colonisation and desire self-
determination then Europeans have that right, too. And we intend
to exercise it.20

In large parts the narratives and language in the manifesto are diffi-
cult to separate from the narratives and language of the anti-Islamic
movement, and the similarities between the manifesto and a larger anti-
Islamic movement are striking: stories of Muslims raping Europeans,
violent young Muslim gang members, the Eurabia thesis, prophecies of
a coming or ongoing civil war, idealisation of self-sacrifice and a call
for action against the Islamisation of Europe. The most striking resem-
blance is between the manifesto and “counter-jihadist” blogs and web
sites. In fact, the only real difference lies in the proposed political means
or solutions to the “problem”. Here the Norwegian terrorist differs from
most, if not all, of his fellow anti-Islamists.21

Only days after the terrorist attacks Breivik was described as a lone
wolf. This appellation sits well with the dominant academic understand-
ing of lone-wolf terrorism: he operated individually, did not belong
to an organised group, had a few social networks (although he was
active on the internet) and even showed signs of mental problems.22

However, although accurately describing the actions themselves, the
metaphor of lone wolves does not reflect a sufficient understand-
ing of the social character of the language and political narratives
involved in acts of lone-wolf terrorism. Although Breivik operated
alone, his ideology, world-view and narratives emerged from a large,
sometimes radical and relatively new anti-Islamic social movement.23

It is thus impossible to understand the Norwegian terrorist attacks
without seeing how their rationale was embedded in anti-Islamic
rhetoric. However, anti-Islamic rhetoric is not the only voice in the
manifesto.

4. Narrative modes in the manifesto

Breivik’s manifesto is characterised by being written in several different
narrative modes.24 These can in short be described as technical, emo-
tional, pragmatic and social, and draw upon different literary styles.
They differ radically from each other, and, combined with the frequent
copy-and-pasting, they leave the reader with the impression of a collage
rather than a coherent story.
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4.1 The technical mode

In the manifesto, particularly in the “diary”, Breivik pays great attention
to the details of how to make a bomb. Technical jargon and the language
of “the manual” dominate long passages. The notes for 13 July – “day
73” – serve as one example:

I cleaned my 3M gas mask today. It was full of AL powder/smearing
and the multifilters were full of AL dust. Unfortunately; these are
my last multifilters (particle and vapour filter combined) so I can’t
replace them. I do have a couple of sets of particle filters but I believe
they won’t be of much use to filter the diesel fumes when mixing
ANALFO.25

A large part of the diary seems to be written from the viewpoint of a
chemist involved in an ongoing experiment. Breivik offers advice to oth-
ers with an emphasis on technical details and how to avoid attracting
attention. What can be described as the narrative mode of a technically
skilled and professional revolutionary is evident in sections in which
he describes the professionalism and determination needed to carry out
terrorist attacks.

In parts of the Question and Answer section he similarly describes the
role of the revolutionary from an organisational perspective. For exam-
ple, he mentions seven traits that are important for a “cell operative”.
These are: “Ideological confidence, patience, the ability to motivate
yourself, keeping sensitive information to yourself, resourcefulness,
being pragmatical and insightfulness in your own psyche.”26 He also
suggests that fellow “cultural conservatives” should become bloggers,
infiltrate political parties, start a career in the military or in media
organisations or the academia and have many children.27

What is striking about this narrative mode is that the cause seems sec-
ondary. The bomb he made was inspired by the Baader-Meinhof gang,
and he recognises Al Qaida and quotes both Fidel Castro and George
Bernard Shaw as sources of inspiration.28 When Breivik writes in this
narrative mode, the emphasis is on the skills necessary to become a ter-
rorist and revolutionary, and the practical organisation of a revolution.
The language and style of writing are similarly practical and technical,
and without feelings or emotions. The narrative style in these parts of
the manifesto is more like that of the technical manual.

4.2 The emotional mode

In contrast, other parts of the Question and Answer section are char-
acterised by a rather emotional call for action against Islamisation of
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Europe. This quote is typical of the way he addresses supporters and
followers: “I salute every single brother and sister who contributes day
in and day out! You are the true heroes of the conservative revolution!
[ . . . ] I heard your calling and as a result I did my duty as many more
will continue to do.”29

In some passages he also draws historical analogies, which adds to
the pathos: “For 465 years the Romans were occupying half of Britain:
the brave British patriots never gave up resistance [ . . . ] Even if the sit-
uation looks grim now, it will never be too late. Never surrender!”30

In this narrative mode, which can be described as emotional, religious or
inspired by social movement rhetoric, he addresses his audience more
explicitly than in other parts, and some parts can be read as imitat-
ing public speeches: “You may fight with the pen or with the sword,
every effort counts!”31 This emotional mode can be traced back to
both social movement rhetoric and the religious genre, and these lan-
guages sometimes overlap in their call for collective action. What has
been described within social movement literature as emotional “calls
to arms” or “hot cognitions”32 are used to motivate people to action.
The emotional style of writing in the manifesto comes with bravado,
appeals to feelings and has short, pompous sentences. It is also char-
acterised by the use of exclamation marks, indicating an oral form of
presentation.

Many parts of Breivik’s manifesto are characterised by the use of
prophetic and religious language. He describes his followers as “broth-
ers and sisters” and emphasises that they are many.33 He prophesies an
Armageddon and uses a widespread religious narrative in which things
will become worse before they get better.34 He also emphasises the
importance of self-sacrifice,35 and depicts his followers as the “chosen
people”: “We have taken these thankless tasks upon ourselves because
we possess these traits; the self-insight, the ideological and moral con-
fidence and strength and we are willing to sacrifice our lives for our
brothers and sisters, even though they will openly detest us.”36

The religious influence is also evident when he describes his own
“conversion”: for example, in such passages as “When I was at the top
of my game, I had everything. At least, I thought I had everything when
in essence I had lost everything.”37 And “That’s not the kind of person
I used to be, but it’s the type of person I have become.”38 Finally, many
of the symbols he uses are inspired by religion: for example, when he
describes how people in the future “will hold our banner and chant our
hymns because they finally understand”.39 The “hymns” are inspired
by a religious world-view, but the “banner” indicates that he also sees
himself as part of a social movement.
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The emotional narrative mode differs in many aspects from the tech-
nical mode: for example, in the appeal to feelings. While the technical
mode is practical and down-to-earth, the religious language or move-
ment rhetoric is emotional and draws large historical analogies. Yet there
are similarities in the manifesto. Both modes are dedicated to an extreme
cause that demands huge sacrifices. While the manual offers the tech-
nical advice necessary to carry out terrorist attacks, “evangelic” social
movement rhetoric offers motivation.

4.3 The pragmatic mode

Other parts of the manifesto are less dystopian, more modest and
sometimes read like the writing of a pragmatic and intellectual politi-
cian. Within what can be analysed as a third narrative mode, Breivik
describes how he studied “all the major ideologies in depth, everything
from Marxism, socialism, Islam, fascism, nationalism, capitalism” and
was an extreme libertarian at one point but ended up being interested
in cultural identity and “a more traditionalist conservative school of
thought”.40 He also continually refers to his libertarian world-views and
the importance of personal freedom. In some passages he mentions curi-
ous details of what he will prioritise when his regime takes over, such as
spending 20 per cent of the state’s budget on research.41

In this mode, he emphasises that he is not searching for revenge and is
not driven by bitterness or hate: “In fact, if they [the cultural Marxists]
against all odds renounced multiculturalism today, halted all Muslim
immigration and started deportation of all Muslims I would forgive
them for their past crimes.”42 He claims to respect Muslims: “I don’t
hate Muslims at all. I acknowledge that there are magnificent Muslim
individuals in Europe. In fact, I have had several Muslim friends over
the years, some of which I still respect.”43 He also describes himself as
appreciative of diversity44 and “a laid back type and quite tolerant on
most issues”.45 The answer to his own question of whether he opposes
all aspects of multiculturalism is also illustrative:

No, I don’t. I support the continued consolidation of non-Muslim
Europe and an unconditional support to all Christian countries
and societies (Israel included), in addition to continuing our good
relationships with all Hindu and Buddhist countries. As such, I
don’t support the deportation of non-Muslims from Europe as
long as they are fully assimilated (I’m a supporter of many of the
Japanese/Taiwanese/South Korean policies/principles). However, we
should take a break from mass immigration in general (as of 2008
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numbers). Any future immigration needs to be strictly controlled and
exclusively non-Muslim. Emphasis should be on individuals who can
greatly benefit Europe in some way.46

While the first two narrative modes can be combined, they contrast rad-
ically with this pragmatic mode. In this narrative mode Breivik appears
to be a reasonable person with whom one could negotiate or even
reach a compromise. He argues and tries to negotiate with opponents
or convince them by making assurances that he is not an extremist:
for example, by stating that he also sees value in diversity and in other
cultures.

4.4 The social mode

The final narrative mode is a continuation of the pragmatic one, but it is
expanded further into the private realm. Seen against the background of
the acts he committed, this concern about being perceived as pragmatic,
easy-going and social is the least expected. For example, in the Question
and Answer section, Breivik asks questions such as: “Can you describe
your childhood?” and “How would you describe yourself as a person”.
In the answers, he takes up an informal tone:47

I have a good relationship with my four half siblings, . . . [names three
siblings], but especially . . . [the fourth sibling]. We get together a cou-
ple of times a year . . . . [the fourth sibling] moved to Los Angeles 14
years ago and is now settled down with two kids, . . . and . . . [names
the two children]. I talk to her once a month.48

He continues by describing his relation to a woman in the extended
family: “ . . . ’s girlfriend though is a super-feminist and quite radical
Marxist. We have had some very interesting conversations where she
has almost physically strangled me:D”49 Note that his way of talking
could have been that of any ordinary person in the context of everyday
social interaction. He is trying to be funny, and it is all informal and
relaxed.

In other parts, he discusses friends and reveals details about his per-
sonal tastes and interests.50 We learn, for example, that his favourite
destination is Budapest, about his favourite drinks and that he thinks
every country has an excellent cuisine. Both the Bible and the Quran
are listed among his favourite books. He also describes a trip abroad:
“We spent five days there partying and celebrating. I haven’t consumed
that many Absolute and Red bulls since I was in Las Vegas;).”51 He
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mentions several times that he enjoys partying and is social: “I’ve always
been good at socialising, getting to know new people.”52

In the extract below he describes, also in a very informal tone, how
difficult it has been to hide the preparations of the terrorist attacks:

A couple of my friends have their suspicions though. However, I have
managed to channel these suspicions far away from relating to my
political convictions. Instead they suspect that I am playing WoW53

(and trying to hide it) and a couple of them believe that I have cho-
sen semi-isolation because of some alleged homosexual relationship
which they suspect I am trying to hide, LOL. Quite hilarious, as I am
100% hetero, but they may continue to believe what they want as it
prevents them from asking more questions;))54

It seems important for him to be perceived as a heterosexual who knows
a lot of people and is respected by his friends. He admits to being a little
shy, but as for not having a girlfriend, he attributes that to the operation
he is planning.

The social narrative mode is embedded in the informal language often
used in text messages and chat programmes. He frequently uses sym-
bols such as “LOL” (laughing out loud) and different types of “smileys”
in these parts of the manifesto. Breivik also continually attempts to be
funny and to present himself as easy-going. He realises that these are
important social skills in everyday interaction. However, his rather nar-
cissistic self-presentation as a normal and popular person resorts to the
language of the new social media, which he seems to associate with nor-
mality and sociability. This is quite illustrative of the life Breivik was
living in the last years before his attacks. His social life was lived mainly
on the internet.

5. Ambiguity in the manifesto

Self-narratives and identities are usually fragmented, and texts are often
intertextual.55 Being consistent is easier when writing than talking but
difficult nevertheless. A unified or coherent self-narrative will often be
a product of a reductive analysis by the researcher as much as a reflec-
tion of the actual content of texts. Changing between different narrative
modes can be done convincingly, and many narrators manage to leave
the listener with the impression of a unified story, perhaps because a
unified narrative is expected and thus most easily perceived. Sometimes,
however, it is less convincing and clearly shows that textual bricolage
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is not solely the product of strategic agency by a competent narrator.
Cultural bricolage also reflects how text production is determined by a
limited discursive repertoire or an order of discourse.56

This is an important way to read the frequent shifts between narrative
modes in the manifesto. The language and narratives of the different
discourses Breivik uses more or less structurally determine the text he
is writing. Their convergence could have been more convincingly man-
aged by a more competent narrator, but these shifts are the main reason
that the manifesto is hard to read, chaotic and unintentionally comical;
for example, when it suddenly shifts from pompous stories about self-
sacrifice to preferences regarding clothes and Eau de Cologne. It also
gives the text an unpredictable frightening aspect, shifting from prag-
matic concerns and willingness to forgive to consequences for those
who do not change their opinion: “We will eventually annihilate every
single one of them.”57

Breivik’s major problem in terms of resonance and communication is
the inability to combine the different narrative modes with the anti-
Islamic social movement rhetoric, the main voice of the manifesto.
While the emotional mode bears some similarities, the others radically
break with the tone of the larger social movement. This can testify
to his psychological problems or social isolation, or it can reveal how
seemingly very different literary styles can be part of a larger story
upholding, influencing and producing crime. We need to capture this
cultural bricolage – not just the influence of political rhetoric – to get a
full phenomenological understanding of terrorism. Acts of terrorism and
excessive violence are generally embedded within this interdiscursive or
dialogical combination of stories and narrative modes.

In Breivik’s manifesto for example, the anti-Islamic rhetoric is only
part of the picture. It cannot explain why he turned to terrorism, since
this movement did not commit terrorist attacks in the past or gener-
ally support them. There is an internal dialogue within the manifesto,
which illustrates the cultural bricolage of terrorism.58 The pragmatic nar-
rative mode, in particular, gives voice to the doubt Breivik seems to
have had about the legitimacy of the attacks, but this voice gradually
becomes less important in what seems to be a process of increasing
radicalisation.59 After starting out as relatively moderate in terms of
means, he ends up ferociously advocating political violence. Still, the
pragmatic political mode that offers democratic and non-violent means
and solutions and never really disappears is just toned down, and
the ambiguity in terms of choice of means remains until he commits
the acts.
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6. The link to school shootings

The cultural bricolage of Breivik’s terrorism gets even more intricate
when the cultural influences not recognised by the perpetrators are
included. Having studied different self-narratives60 and the link to the
anti-Islamic movement61 in the manifesto for years, we had a grow-
ing unease about all the research that was done “explaining” Breivik’s
actions and cultural influences based on his own self-presentation and
storytelling.62 Using the manifesto as a primary source of data had
allowed Breivik to control the perception and interpretation of events.
In a later study we therefore decided to parenthesise Breivik’s own ver-
sion and go more into detail on the cultural scripts of the actions
themselves.63

It soon became obvious that Breivik’s attacks, especially at Utøya,
had several similarities to previous school shootings. His actions shared
with them a target, goal, cultural consumption, preparation, cultural
products and main objective.64 The school shooters were deviant indi-
viduals with social and mental problems, the targets were innocent
young people in an educational context, and the aim was to kill as many
as possible, using firearms. Moreover, the preparations had a symbolic
dimension: the perpetrators used first-person shooting video games as
part of their preparation, and manifestos, videos and other cultural
products were made prior to the attacks. Most importantly, the shooters
primarily killed to gain notoriety.65

The similarity can be illustrated by some of the pictures he used.
In addition to text and acts, images and films are an important part
of the cultural bricolage that inspires terrorism. Breivik made a film and
posted it on YouTube: it was basically a short version of the manifesto.
When this film was later shown in court, it was the only time he cried
during the trial, so apparently it was of great importance to him. He also
took many pictures. A fine-grained analysis of these is an important part
of a study of the bricolage of his terrorism. In this chapter, however,
there is only space for a short illustration of such a visual analysis.

In the images Breivik managed to downplay the polyvocal cultural
influences better than in the manifesto, but they still have many varying
cultural references. In one picture Breivik took of himself (Figure 10.1)
he poses in a diving suit, and the accessories seem to indicate the pro-
fessionalism seen in his technical narrative mode.66 His expression and
gaze are firm, and he seems to want to communicate determination
and willpower. In this picture Breivik aims with the gun just beyond
the camera lens, similar in a way to how previous school shooters have



Sveinung Sandberg 189

Figure 10.1 Self-portrait photograph by Anders Behring Breivik

posed before him. He aims slightly to the side, however, and not directly
at it. The two Finnish school shooters Pekka-Eric Auvinen and Matti
Juhani Saari took pictures of themselves in respectively 2007 and 2008
(Figure 10.2).67 These pictures have become iconic for school shoot-
ers, aiming directly at the camera, indicating that anyone is a potential
threat (click on the website and you’re a potential “victim”).

School shooters’ pictures are different from those distributed by
jihadist terrorists. In pictures of many terrorists, they pose with guns,
but the pictures show groups of people, and the guns are at their sides,
depicting strength and the potential for violence. One example can be
seen in the most distributed picture of Mokhtar Belmokhtar, who was in
charge of the terrorist attacks at the gas facility at In Amenas, Algeria
(Figure 10.3).68 The message seems to be: if you provoke us, we will
take up our guns. While the terrorist has a relatively limited target (a
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Figure 10.2 Self-portrait photographs by Pekka-Eric Auvinen and Matti Juhani
Saari

Figure 10.3 Self-portrait by Mokhtar Belmokhtar
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particular group of people), the school shooter stands alone and attacks
everyone. By aiming at the audience, the message is that no one should
feel safe. There are no political or religious concessions that will mit-
igate the rage of the school shooter. Although Breivik viewed himself
as a political terrorist, the cultural products he made, including self-
portraits and texts, reveal a much more complex repertoire of cultural
influences.

School shootings have been the most widely discussed rampage acts
of the 1990s and 2000s, and their cultural impact has been wider than
is commonly recognised. Breivik wanted to be part of a social move-
ment and had much clearer political aims than most school shooters.69

Illustratively, most of his manifesto describes his political ideology, and
he had a history of engagement in political debates. He was also older
than previous school shooters, did not target a group he had been
involved with, did not commit suicide and left no explicit references to
other school shooters. The latter characteristic has been a common fac-
tor in many of the more recent shootings. In these respects Breivik was
not a typical school shooter, but he was not a typical lone-wolf terrorist
either.

Research into lone-wolf terrorism has much to offer, but isolating this
kind of terrorism as a clear-cut phenomenon and studying it within a
limited field of research risks losing sight of the cultural bricolage of ter-
rorism.70 In the Norwegian terrorist attacks school shootings seem to
be an important part of the complex cultural universe that inspired the
act. The importance of the school shooting script can be demonstrated
further by the fact that, although Breivik received little recognition as a
political terrorist, he has been “celebrated” as a mass murderer. There are
several marginal blogs idolising Breivik as a mass murderer, and there
has been speculation that subsequent mass killings were inspired by
Breivik’s attacks.

7. Conclusion

Terrorism draws on a multitude of cultural sources and should be anal-
ysed as a cultural bricolage.71 Moreover, the stories that inspire and
shape terrorism include multiple voices.72 This problematises distinc-
tions between different types of harm. It is not always obvious what
counts as terrorism, school shootings, massacres or any other sort of
crime. Cultural and narrative criminology can help us to understand
the subtleties of cultural influences on crime, and thus the nature of
it. Cultural criminology regards offending as “reflected in a vast hall of
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mirrors” and insists on reading crimes “in terms of the meanings they
carry”.73 Narrative criminology studies narratives that promote action,74

and it views narratives as “agency conditioned by culture and context,
and as attempts at coherency and unity drawing on a wide variety of
cultural narratives and discourses”.75

Breivik was inspired by anti-Islamic ideology, stories of political terror-
ism and scripts of school shootings. The latter is not vocalised or made
explicit in Breivik’s own story, but is apparent in his actions. The cul-
tural impact of school shootings is the untold story of the 2011 terrorist
attacks in Norway. Uncritically reproducing offenders’ stories is prob-
lematic, both methodologically and ethically. We fail in many respects
if we only reproduce intentional and strategic narratives. This is particu-
larly important when studying acts primarily staged for the mass media,
such as terrorism and school shootings. The terrorist attacks in Norway
call for a study of the intertextual and polyvocal character of crimino-
genic scripts and narratives, and of the complex role that the mass media
and social media play in such acts.

There are many voices in the Norwegian terrorist attacks. Anti-Islamic
rhetoric is the dominant one, but the narrative repertoire also includes
“the manual”, religious metaphors, rationale and phrases, pragmatic
political discourse and the language style of new social media. All of
these should be seen as being embedded in the Norwegian terrorist
attacks. Approaching terrorism as a homologous cultural phenomenon
has problematic consequences. For example, if we emphasise the influ-
ence from social movement rhetoric, it is easy to hold the movement
accountable for the terrorist attacks. If we emphasise the technical
mode, we can easily exaggerate Breivik’s ability to think and act “ratio-
nally”. If we emphasise the failed social mode of writing, it brings out
the character of the social misfit, and psychiatric diagnosis becomes
important. If we leave out the pragmatic narrative mode, we risk exag-
gerating how deliberate he was about his actions. The manifesto is a
highly ambiguous text. Moreover, if we only study what Breivik himself
wrote or said about the attacks, we risk missing the influence of other
crimes.

What appears to be excessive and unrestrained violence is often
embedded in a multifaceted cultural universe. It is thus restrained not
in terms of moral codes but by cultural, ideological and political frames.
Terrorism emerges from this complex web of discourses and narratives,
which by definition are social. “Lone wolf” is therefore a potentially
misleading concept, at least when it comes to motivation and cultural
influences. To understand terrorism fully we need to study the many
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voices of the perpetrator, as well as the stories that images and actions
tell. Together they shape the cultural bricolage in which terrorism is
embedded.
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11
Tales of Abuse and Torture: The
Narrative Framing of the Abu
Ghraib Photographs
Werner Binder

Violence is a fundamental possibility in social interactions. In everyday
life, it is not so much the actual use of violence as its latency that shapes
and influences social relations. Violence can be used as a threat, it can
certainly be used as means to certain ends, but it also may appear as an
end in itself, seemingly without further purpose. Particularly excessive
acts of violence seem to defy an instrumental understanding of vio-
lence – or even any kind of meaningful understanding. The aim of this
chapter is to investigate how contemporary societies frame and cope
with extreme acts of violence. An act of excessive violence is not just a
transgression of the moral order but also creates a “void of meaning”,
which has to be filled by narratives and explanations.1 Excessive acts of
violence, such as school shootings or terrorist attacks, call not only for
legal punishment and future prevention but also for collective sense-
making. Excessive violence is first of all a hermeneutic problem – and
only after that it does become an issue of social control.

This chapter argues that excessive violence is not just a matter of
brute force but is also charged with symbolism and meaning. The recent
beheadings in Iraq, executed by the Islamic State militia, bear witness
to the symbolic dimension of violence. These decapitations were not
only recorded and publicised: they were staged for a global audience
and followed an elaborate script. The victims, for example, wore orange
jumpsuits similar to those of the detainees at the American prison camp
in Guantánamo Bay. This particular script appeared for the first time in
the wake of the Abu Ghraib scandal, when a group of Iraqi insurgents
captured and beheaded the American journalist Nicholas Berg in early
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May 2004. The video of his decapitation, published online at 12 May,
was accompanied by an Arab speech which framed the execution as
retaliation for the prisoner abuse at Abu Ghraib documented by the
shocking photographs broadcasted on American television two weeks
before. However, in the American media discourse, the decapitation was
portrayed as barbarous; it functioned as indexical sign, as a “proof” of
the uncivilised and cruel nature of the enemy. This interpretative frame
allowed the American public to shift its attention away from the inno-
cent victims of Abu Ghraib and back to the cruel enemies in the ongoing
war in Iraq.2

In the following, I try to develop a cultural sociological argument
to deepen our understanding of the multiple meanings, but also the
causes and effects of excessive violence. “Normal” social science does
not offer a theoretical framework to render excessive violence com-
prehensible – or an appropriate methodological toolkit for empirical
analysis. Extreme acts of violence tend not to feature in crime statis-
tics, notwithstanding the fact that they can have a huge impact in our
modern media societies. Furthermore, orthodox explanatory strategies
are too focused on the individual actors committing violence, either
on alleged interests or supposed pathologies. In this respect, the social
psychological approach advocated by the famous Stanford Prison Exper-
iment has been an important corrective, because it shifted the focus
to the situational dynamics of violence and abuse.3 In a similar vein,
Randall Collins proposed a micro-sociological theory of violence that
highlights the emotional dynamics of violent situations.4 However, nei-
ther approach is capable of fully grasping the meanings of excessive
violence. Instead, I would like to recall and follow some early insights
of Collins, who once approached the problem of unrestrained violence
from a more cultural point of view: “This distinctively human vio-
lence becomes symbolic; torture and mutilation are above all forms of
communication usable as threats and supports for claims of complete
domination.”5

A cultural-sociological approach to violence is necessary to decipher
the message of excessive violence and to understand the sense-making
processes in contemporary societies. Furthermore, cultural sociology
offers theoretical concepts and methodological tools to account for the
various ways in which culture shapes the execution and perception of
violent acts. In this chapter I will investigate the Abu Ghraib scandal
that shocked the American public in 2004. I will discuss the interpre-
tation and the narrative framing of the Abu Ghraib photographs from
different social positions and political camps. Finally, I will conclude
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with the brief outline of a cultural-sociological contribution to the
explanation of the Abu Ghraib abuses.

1. Embodied meanings: Towards a cultural sociology
of violence

An obvious starting-point when reconsidering the meanings of vio-
lence is the interpretative sociology of Max Weber, which highlights
the meanings that actors attach to their actions.6 According to Weber,
“understanding an action” means being familiar with the motives
behind that action. This does not necessarily exclude feelings that are
recognised as motives in his typology of action. Understanding the
motives of actors thus enables the “explanation of action”. The attri-
bution of understandable motives to violent acts – rationalisation – is
one strategy for making sense of violence. Even violent acts happen-
ing out of affect are comprehensible, insofar as the feelings involved are
familiar (for example, jealousy). However, excessive violence seems to
be characterised by a mismatch between feelings and affective reaction,
between violent means and rational ends. Even if motives, means and
ends are in principle understandable, the excess of violence, the discrep-
ancy between motives and actions, cannot simply be explained away.
Thus, excessive violence appears to be pathological and meaningless.
Here, a void of meaning meets the horror vacui of society. Excessive acts
of violence such as school shootings and prisoner abuse call for expla-
nations and narratives. Often the actors are portrayed as psychologically
distorted, perverse or inhuman. Pathologisation is thus a second coping
strategy, particularly suitable for extreme acts of violence. As we will see,
the two strategies employ different kinds of narrative to make sense of
excessive violence.

Nevertheless, reducing the meanings of violence to individual motives
or pathologies would not do justice to its latent functions and symbolic
meanings. A rich literature of anthropology and sociology has shown
that violence can be an important element in rituals. Collectives inscribe
themselves onto individual bodies through violent rites of passage as
well as corporeal punishments. Foucault’s discussion of public execu-
tion in the ancien régime, for example, highlights the communicative
function of torture as a symbolic expression of sovereignty.7 Even
the instrumental use of violence involves techniques, meaningful and
recognisable patterns, which not only enhance its effectiveness but also
express certain styles.8 The meanings of violence are not just in the
heads of actors, but also manifest themselves through their bodies.
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1.1 The symbolic dimension of violence

One of the most challenging approaches to violence in the social sci-
ences was developed by Randall Collins.9 According to Collins, violent
acts should be explained not by motivation or personality but as a result
of the emotional and interactional dynamics of particular situations.
In his book Interaction Ritual Chains, he argues that social life is driven
by interaction rituals, which are fuelled by emotional energy and pro-
duce emotionally charged symbols as emblems of group membership.10

Violent situations, however, go against the grain of everyday social inter-
actions – and of human nature.11 Even though humans are prone to
avoid violence, social groups are able to create the objective conditions
and the emotional mood that allows a few members to engage in violent
acts. Violent situations, characterised by an emotional field of fear and
confrontational tension, are often followed by asymmetrical and exces-
sive outbreaks of violence – a phenomenon called “forward panic”.12

Still, Collins neglects the importance of symbolism in his treatment of
violence, probably owing to the precarious position of symbols as empty
vessels of emotional energy in his general theory.

One of the most cultural research programmes in the social sciences,
the “strong program” in cultural sociology, produced a remarkable
amount of studies of various kinds of violence: the public framing of
police violence, the construction of mass killings as cultural traumas,
terrorist attacks as public performances, the symbolic mobilisation in
wartime and the semiotics of corporal punishment.13 In his book on
the cultural logic of war,14 Philip Smith states that liberal democra-
cies facing the possibility of war are generally reluctant and not very
belligerent – a societal condition comparable to the “confrontational
tension” described by Collins.15 Actors promoting the war have a cul-
tural repertoire of symbols and narratives at their disposal to overcome
this collective “confrontational tension”. Smith concludes that apoca-
lyptic narratives are particularly effective in mobilising public discourses
as well as citizens for the upcoming war. And even after the military
action starts, belligerent acts are narratively framed in public discourses
in different ways, thus influencing the course of the war.

1.2 Genres of violence: The narrative framing of violent acts

In order to become meaningful, excessive acts of violence have to be
embedded in narratives. Narratives play a crucial role on different levels:
biographical narratives are indispensable for the construction of per-
sonal identities, and national myths give shape to collective identities.
The latter often circle around violent events such as revolutions or wars.
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Narrators have different narrative genres and rhetoric devices at their
disposal. Here I would like to give a brief sketch of the theory of narrative
genres employed in this chapter.

In his book Anatomy of Criticism the literary critic Northrop
Frye distinguished four basic genres: comedy, romance, tragedy and
satire/irony.16 Each has its specific structure, set of characters and
development of plot. The first category of Frye’s theory concerns the
“fictional mode”, the way in which characters are represented.17 Follow-
ing Aristotle, he distinguishes between “low mimesis”, which is used in
comedy, and “high mimesis”, which is employed in tragic narratives.
In the low-mimetic mode, actors are portrayed with mundane motives
and realistic or lower capacities for action; the story is mostly driven by
coincidences and a collective logic. In contrast, high mimesis features
strong characters, protagonists as well as antagonists, which highlights
the individual agency as a driving force of the narrative. Smith’s “apoc-
alypse” is an extreme form of high mimesis characterised by global
struggle, a tremendous moral polarisation between characters, sublime
motives and extraordinary powers.18 In his theory of myths,19 Frye
employs a second distinction referring to the sequential structure of nar-
ratives, which he also calls “ascending” and “descending” narratives.20

If we combine these two distinctions, we get four genres (Table 11.1):

Table 11.1 Northrop Frye’s theory of genres

Frye: Theory of genres Ascending Descending

High mimesis Romance Tragedy
Low mimesis Comedy Satire/Irony

In his treatise on historiography the historian and philosopher
Hayden White applied this typology to non-fictional narratives.21 Later,
the cultural sociologists Ron Jacobs and Philip Smith used this frame-
work in their studies of media discourses on violence.22,23

Not only literary works or public discourses but also social scientific
explanations can be analysed using these genres. Rational choice expla-
nations, for example, employ low-mimesis narratives of selfish actors
whose actions can have aggregated effects – either comical (for exam-
ple, Adam Smith’s “invisible hand”) or satirical/ironical (for example,
“the prisoner’s dilemma” or “free-rider problem”). Idealist theories of
action prefer high-mimesis-narratives: value-driven actors correspond to
the genre of romance, whereas norm-following actors play rather tragic
roles. For the purpose of my study, I further would like to introduce
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a distinction between micro-narratives, which have individual actors
as protagonists, and macro-narratives, centred on collective actors such
as classes, nations or simply “the people”. The public accounts on the
Abu Ghraib abuses had often a double reference: they told stories about
individual soldiers but also constructed broader narratives featuring the
government, the army or the nation as protagonist.

1.3 Embodied meanings: Violence, images and the body

In contrast to sequentially ordered narratives, images and pictures can
be characterised as representations constituted by the simultaneous
presence of visual elements. One of the most interesting methodological
features of Randall Collins’ micro-sociological approach is the extensive
use of photographs,24 particularly in his study of violence.25 He inter-
prets photographs and bodies as indicators of social situations and basic
emotions. However, the medium itself, photography as symbolic form,
becomes invisible in this process.

In this respect, cultural sociology has a more sophisticated under-
standing of representation. The “strong program”, drawing on Saussure,
focuses primarily on arbitrary or conventional signs.26 Pictures, and the
bodies they show, express not only “natural” meanings but also social
meanings based on convention and discourse. Even indexical values are
dependent on discourse – otherwise the authenticity of photographs
could never be contested. Similarly, ascriptions of specific emotions to
bodies are often disputable. Furthermore, actors are able to stage and
even fake emotions. The point here is not so much the question of
authenticity as the fact that voiceless body movements such as facial
expressions and gestures also can function as communicative symbols,
arbitrary signs with socially fixed meanings.

The case of Abu Ghraib demonstrates the limits of Collins’ method-
ological approach beautifully. These photographs are not accidental
snapshots but show staged scenes of violent abuse, deliberately pro-
duced symbols conveying a message. A cultural-sociological perspective
highlights not only communicative features of images and bodies but
also their interpretative openness.27 Although the meaning of an image
is not completely arbitrary, the meaning of visual signifiers can never
be completely fixed. Rooted in different political camps or intellectual
traditions, commentators offered diverging interpretations of the Abu
Ghraib photographs.

Cultural sociology should take the symbolic dimension of pho-
tographs, bodies and violence seriously without abandoning their
iconicity or indexicality. On the other hand, a cultural-sociologically
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informed “indexical” account of expressive violence is not limited to
“basic emotions” but is able to mobilise binary codes, classification
systems and collective representations to provide compelling cultural
explanations. In the case of Abu Ghraib such explanations were also
offered by commentators and public intellectuals. However, cultural
sociology can strive for value-neutrality and methodological precision.

Now we have set the stage for our case study: the abuse at the
Abu Ghraib prison, the meaning of the infamous photographs and
their framing in the public discourse. The rest of the argument follows
roughly the structure of Victor Turner’s “social drama”, a social process
with narrative form.28A social drama has four acts and begins typically
with a breach of shared norms, which is followed by a social crisis char-
acterised by competing social groups struggling for hegemony over the
interpretation of the breach. In the third phase, redress, actors try to
repair the breach and overcome the social crisis. If they are successful,
there will be a reintegration in the fourth act; otherwise the social crisis
will turn into a permanent schism.

2. The drama begins: Abu Ghraib as image breach

On 28 April 2004 CBS showed for the first time photographs document-
ing the abuse of Iraqi detainees in the American military prison in Abu
Ghraib, a suburb of Baghdad.29 The publication of the images marked
the beginning of the scandal, a “breach” that led to a “social drama”.30

The photographs were taken by the perpetrators themselves and circu-
lated among the stationed soldiers – till one of them, Joseph Darby,
leaked a CD with hundreds of images to his superior.31 The whistle-
blower Darby became a controversial figure in the wake of the scandal.
Some called him a “rat” and accused him of betraying and endanger-
ing his fellow soldiers, but most commentators, particularly on the left,
regarded him as a hero.32 Zimbardo, for example, argued33 that it needs
a hero like Joe Darby to resist the corrupting dynamics of situations.34

In Barack Obama’s speech on patriotism preceding the presidential elec-
tions in 2008, Darby was used as an example of “true patriotism”,
upholding American ideals in the face of a corrupt reality.

Soon after the internal disclosure of the photographs, the military
began an official investigation of the Abu Ghraib abuses in January
2004, only reported by a few newspapers. Two months later, the sol-
diers involved were officially brought in front of a military court. The
Philadelphia Inquirer remarked that the charges were unusual as they
included “indecent acts”, which is defined in this context as behaviour
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“to excite lust and deprave the morals with respect to sexual relations”.35

Despite these reports, American media didn’t show much interest in the
in the case – with the exception of Seymour Hersh, an icon of inves-
tigative journalism who became famous for his disclosure of the My Lai
massacre during the Vietnam War. He started to investigate the allega-
tions and soon received a set of photographs accompanied by a classified
report from a source inside the military. At the same time, a relative of
an accused soldier leaked some of the abuse photographs to CBS in early
April. Still, the broadcasting of the material was delayed until the end of
the month – complying with a request from the army.

One might object that the characterisation of the Abu Ghraib abuses
as “excessive violence” is problematic. Indeed, the most iconic pho-
tographs do not show violence directly, just humiliating performances
staged for the camera. Nevertheless, violence is implicitly present in all
of the pictures; the compliance of the prisoners depended on the threat
and exercise of violence. There are even less well-known photographs
that show American soldiers beating prisoners. We also know of prison-
ers who were killed during interrogations in Abu Ghraib, though their
deaths didn’t receive much public attention. The army reports available
give a detailed account of various acts of violence at the Abu Ghraib
prison. During the infamous “night shift”, for example, detainees were
“stripped, pushed into a pile, and jumped on”, “posed sexually, forced
to masturbate, and ‘ridden like animals’ ” and “forced [ . . . ] to hit
each other”. The military report continues: at least one detainee was
“knocked [ . . . ] unconscious”; another was “punched [ . . . ] so hard in
the chest that he couldn’t breathe and a medic was summoned”.36 From
another army report we know that soldiers were “sodomizing a detainee
with chemical light and perhaps a broomstick”.37 Considering this evi-
dence, the use of Abu Ghraib as an example for extreme acts of violence
does not seem to be too far-fetched. Most important, however, is the
fact that most Americans perceived these acts as extreme. In order to
understand why the images were experienced as shocking, we have to
take a closer look at the meaning they convey.

2.1 The icon of the scandal

The so-called “hooded figure” (Figure 11.1) was not only the first image
shown on CBS but also became the undisputed “icon” of the scan-
dal. It shows a hooded man covered by a cloak standing on a box
with outstretched arms. The wires connected to his hands suggest that
he has been threatened with electrocution. For several reasons, this
photograph became iconic: the image was photographic proof of an
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Figure 11.1 “Hooded Figure”, 23:01, 4 November 2003, US military personnel
on active duty

anonymous victim suffering helplessly, which encouraged both gener-
alisation of and identification with the victim; furthermore, the image
was symbolically overdetermined with multiple meanings referring to
pictorial motifs such as the Crucifixion, the Ku-Klux-Klan and the elec-
tric chair.38 Most importantly, however, the image posed puzzles that
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required meaning-making. What is depicted in the photograph? Why is
the prisoner wearing this macabre costume? What is his identity? Who
did this to him? Or, more generally: “How did it come to this?”39

With some contextual knowledge the pose of the prisoner was eas-
ily decodable as “stress position”, a standard operating procedure used
for coercive interrogations. It nevertheless contains a symbolic surplus
owing to its bizarre imagery. The prisoner is not only prepared for
interrogation, but also photographed and ridiculed. As I have suggested
elsewhere,40 this photograph as well as many others from Abu Ghraib
can be described as “grotesque”, a primarily visual style closely related
to the narrative genres of comedy and satire.41 The picture stages the
spectre of terrorism as a ridiculed enemy image. Nevertheless, the real
protagonists of the tale of Abu Ghraib were absent from this picture. This
is the reason why CBS anchorman Dan Rather commented “Americans
did this to an Iraqi person”, while the camera was zooming in on the
hooded figure for the first time.42

2.2 Charles Graner and Sabrina Harman: The human pyramid

Most other scandal photographs depict American soldiers posing with
Iraqi prisoners: in particular, the “human pyramid”, a performative
arrangement staged during the infamous “night shift”, caused immense
public outrage. The prison guards, Charles Graner and Sabrina Harman,
posed with their victims, arranged into a pile of naked bodies evoking
an “orgy”, giving the camera a smile and thumbs-up (Figure 11.2).

The arrangement can be described as a violent ritual of humiliation
that employs different kinds of symbolic binaries, such as individ-
ual/mass, clothed/naked and pure/impure, but also man/woman. To an
American audience, the facial expressions (the “camera smile”) and
gestures (“thumbs-up”) were familiar, but displaced. Susan Sontag, for
example, described the perpetrators as American “tourists” and the pho-
tographs as “souvenirs”, while drawing an uncanny parallel to American
lynching photography.43 The soldiers brazenly pose as heroes, tapping
into the post-9/11 imaginary of the torturer as law-defying hero.44 Inter-
estingly, the communicative message of the photograph, “We are heroes
and our enemies just scum”, was completely subverted in the American
public. The heroic self-staging of the soldiers appeared ridiculous and
disgusting, while it was hard to recognise the enemy in the victims of
the abuse.

2.3 Lynndie England: The dominatrix imagery

The photograph of Lynndie England holding a prisoner on the leash
quickly became an icon too (Figure 11.3). This picture was widely
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Figure 11.2 “Human Pyramid”, 23:50, 7 November 2003, US military personnel
on active duty

Figure 11.3 “Prisoner on the Leash”, 20:16, 24 October 2003, US military
personnel on active duty
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interpreted by spectators as the sexual humiliation of an Arab man by
an American woman. In the centre of the image we see a female sol-
dier posing with a naked prisoner lying on the floor. He has a leash
around his neck, which the soldier holds in her hands. A male soldier,
Charles Graner, is standing on the left side, looking down at the pris-
oner, while England is smiling into the camera. This performance can be
described as a ritual of humiliation employing symbolic binaries such as
woman/man, clothed/naked and human/animal.

Susan Sontag highlighted the sexualised “dominatrix imagery” of this
photograph and suggested that the Abu Ghraib images were essen-
tially pornography.45 From the opposite side of the political spectrum,
the right-wing commentator Rush Limbaugh gave a similar charac-
terisation of the images as “good old American pornography” and
engaged actively in the sexualisation of the female perpetrators, calling
them “babes”.46 Despite their common interpretation of those images
as pornography, the two commentators tried to shift the narrative of
Abu Ghraib in opposite directions. Sontag described the pornographic
imagery as something deeply polluting and symptomatic for American
culture, whereas Limbaugh, conceding that these images reflected the
use of pornography in American (liberal) culture, used the motif to
deflate the narrative. The broader public discourse did not buy into
either argument and portrayed the images as perverse and isolated
acts. In contrast to Sontag and Limbaugh, the audience seemed to be
genuinely surprised and shocked to see American soldiers engaging in
such acts.

Remarkable about the Abu Ghraib photographs, and this image in
particular, was the fact that women appeared as perpetrators. Many
commentators and readers regarded this fact as particularly shocking.
Furthermore, the involvement of women in the Abu Ghraib scandal –
from the female soldiers in the pictures up to General Janis Karpinski,
who was in charge of the whole Iraqi prison system, questioned long-
held feminist assumptions – destabilised the coupling of the binaries
man/woman and perpetrator/victim and provoked a debate among
feminists.47

3. The discourse unfolds: Abu Ghraib as identity crisis

The Abu Ghraib photographs caused a breach because they violated
the expectations the American people had of their soldiers. As we
already saw in the discussion of the last image, there was not only a
widespread societal consensus about the breach but also conflicts about
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the interpretation and framing of these images. The tales of Abu Ghraib
differed with regard to the micro-narrative with the soldiers as protago-
nists, and even more regarding the macro-narrative, featuring the army
or the nation as a protagonist.

3.1 Abu Ghraib as PR disaster and image problem: The
conservative-hegemonic discourse

When Dan Rather from CBS portrayed the depicted acts as a shocking
violation of the moral order, his interview partner, General Kimmit,
seemed to agree. Nevertheless, the military spokesman was eager to
assure his audience that these were the deeds of a few individuals and
therefore not representative of the US Army in general: “Frankly, I think
all of us are disappointed by the actions of the few. Every day, we love
our soldiers, but frankly, some days we’re not always proud of our sol-
diers.”48 Implicated in this response is also a temporal assessment of the
crisis, which is supposed to fade away quickly without damaging public
support for the army.

The official discourse, supported by military and government,
attributed the blame for the abuses solemnly to the soldiers. Echoing
the stance of the military, President Bush expressed his “deep dis-
gust” regarding the publicised images, but insisted at the same time
that the abuses were “un-American” and not representative for the
army as such. Already the official designation of the incidents as
“abuse” instead of “torture”, which was to a large extent adopted by
the American media, suggested that those acts were aberrant, not sys-
tematic.49 The military and political leadership employed a strategy of
pathologisation, and to a huge extent the public was willing to accept
this explanation.

The official narrative became particularly dominant in the conserva-
tive discourse. This was not only due to the fact that the conservative
government in power was supported by its followers, but also because
the explanatory model employed appealed to the American conservative
mindset. The cognitive scientist George Lakoff has argued that American
conservatives favour explanations in terms of individual achievement
and moral character (which explains why they are sceptical of affirma-
tive action), whereas the liberals in the United States are more willing to
accept social influence as a category.50 According to Lakoff, the popular
American saying “A rotten apple spoils the barrel” is symptomatic of the
conservative mindset.51

The hegemonic explanation, which became known as “bad-apple nar-
rative”, draws on folk psychology and assumes character deficits on the
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side of the soldiers. The perpetrators were described as morally corrupt,
sadists, perverts and monsters – and not as regular folks. This narrative
explanation uses the high-mimetic mode, portraying the perpetrators
not just as misguided but as outright evil. The facial expressions, ges-
tures and poses of the soldiers as well as the “indecency” of the acts
were read as documents of moral corruption, as indicators of twisted
souls. We can call this particular form of narrative a “dark romance” as
there is not really a “good” counterpart to the evil perpetrators. There
were some attempts to construe the whistle-blower Joe Darby as the hero
of Abu Ghraib, but this narrative was contested, not hegemonic.

In order to be successful, a narrative has to fit not only with the
collective representations in the cultural background,52 but also with
the perceived reality.53 If one looks at the photographs of the scan-
dal and the discourses accompanying them, it becomes clear that the
images strongly supported the bad-apple hypothesis. Most liberals, who
share some cultural background representations with the conservatives,
condemned the perpetrators without hesitation. This explains why the
official micro-narrative quickly became hegemonic. Rather than being
an effect of political pressure or the “indexing” of the media,54 it is a
cultural effect of the images themselves. Even liberals inclined to think
in terms of social forces came to the conclusion that this time the
conservative reasoning was appropriate.

The micro-narrative follows the form of dark romance, but the official
macro-narrative was, at least at the beginning, decidedly low-mimetic.
The abuse was framed as an isolated act that will be taken care of legally,
whereas the scandal was portrayed as transient, something that will go
away in a matter of days. However, this “genre guess” by the military
and the government, which was already an attempt to settle the “genre
war” pre-emptively, turned out to be wrong.55 The Abu Ghraib abuses
dominated the news for about a month and caused various problems
for the government and the army, at home as well as abroad.

The scandal resulted in a national image problem that required mech-
anisms of image repair.56 In the course of the scandal, many members of
the government gave public apologies, including, last but not least, Sec-
retary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and – in a very ambiguous way –
President George W. Bush. When the President said “sorry” for Abu
Ghraib, he added that he “was equally sorry that – that people um – have
been seeing those pictures, didn’t understand the true nature and heart
of America”.57 In order to preserve the moral integrity of the nation,
he shifted to a subgenre of tragedy. Not only would it be tragic if the
United States were to stumble because of the deeds of a few corrupt
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perpetrators, but such stumbling would be more the fault of a mis-
chievous audience than of the collective hero. In this narrative, the
United States are portrayed less as a tragic figure, which brought doom
unknowingly upon itself, than as a “tragic hero” – misunderstood, but
with a clear conscience.58 The tragedy results not from the protago-
nist’s own moral shortcomings as from the malicious world out there.
In the official story, the dark romanticism in the micro-narrative is com-
bined with self-righteous tragedy as macro-narrative. Liberals criticised
the President for not going far enough and underestimating the conse-
quences of the scandal: “Given the catastrophic impact that this scandal
has had on the world community, how can the United States ever repair
its credibility?”59 The possible damage of the scandal is inflated to an
apocalyptic threat, while the government is criticised for its handling of
the scandal.

Not all members of the government shared this self-righteous attitude,
and neither did the general public. In letters to editors, many Americans
apologised for the wrongdoings of “their” soldiers. In contrast to the
position of the President, who completely cut the ties between the
accused soldiers and the national identity, many voices claimed that
the moral authority of the United States was at stake and had to be
reinstated by public apologies and thorough investigations. Abu Ghraib
was framed as a hideous crime and tragic event for the country. How-
ever, unlike in the self-righteous tragedy, here the nation stumbled over
its own flaws. The perpetrators were not completely excluded from the
collective hero.

3.2 Abu Ghraib as policy failure and mirror image: The
liberal-left counter-discourse

In contrast to conservative thinking, the liberal discourse highlights the
role of social and cultural forces in the explanation of action (cf. Lakoff
2006). The liberal-left discourse shifted the emphasis from the soldiers
in the photographs to a more systematic account of the abuses. They
mobilised explanatory mechanisms such as institutional power, social
forces or cultural influence, which shifted the responsibility for the acts
to higher levels – the army, the government and sometimes even the
nation itself.

Seymour Hersh’s Chain of Command, which was published in August
2004, is a particularly representative and popular example of the liberal-
left discourse on Abu Ghraib.60 The book was based on extensive
research into the shortcomings of the American government in the War
on Terror as well as on more recent investigations on Abu Ghraib, which
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were published in a series of articles in The New Yorker.61 From a source
inside the military, he received several Abu Ghraib photographs as well
as the report of General Taguba, who suggested that abuse at Abu Ghraib
was widespread, encouraged or even perpetrated by the military intelli-
gence and by other government agencies such as the CIA, and ignored or
even endorsed by many officers.62 Hersh’s narration of the Abu Ghraib
abuses went even farther, drawing connections between the abuses and
decisions at the highest political level. His narrative did not exculpate
the soldiers, but spread the responsibility to the military and political
leadership of the nation. The nation as such had no fault, but is painted
as a tragic victim of incompetent leadership.

Philip Zimbardo, the director of the famous Stanford Prison Exper-
iment, became involved in the Abu Ghraib scandal both as a liberal
intellectual and as expert for the defence team of Ivan Frederick, the
highest-ranked soldier charged for the prisoner abuse.63 While looking
at the photographs for the first time, he immediately noticed surprising
similarities between the Abu Ghraib images and scenes from Stanford.64

The iconic similarity led him to the conclusion that similar dynamics
were at work in both cases. He argued against the hegemonic bad-apple
narrative and claimed that no psychological predisposition is required to
engage in abuse. Instead, situational factors were decisive: “good apples”
are corrupted by a “bad barrel”. His explanation of the abuses is decid-
edly low-mimetic: collective logic, not individual action, is the driving
force. Consequently, he argued that those responsible for the situation
at Abu Ghraib, the army and the government should also take politi-
cal and legal responsibility for it. Still, there also is a moment of high
mimesis in his story, when he discusses the whistle-blower Joe Darby
as a hero who has resisted the corrupting situational forces.65 There is
a certain imbalance in his use of genres: “evil” is explained as outcome
of situations, whereas “heroism” is attributed to the individual him- or
herself.

Susan Sontag provided one of the strongest and most criticised inter-
ventions in the Abu Ghraib scandal on the liberal left. She not only
argued that the abuses were representative of Bush’s policies but also
told her American audience: “The photographs are us.”66 She claims that
the images are a product of an American culture of “pornography” and
points out the similarity between the Abu Ghraib images and American
lynching photographs. She does not excuse soldiers such as Zimbardo,
but portrays them as “tourists”, a “banality of evil” befitting a satire.
In Sontag’s macro-narrative we have a tragedy on a national level involv-
ing Aristotelian self-recognition. The protagonist, the United States,
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should recognise itself in these very images. A similar argument was
made by the European intellectual Slavoj Žižek, who argued that the Abu
Ghraib photographs show the obscene underside of American culture:
for example, the initiation rituals at American universities. In contrast
to Sontag, Žižek chooses an ironic mode of storytelling, for example by
describing the abuses as “initiations” into American culture.67

3.3 “Much Ado about Nothing”: Rush Limbaugh and the
far-right discourse

Although the majority of the American citizens were appalled and dis-
gusted by the abuses at Abu Ghraib, 20 per cent of the respondents in
a USA TODAY/CNN/Gallup poll stated that they were not bothered by
the abuses at all.68 This part of the American audience, probably situ-
ated on the far right, perceived the abuses as low-mimetic, either because
they hadn’t experienced the abuses as shocking or because they regarded
them as comparatively mundane compared with the “evil” deeds of “the
enemy”.

The right-wing radio commentator Rush Limbaugh proposed a
provocative reading of the photographs following the suggestion of a
caller describing the “human pyramid” as a fraternity prank: “This is
no different than what happens at the Skull and Bones initiation and
we’re going to ruin people’s lives over it and we’re going to hamper our
military effort, and then we are going to really hammer them because
they had a good time.”69 The images are characterised as familiar and
unspectacular, as “good old American pornography”. The soldiers are
depicted as low-mimetic characters of a comedy who just wanted to
have “a good time” and “blow some steam off”. Defending the soldiers
and ridiculing the entire scandal as liberal media hype, Limbaugh strays
far right of the hegemonic discourse. He is afraid, however, that the
scandal may become a tragedy not only for the soldiers involved but
the entire nation. He interprets the outrage following the abuses as a
symptom of the “feminization of this country”,70 which might weaken
the stand of the United States in the War on Terror.

This claim was echoed later by Senator James Inhofe, who gave the
far right a public voice by claiming that he was not the only one in
the country who is “more outraged about the outrage” than about the
abuses themselves.71 Despite the fact that Inhofe was heavily criticised
by fellow Republicans such as Senator John McCain, the right-wing crit-
icism of the scandal gained momentum, particularly with the beheading
of Nick Berg. After the decapitation of Berg, for a substantial part of the
American public the binary coding of the War on Terror, “US vs. the
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terrorist enemy”, overshadowed the perpetrator/victim binary of the
scandal again. And thus spoke Rush Limbaugh: “They are the ones
who are subhuman. They are the ones who are human debris, not
the United States of America and not our soldiers and not our prison
guards.”72

3.4 From “bad apples” to “weak leadership”: A narrative
shift in the hegemonic discourse

The hot phase of the scandal was characterised by waves of collec-
tive outrage, public apologies, senate hearings and disclosures lasting
roughly a month. Despite new compromising materials, the govern-
ment and army were able to maintain their narrative, which concen-
trated the blame on the soldiers while making sense of the images.
In November 2004 President Bush was re-elected, with the democrats
unable to use Abu Ghraib against him.73

After Bush’s re-election and his controversial nomination of Alberto R.
Gonzales as Attorney General, the situation changed. Senator McCain,
unsatisfied with the nomination of Gonzales, who had been responsible
for some of the so-called “torture memos”, pushed for an amendment
which intended to strengthen the rights of all prisoners in American
custody. President Bush was not amused and threatened to veto the bill.
Supporters, however, portrayed the “McCain Amendment” as a lesson
to be drawn from Abu Ghraib.74 McCain himself described the amend-
ment as a matter of American values and identity: “This is not about
terrorists. This is about who we are.”75 In the end, the amendment
passed with an overwhelming majority from both houses, which the
President was unable to veto. The question remains: why did McCain
enjoy such support from the Republican Party and many conservative
commentators?

We have seen that the bad-apple narrative quickly became the dom-
inant frame of the Abu Ghraib abuses, partly because the scandal
photographs lent credibility to the claim that these abuses were brought
about by a few corrupt soldiers. Counter-narratives that stressed the
responsibility of the government (Hersh) or the role of social forces
(Zimbardo) had little resonance: Hersh failed to establish an indis-
putable link between the abuses and US policies, whereas Zimbardo
seemed to exonerate the soldiers. In 2005, however, McCain provided
an alternative framing of the abuses that resonated within the con-
servative cultural background. He claimed that the government was
partially responsible for the abuses, because it allegedly failed to provide
clear rules – according to Lakoff, a core responsibility for conservative
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authorities.76 In the “weak-leadership narrative” not only the soldiers
but also the government is accused of dereliction of duty. The memos
and reports published in the wake of the scandal were used to show how
the administration blurred the boundary between torture and interro-
gation and how interrogation techniques from Guantánamo Bay were
able to “migrate” to Iraq, where they were not approved. For conser-
vative audiences, the weak-leadership narrative was more persuasive
than other counter-narratives, because it appealed to the conservative
mindset and was able to dispense with the problematic notion of an
unbroken chain of command. The McCain Amendment fits perfectly
with this narrative, because it was designed to provide regulations that
were supposedly clear and valid everywhere. The success of the McCain
Amendment, which was passed in October 2005 in both houses of
Congress, has to be explained as the result of McCain’s skilful narrative
framing of the Abu Ghraib abuses.

4. Personal stories and legal drama: Micro-narratives
and macro-redress

There were several important mechanisms of redress in the social drama
of Abu Ghraib. Already mentioned were the public apologies of officials
and citizens. Furthermore, the government responded to the scandal
with an investigation conducted by the so called “Independent Panel”
headed by the former Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger.77 However,
probably most important for the government and the army were the
trials against the perpetrators of Abu Ghraib. Durkheim has argued that
violations of the moral order need to be punished in order to satisfy
collective feelings and re-establish the moral order.

The trials were already on the way, but the process needed to be
speeded up once the scandal broke out. The defence counsels in these
trials argued that the soldiers were only acting on orders. The sol-
diers claimed they were told to soften up prisoners for interrogation
at Abu Ghraib and only did what they were told to do. The lawyers
painted a picture of their clients as “scapegoats” taking the blame for the
decisions of their superiors. The “just-following-orders narrative” starts
decidedly low-mimetic before shifting to the personal tragedy of the
soldiers wrongly accused. This is the tragedy not of a great hero who
stumbles but of “regular folks” caught in a nightmare. This narrative
was supported by General Karpinski, the military commander in charge
of the American prison system in Iraq, who defended her soldiers and
demanded a thorough investigation of the involvement in the abuses of
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higher-ranked military officials, members of government agencies such
as the CIA, and private contractors.

However, the prosecutors almost exclusively focused on the pho-
tographs from the so-called “night shift”; here the claim made by the
defence, that the soldiers were only acting on orders, was almost unten-
able. The smiling faces and bizarre performances on the photographs
suggested otherwise. After the photographs came out, there was strong
political pressure on the prosecutors to speed up the process and punish
at least some of the soldiers involved quickly. On 5 May Jeremy Sivits
was charged with conspiracy, maltreatment and dereliction of duty.
On 12 May these charges were dropped and replaced by misconduct.
On 19 May Sivits received the maximum punishment for misconduct,
one year of confinement, after agreeing to testify against his fellow
soldiers. It quickly became clear that the prosecution had reached an
agreement with Sivits to drop the more severe charges in exchange for
his support in breaking the narrative of the defence.

Charles Graner, who quickly became the ringleader of the abuse in
the eyes of the public, defended himself with the argument that they
were acting on orders and saving the lives of fellow soldiers in Iraq. He
stylised himself as a “tragic hero” brought down not by his own deed
but by the wrong accusations and petty interests of other people. From
14 May on, Graner had to face severe charges and pleaded not guilty to
all of them. He was the only soldier who refused to make a bargain with
the prosecution throughout. On 15 January 2005 Graner was sentenced
to ten years of prison. He was later released on parole after serving six
and a half years.

Lynndie England, frequently called the “poster girl” of the abuse,
became an icon of the scandal. Murals of the photograph with the pris-
oner on the leash could be seen in Tehran,78 the Rolling Stones dedicated
a song to her (“Dangerous Beauty”, on the album A Bigger Bang) and one
of her poses went viral as an internet meme.79 How to account for her
iconic status? First of all, England could be seen on many of the pub-
lished photographs, several of which had a strong iconography. Second,
it seems that England, as a young and innocent-looking girl from the
countryside, embodied the inherent tension of the scandal perfectly:
how could not only an American soldier, but an all-American girl from
next door, do something like this? Her story got even more interest-
ing when it became known that she was having an affair with Charles
Graner, who was in relationship with another female soldier, and was
pregnant by him at the time of her trial. Not only the tabloid press but
also England and her defence team narrated her story as a melodrama:
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how an innocent and young girl turned bad under the influence of an
older man. Ultimately this strategy failed. The all-male jury read the
affair not as a mitigating circumstance but as a normative transgression,
as adultery.80 In context of the bad-apple narrative, this could be taken as
further evidence of her moral corruption. After pleading guilty to most
of the charges, England was sentenced to three years’ imprisonment in
2005, but was released on parole in 2007.

According to Caldwell and Mestrovic, the lawyers for Sabrina Harman
chose a much better strategy than the team representing England.81

Skilfully, they employed gender in portraying her as emotional, caring,
but ultimately passive. Harman had to serve only six months in prison.
In an interview for Errol Morris’ documentary Standard Operating Proce-
dure (2008), Harman gave her personal story yet another twist. Letters
to her (female) partner are shown and read as evidence of her critical
distance to the events at Abu Ghraib. Substantiated by the letters, she
claims that she was taking the photographs to make them public later,
to bear witness to what happened at Abu Ghraib. She projects the tragic
story of a failed whistle-blower, of an innocent bystander caught up in
the scandal and unjustly portrayed as one of the perpetrators.

5. Reintegration? The aftermath of the scandal

The Abu Ghraib scandal had not just one phase of reintegration but two.
The first reintegration was achieved by the bad-apple narrative which
dominated the months following the publication of the Abu Ghraib
photographs. The re-election of George Bush confirmed the hegemony
of the bad-apple narrative, and the scandal could have ended here. How-
ever, the nomination of Gonzales opened a window of opportunity and
a public space to discuss matters that were considered to be closed:
for example, the involvement of the Bush administration in the Abu
Ghraib abuses. This time, the situation for critics of the government
was much more favourable. Senator McCain was successful in reframing
the abuses with his weak-leadership narrative in a way that appealed to
broader audiences. Thus the McCain Amendment marks the shift from
one hegemonic narrative to another.

In the last years of the Bush government the plausibility of the weak-
leadership narrative grew with the criticism of the War on Terror and the
Iraq War. McCain became a central figure for the Republican Party and
ran against Obama in the presidential elections in 2008. After Obama’s
victory in December 2008, the Senate Armed Services Committee, led
by McCain, released a bipartisan report that made the outgoing Bush
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government directly responsible for the Abu Ghraib abuses. Thus the
outgoing government served the nation once more – this time as a
scapegoat, taking the blame for Abu Ghraib. The newly elected Obama
administration decided not to reinvestigate the case and not to take legal
steps against the former members of the government. Once more, the
matter was considered to be closed and the social drama came to an
end – despite loud protests among the liberal left.82

6. Notes on the cultural-sociological explanation of Abu
Ghraib

The tales of Abu Ghraib not only gave the abuses a specific mean-
ing but also tried to explain them. These explanations – situated at
personal, situational, institutional or even cultural levels – employed
different narrative genres which varied according to different politi-
cal and cultural backgrounds. Of course, sociological explanations can
also be politically biased and always depend on their theoretical back-
ground. The task is to provide a realistic explanation on the basis of the
available evidence. Cultural sociology is not restricted to the reconstruc-
tion of media discourses as sources of meaning but can also investigate
meanings through the analysis of other adequate data, such as the
interpretation of photographs and the observation of bodies.

Situational explanations of Abu Ghraib did not pay enough atten-
tion to the importance of the symbolic elements, whereas most cultural
explanations did not specify their use in social practices. Situational
factors, social processes and symbolic elements have to be connected.
As I have already argued elsewhere, the Abu Ghraib abuses are best
described as violent rituals of humiliation.83 Furthermore, military
reports and documentary material on the Abu Ghraib abuses highlight
the situational stress factors to which the soldiers were exposed: inter-
nal and external threats, confusion with regard to what rules applied
and general cognitive disorientation. Mestrovic and Lorenzo employ
Durkheim’s concept of anomie to characterise the climate that fostered
the abuse.84 From a more cultural perspective, we can turn to Turner’s
conception of “antistructure”, which connects the suspension of social
structure with cultural creativity.85 The abuses at Abu Ghraib were not
just a self-escalating automatism, but were driven by creative actors who
used their cultural repertoire to come up with new performances and
arrangements that would impress their fellow soldiers. As Garfinkel has
already argued with regard to degradation rituals, rituals of humiliation
draw boundaries and naturalise differences – in this case between the
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soldiers and prisoners – employing nakedness, animality and sexuality
as symbolic markers of difference.86 Furthermore, Abu Ghraib bears wit-
ness to the competitive dynamic of abuse. The soldiers searched for new
symbols to express group membership, to confirm and enhance their
status in the group.

Despite the importance of social dynamics and cultural performances,
the category of personality should not be dismissed too easily. First of all,
cultural performances depend very much on the skills and repertoires
of the performer. Second, personalities can become powerful symbols
of the group: for example, charismatic leaders. Connected to the latter
is not only the fact that social groups create the emotional conditions
for the few experts to engage in violence, as Randall Collins argues,
but also the fact that certain personalities can effectively change the
mood of a group.87 In this respect, the importance of Charles Graner,
who was described as charismatic by his fellow soldiers, should not be
underestimated. Having been a prison guard in his civilian life, he was
recognised by them as a professional authority too. Furthermore, he also
had a history of domestic and prisoner abuse, which invited psycholog-
ical explanations centred on his supposedly pathological personality.
That a man like him was employed to take care of prisoners also raised
doubts about organisational selection processes in the US Army. Last but
not least, the personality of Graner led to cultural explanations among
critics arguing that the Abu Ghraib abuses were in fact symptomatic
of US prison culture.88 We see that neither the level of personality nor
the social dynamics of the situation should be disregarded in a cultural
explanation of the Abu Ghraib abuses.

7. Conclusion

As I argued at the beginning of this chapter, the symbolic meanings
of violence should be an essential part of the social scientific research
agenda. The symbolic elements in the Abu Ghraib images were not
only points of reference for the public narratives about Abu Ghraib
but should also be taken into account in a sociological explanation
of the abuses. Our analysis highlighted the importance of classification
systems and symbols, but also the dynamics and creativity of group per-
formances. It further showed that the public narratives were based on
the photographs themselves: the reference to visual elements was used
to establish and discredit specific readings of the Abu Ghraib abuses.
Considering the diverse discourse on the Abu Ghraib images, Susan
Sontag’s statement that “the photographs are us” has a different ring:
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the photographs should not be described as fixed mirror images of the
American society, but as complex cultural objects that reflect the gaze
and social position of the observer. Different audiences interpreted the
images differently in accordance with their moral and political views.
Similarly, social scientists investigating the Abu Ghraib photographs are
grounded in their theoretical (and often political) background. This does
not have to be a problem: narratives are always rooted in a specific
cultural background and tap into a reservoir of symbols and concepts,
whether they are popular (“bad apple”, “pornography”, etc.) or scien-
tific (“anomie”, “ritual”, etc.). The challenge of scientific explanation is
not to get rid of narratives but to craft better ones.
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12
The (Relative) Absence of Torture
from Documentary Photography
Annette Vowinckel

The documentation of physical violence has been a major subject
of photography from the very start. The Mexican-American War of
1846–1848 was the first war to be covered by a daguerreotypist, who
would later also report on the Crimean War.1 Many of these early
daguerreotypes were stage images of soldiers; however, the victims of
war soon became a subject of documentary photography – as, for exam-
ple, in Alexander Gardner’s picture showing the bodies of soldiers in
the field in 1862 (Figure 12.1).2 Military operations were covered both
by independent photographers and, starting in World War I, by staff
photographers of the respective armies.3 Among the war pictures pro-
duced by different groups of photographers are some of the best-known
pictures of the 20th century, including Robert Capa’s pictures taken on
D-Day (Capa was an accredited correspondent accompanying the Allied
troops) and AP photographer Eddie Adams’ Execution of a Viet Cong,
taken in 1968.

To be sure, the documentation of violence in photographs was not
restricted to the depiction of war and its victims. Subjects range from
North American lynching scenes (Figure 12.2) and colonial violence
to crimes committed in concentration camps, the violation of human
rights and domestic violence. In fact, two-thirds of all World Press Photo
Award winners depict violence in the broadest sense.4 It is thus not
surprising that theorists have therefore long sought to define the very
specific relation between photography and violence.

Wolfgang Sofsky, for example, has argued that the relation between
an act of violence and its depiction necessarily remains abstract: first,
because the act itself is always past when we see the picture; second,
because a picture cannot communicate pain; and third, because histor-
ical over-determination would anyway keep us from fully grasping the
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Figure 12.1 Antietam, MD, Confederate dead by a fence on the Hagerstown
road, 1862
Source: Library of Congress.

imaginative power of images.5 On the other hand, Jean-Luc Nancy has
argued that any depiction of violence is itself an act of violence in that
the image leaves a scar, a trace, a form of evidence pointing to what
has happened.6 Other critics – most prominently Bernhard Waldenfels –
have argued that in the case of photography we can hardly even dis-
tinguish between physical violence and its documentation because the
act of taking pictures fundamentally changes the dual relation between
victim and perpetrator by establishing a triangular relation: the unin-
volved spectator enters the scene. In Waldenfels’ view the act of taking
a photograph adds a communicative dimension to what would other-
wise remain a silent act of violence.7 In a similar fashion Cornelia Brink
and Jonas Wegerer have argued that images of violence have a social
and political function in that they draw attention, shape memories and
(re-)direct public debates on moral issues.8

This said, I would like to discuss an odd observation, which I made
when starting to investigate the photographic coverage of torture as a
very specific type of physical violence, namely that torture was almost
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Figure 12.2 The lynching of John Heith at Tombstone, AZ, 1884
Source: US National Archives.
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completely absent from documentary photography until the notorious
torture pictures from the Iraqi prison of Abu Ghraib hit the news in
November 2003. At first sight this seems peculiar – for torture was a sub-
ject of the visual arts for many centuries, starting in antiquity and lasting
at least until the early modern period. It was very present in Christian
iconography, especially in the depiction of saints and martyrs: for exam-
ple, in images of the drawing and quartering of St Hippolytus and of the
martyrdom of St Pantaleon, in various depictions of Judgement Day and
later in pictures of the Inquisition or of witch hunts.

In contrast, very few photographs show the actual act of torture.
Surely there are various very pragmatic reasons that may explain this
absence. First, and most importantly, torture violates international law,
while photography produces evidence and may thus help put tortur-
ers to court. Unlike the killing of a person, which is exempt from
punishment at war or in the necessity of self-defence, torture was cate-
gorically banned by the Geneva Conventions of 1949 and by the United
Nations Conventions Against Torture of 1984, which in Article 2 states:
“No exceptional circumstances whatsoever, whether a state of war or
a threat of war, internal political instability or any other public emer-
gency, may be invoked as a justification of torture.”9 Soldiers, almost by
definition, run the risk of being killed at war, but they must at any cost
be protected against extreme forms of violence such as torture, abuse
and starvation in camps. Second, while battlefields have been more or
less open to the public – as represented by accredited correspondents
or photojournalists – torture has more often than not been exercised
in prisons, camps and other “dark chambers”. Witnesses are unwanted
and may even risk their lives by secretly taking pictures. Photographers
of war-related violence may chance upon their subjects; hardly anybody
chances upon torture scenes.

As so often, the exception proves the rule. In the course of my inves-
tigation I found two sets of photographs depicting torture under very
different, even opposing, circumstances. Swedish photojournalist Leo
Lönnbrink managed to take some pictures of a torture scene in South
Vietnam during the Diem government in 1963. He witnessed how the
South Vietnamese secret police interrogated – and tortured – two sus-
pected members of the Communist Viet Cong, and documented the
scene using a hidden camera. This is what he reported:

The questioning began slowly with a brass-knuckles paperweight
lying prominently on the table between the sergeant and the man-
acled prisoner. Finally, on went the knuckle-dusters and I saw a
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scientific display of beating. Then came the third stage of the torture.
His manacled hands behind him, one of the brothers was hung by
his elbows from a roof beam and his shirt was unbuttoned down the
front. A flesh wound was made in the stomach area. Not too deep;
just enough to let the prisoner see his own blood dripping on the
floor. This time, the knife must have cut too deep. Before I returned to
base with the Americans, and some semblance of civilisation and san-
ity, they told me he had died. The other survived, but was crammed
into the suffocating confines of a tiny prison compound. Its ceiling
is so low that a man is prevented from walking upright.10

However, Lönnbrink was by no means invited to take pictures:

The price of a ringside seat to gruesome torture that blossoms into
bloody murder in Viet Nam is three packs of cigarettes. I know, I
paid it. Had the tough, brutal, secret police inquisitors known I had
a camera under my bush shirt, my remains might now be rotting in
a rice paddy.11

Subsequently, Lönnbrink left the country and offered his film to the
German illustrated magazine Stern, which in May 1963 ran a nine-page
article featuring several colour photographs from Vietnam along with
Lönnbrink’s black-and-white torture pictures. The story even made it
to the magazine’s cover, yet the cover picture (Figure 12.3) showed a
panorama of the Vietnamese sea with a fisherman’s boat in romantic
sunset light, contrasted by the less romantic headline: “Folter im Namen
der Freiheit” (“Torture in the Name of Freedom” – a title that was later
adapted by the Minneapolis Sunday Tribune).12

In the same year, Lönnbrink offered his photographs to picture edi-
tor John G. Morris, who at that time ran a photo agency named
Independent Picture Service (IPS).13 Morris again sold them to various
newspapers and magazines – many of them minor publications like The
Louisville Times, the Minneapolis Sunday Tribune and the Long Beach Inde-
pendent Press Telegram.14 On Sunday 27 October (more than five months
after Stern) the New York Herald Tribune picked up on the story and
published a full-page article featuring Lönnbrink’s pictures.15 Thus the
picture of the Vietnamese torture scene may be known to many people
in the field of photojournalism, yet it is far from being a photographic
icon of the 20th century.

My second example is the notorious set of pictures taken by American
soldiers in the prison of Abu Ghraib in November 2003. In contrast to



Annette Vowinckel 229

Figure 12.3 STERN cover, 19/1963. Used with permission of Gruner + Jahr
GmbH & Co KG

Lönnbrink’s secret photographs the Abu Ghraib pictures are the result
of a voyeuristic and pornographic enterprise. As Mark Reinhardt has
put it, “the faces of the tortured stare out at us in a moment not only
of fear and pain but also of shame, as we, by looking, prolong the
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shaming.”16 Taken in order to be shown around and to serve as “sou-
venirs”, they do not accuse the torturers of doing wrong (as Lönnbrink’s
pictures clearly do) but cultivate an appetite for visual violence. Not
only were the victims physically and mentally abused; in addition they
were exposed to the limited public of the prison staff and subsequently
to the world public via the press, television and the Internet. As is well
known, the publication of the Abu Ghraib pictures triggered an enor-
mous response – not only to what the pictures document but also to
the fact that they were taken in the first place. (Donald Rumsfeld thus
immediately banned cameras from the prison.17) Many scholars and crit-
ics, including Susan Sontag, W. J. T. Mitchell and Gerhard Paul, have
argued that these pictures are weapons rather than snapshots – both in
the hands of the perpetrators and in the hands of their opponents.18

According to Christopher Hitchens, they mark a “moral Chernobyl”
rather than individual misconduct, and Susan Sontag has pointed to
the fact that here the actual scandal shifted into the realm of images:
“The administration’s initial response was to say that the president was
shocked and disgusted by the photographs – as if the fault or horror lay
in the images, not in what they depict.”19

Aside from the two sets of torture pictures that I found, there are
many photographs that show the “results” of torture – most recently
in the context of the Syrian Civil War. Photographs of this sort usually
do not allow to personally identify the victims – often their faces are
blackened, covered or beyond the scope of the camera lens; some pic-
tures show the person’s back in order to conceal his or her identity.20

Obviously, the aim is to protect the victims from public voyeurism and
from being humiliated by unwillingly serving media spectacles. How-
ever, visual evidence of torture has been demanded (and provided) not
only by voyeuristic onlookers but also by many victims. The Khmer
Rouge torture centre of Tuol Sleng is a good case in point.21 An exhibi-
tion set up in the former prison features photographs that were taken of
every single victim before and after he or she was tortured, along with –
in the absence of photographs – a variety of drawings and paintings
depicting the actual instance of torture. Where documentary material
is lacking, this is probably the most common way of visualising torture
(as it was in pre-modern times).

Other forms of visualising torture are performances and re-
enactments. While re-enactments of medieval torture in public festi-
vals – for instance, at the village fair of Saurat in the Pyrenees22 – con-
tribute to the formation of a long-term cultural memory, re-enactments
and performances on the street often function as a form of political
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intervention. More than anything, they are meant to stir attention. The
difference between the two thus resembles the difference between a sou-
venir and a public intervention. As early as December 2009 – and thus
almost two years before the beginning of the ongoing Syrian Civil War –
activists representing the Committee of Torture Victims in Syrian Pris-
ons re-enacted a torture scene in the streets of Beirut and had their
pictures taken by another AP photographer, Bilal Hussein.23 Here an
activist lies on the floor half-naked, his limbs strapped to pieces of wood.
Next to him stands a man who seems to be whipping his back with a
wooden stick. Injuries on the prisoner’s back indicate that he has been
hit several times – however, we do not know whether these injuries are
the result of former torture, whether they were a collateral damage of
the re-enactment or if they are cosmetic.

The same distinction between constituting a visual memory and gen-
erating political attention is at work in three-dimensional installations.
In museums such as the Musée Grévin – one of the first wax museums,
founded in Paris in 1882 – torture scenes remind us of a distant past;
in contrast, the War is a Crime exhibition and international conference
held in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, in November 2011 aimed at drawing
public attention to a contemporary political issue.24 The same applies
to an exhibition dubbed “The Museum of Shame”, which opened in
Ankara in September 2010. As the caption of an AP photograph states,
the exhibit displayed “torture devices as well as letters and photographs
of comrades who died, went missing or were tortured” – and, we may
add, three-dimensional installations featuring acts of torture executed
during the Turkish military coup of 1980.25 The Turkish leftist opposi-
tion put on this exhibition in order to remind their compatriots of the
dangers of military dictatorship and to gain support for their political
cause.

Efforts to visually preserve the memories of torture are more than
understandable, yet there is one major problem: except from the Abu
Ghraib pictures, there is not a single torture picture that has entered
the visual canon of the 20th century. Lönnbrink’s Vietnam picture was
prominent at the time but did not become iconic. In fact, most of the
pictures described in this chapter have the aesthetic qualities of amateur
snapshots, even those taken by professional news photographers of AP.
While, in theory, torture pictures are real scoops for the mass media, in
practice they hardly survive selection on a picture editor’s desk.

In order to overcome this deficit and give the problem of torture
a visual home, Amnesty International launched a poster campaign in
the context of the Beijing Olympics of 2008, featuring a series of very
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powerful images. The first shows a female weightlifter chained to the
very equipment that was supposed to guarantee her athletic success.26

She is shown against the background of a changing room, which has
turned into a dungeon. Another poster shows a scene in an Olympic
swimming stadium that unmistakably evokes the procedure of water-
boarding, again stating that “After the Olympic Games the Fight for
Human Rights Must Go On.”27 In that it picks up on a particular form of
torture that was practised in the United States under George W. Bush and
later banned by Barack Obama, the message of the posters – designed by
a French agency – is less closely connected to China and more directed
at Western governments, particularly the US administration.

Of all the pictures that I looked at while writing this chapter, those
illustrating the Amnesty International poster campaign are by far the
most powerful. The posters are meant to shock, both visually and
morally. They do so by applying the aesthetic language of a James Bond
film rather than that of a political campaign. This observation dove-
tails Susan Sontag’s suspicion that the depiction of violence has to serve
the needs of the mass media just like any other issue in the public
sphere. It is surely not the case that purely political and ethical con-
siderations do not matter; but they need powerful images in order to
arouse attention.

This would be a nice conclusion. However, the posters never made it
into print.28 The French branch of the TBWA advertising company sub-
mitted the posters for the prestigious Cannes Lions Awards and won a
third prize in the “Public Awareness Messages” competition. As a result,
the posters were widely circulated in the digital sphere. Nevertheless on
15 July 2008 AP published an article stating that the

ad campaign denouncing human rights violations in China, commis-
sioned by Amnesty International’s French branch, was turned down
after the group judged it too violent. [ . . . ] “We didn’t feel comfort-
able with the proposed visuals, which were perhaps too violent”,
said Sylvie Haurat, spokeswoman for Amnesty International-France.
“But the message – that the fight goes on – we support that 200
percent.”29

On the face of it this is certainly convincing; however, the argument
does not withstand critical reflection. First, the posters are no more
violent than many war photographs appearing in newspapers and mag-
azines every day. Neither did Amnesty International argue that a violent
photograph is an act of complicity (after all, the pictures were), nor
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did anybody show concern that the posters would inappropriately
aestheticise violence.30

In my view, the withdrawal of the posters reflects the fact that there
is no visual convention for the display of torture pictures, let alone an
iconic frame other than the Abu Ghraib torture pictures. In order to
support my argument I would like to draw attention to yet another
Amnesty International poster, which was produced by an agency in New
Zealand and which – unlike the posters mentioned above – appeared
in print in June 2010.31 This poster features an “ordinary” (staged) war
scene in Afghanistan or Iraq.32 Two men resembling Taliban fighters
attack a civilian – with a crowd of Westerners turning their backs to
the cruel scene. The text states in a general fashion that to “ignore us”
(i.e., Amnesty International) is to “ignore Human Rights”. This photo-
graph is no less violent than the ones withdrawn, which means: while
torture is taboo, violence is well accepted in the visual universe.

On the face of it one might think that torture pictures are regarded as
unethical: they add to the victims’ humiliation in that they give their
mental and physical pain a timeless existence, and for the perpetrators
they may be dangerous in that they can be held against them as evi-
dence in a court – yet this is also true for other crimes. It thus seems
to me that there is one more reason for the absence of torture in docu-
mentary photography, namely the lack of a visual reference and cultural
framing. Whatever we see in early modern etchings and paintings is
long past; and whatever we see in Bond movies like Casino Royale is
clearly fictional and meant to entertain rather than to stir moral outrage.
“Real” torture, in contrast, suspends the witness.

To conclude: photographic documentation of violence has a tradition
as old as photography. While some politicians and media representa-
tives argue that pictures of war and violence must be shown in order
to stop war and violence, others have accused photographers of aes-
theticising the “pain of others” and accused the public of collaborating
with the perpetrators. Just as it is acceptable to kill soldiers in war, so
it is acceptable to take pictures of individuals who kill others or who
are being killed. Likewise, as international law bans torture, visual con-
ventions seem to ban photographing the victims of torture. It would be
worthwhile seeing whether this coincidence is accidental or whether the
visual absence of torture is merely due to the pragmatic obstacles men-
tioned above. My hypothesis is that there are limits to the presentability
of violence, which correspond with the acceptance of violence in gen-
eral. However, to support this argument a broader investigation would
be required.



234 Discourse and Imagination

Ironically, the very lack of torture images has rendered the Abu Ghraib
pictures iconic.33 At last there is a visual platform for what has been
on the agenda of human rights activists for decades – not because the
pictures would teach us anything new about torture but because they
manage to both be authentic and fit perfectly into an iconic tradition
ranging from the Crucifixion to the Statue of Liberty and post-modern
commercials.34
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Off Limits? International Law
and the Excessive Use of Force
Jan Klabbers

1. Introduction

In an episode of the television show Law & Order recently broadcast in
Finland, the setting was as follows: an African-American man snatches a
taxi away from under the noses of two Caucasian men. The Caucasians
hail another taxi, and order it to follow the first. After some 20 minutes,
the first taxi stops, and its passenger gets out. Consequently, the other
taxi stops as well, and one of the Caucasian men gets out (the other has
gone home). The Caucasian approaches the black man and shoots him.
Upon arrest, he claims to have acted out of racial hatred, and his lawyer
argues before the court that his client should be in a mental institution
because he seriously believes he is being persecuted by black people in
general and thus is clearly delusional. The jury, however, finds the man
sane and convicts him of murder in the second degree.

The episode, fictitious though it is, raises the interesting issue of how
to deal with violence that is, actually or ostensibly, politically moti-
vated. While the scriptwriters fail to make the most of it (somehow
awkwardly coming up with the notion that for a long time homosex-
uality was also considered a mental disorder), nonetheless the main
issue resonates: if someone adopts extreme political convictions, does
that mean he is insane and cannot be held legally responsible for any
resulting actions? How, in more general terms, should the law address
politically motivated violence?

The issue is interesting because, of course, much violence is commit-
ted in the name of some higher political ideal.1 Be it ethnic cleansing,

This chapter was originally published in Theoretical Inquiries in Law (2006) 7(1),
59–80. Reproduced with permission.
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suicide bombings or the occupation of entire countries while toppling
their regimes, much of this violence takes place in the name of a
greater good. It takes place for what might be called political reasons,
if by political reasons we mean the sort of reasons that have little to
do with base motives of greed or sheer evil but are inspired instead
by some form of idealism, however perverse the ideal at issue might
be.2 The white South African policeman who enthusiastically enforced
apartheid’s laws in the sincere belief that it helped protect his country
against communism and prevented the erosion of a traditional way of
life is just one example among many of a man who committed crimes
not out of base motives but because he thought he was doing the right
thing.3

There exists something of a consensus on the awkward circumstance
that criminal law (or moral philosophy, for that matter), with its insis-
tence on mens rea and individual responsibility, is ill equipped to address
crimes committed within the framework of larger socio-political events
that do not result from evil intentions.4 Dana Villa puts it succinctly:
“the great tradition of Western political thought is not much concerned
with political evil – evil as policy – at all.”5

In international law, this issue becomes particularly acute in the
context of genocide, war crimes, crimes against humanity and gross
human rights violations; in other words, what is sometimes referred
to as international criminal law. The label is slightly misleading, per-
haps, as international criminal law essentially aims to address “political”
crimes (even crimes committed exclusively within a state’s boundaries –
the only justification for the label “international” is that the source of
the law in many of such cases is international law), as opposed to “nor-
mal” crimes with an international dimension, such as drug trafficking,
money laundering, counterfeiting or immigration fraud.6 And it aims to
deal with political crimes essentially by trying to ignore their political
element and subjecting political crime to more or less standard criminal
procedure.

What I aim to explore in this paper is the political aspect of the use
of force: the suggestion that the righteousness of the cause makes it well
nigh impossible to accept that there could be any limits to the use of
force.7 It may well be the case that the distinction between jus ad bellum
and jus in bello8 facilitates legal and moral analysis9; but the distinction
would seem to owe a lot to the underlying assumption that war is not
really about politics but is instead a technical, rather businesslike affair
embedded within a clearly demarcated set of rules, not unlike a game
of chess or cricket.10 And while it is perfectly OK to strive for victory in
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chess or cricket, to do so by bending, ignoring or flouting the rules is
simply, er, well, not cricket.

2. Limits?

Ask international lawyers whether international law will place limits on
the use of force, and they will probably answer in the affirmative, citing
two main arguments. The first is that aggressive use of force is generally
regarded as prohibited, no matter how intense that use of force may get.
Thus, by prohibiting aggression, very intense aggression is prohibited as
well. By the same token, as the use of some types of weapons is generally
prohibited, so too is the excessive use of those weapons.

Second, while international law recognises a right to self-defence, and
used to recognise belligerent reprisals (the latter are generally consid-
ered to be prohibited nowadays), both are or were subject to the idea
of proportionality. Proportionality, in this context, signifies that one
cannot use force to a greater extent than would be justifiable from a
military point of view. Hence, proportionality functions as a ceiling on
the acceptable use of force, and therewith on the liberties of states and
other belligerents.

Yet those same international lawyers would probably also acknowl-
edge that, should a state use force in a manner that exceeds the bounds
of what seems to be proper, there is nothing much the law will have to
say about it. This is so, not so much because, as the ancient adage states,
inter arma silent leges (roughly translatable as “the law is silent when
arms speak”) as because, rather, the law cannot quite make up its mind
how to handle what may seem like excessive use of force.11 As William
Fenrick (formerly a prosecutor with the International Criminal Tribunal
for the Former Yugoslavia) observed:

It is much easier to formulate the principle of proportionality in gen-
eral terms than it is to apply it to a particular set of circumstances
because the comparison is often between unlike quantities and val-
ues. How do you assess the value of innocent human lives as opposed
to capturing a particular military objective?12

One of the more telling provisions in this respect is to be found in Article
22 of the Regulations Respecting the Laws and Customs of War on Land,
annexed to the Fourth Hague Convention of 1907, which provides in
wonderfully pithy terms that “[t]he right of belligerents to adopt means
of injuring the enemy is not unlimited”.13 The very way this provision is
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formulated suggests an ambivalence at its core: we sense that there must
be limits, that mankind would like there to be limits but does not really
know what these should be or how to impose them. Hence the right to
adopt means of injuring the enemy is “not unlimited”.14

Other provisions, too, focus not on the intensity of force but on the
means and methods of using force. Thus, under Article 23 of the same
regulations it is prohibited “[t]o employ arms, projectiles, or material
calculated to cause unnecessary suffering”.15 Apart from all sorts of inter-
pretive problems surrounding a verb such as “calculated”, this is not so
much a limit on excessive use of force as a limit on the sort of weapons
that can be used.

Many provisions in the law of armed conflict aim to spare the civilian
population from the scourge of war, so much so that the International
Court of Justice, in 1996, held that the distinction between civilians and
belligerents was one of the “intransgressible principles” of international
humanitarian law.16 Still, those provisions stop short of imposing abso-
lute limits on the use of force; while they generally prohibit the targeting
of civilians and civilian objects, they say nothing about military targets,
and seem to accept with equanimity the possibility of unrestricted use
of force, as long as the target is a proper target.

An example is Article 24 of the 1923 Hague Draft Rules of Aerial
Warfare, which stipulates that aerial bombardment is legitimate when
the target is a military objective; it places no limits on the amount or
intensity of the bombardment.17 Earlier articles prohibit some forms of
bombardment: Article 22 does not allow bombardment for purposes of
terrorising the population, or for the purpose of destroying property,
or for the purpose of injuring non-combatants. Likewise, Article 23 does
not allow bombardments for the purpose of “enforcing compliance with
requisitions”. The key to bombardment, then, seems to reside in the
purpose it serves: either a legitimate purpose or an illegitimate one. But
no quantitative limits are imposed. As Jean Pictet, one of the architects
of today’s international humanitarian law, stated in an admirably brief
definition: “[The] law of war proper determines the rights and duties of
belligerents in the conduct of operations and limits the choice of the
means of doing harm.”18

This would, indeed, seem to be what the law of armed conflict is all
about: limiting the variety of available means of doing harm, and only
in this way trying to limit the actual harm done. The focus, thus, rests
squarely on a limitation of the means and methods to be employed
rather than, say, on how these are to be employed, or with what inten-
sity they are to be employed. As yet another author sums it up: the law
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of war relates to rules on weapons, rules on methods to be employed
and humanitarian rules19; the law of war does not, however, have much
to say about the intensity of conduct.20

This is not to say that the use of force is left without any limitations.
“The prime characteristic of the military”, wrote the eminent historian
Michael Howard, “is not that they use violence [ . . . ]. It is that they
use that violence with great deliberation.”21 Military activities, in other
words, are highly organised, socially complex affairs, and the implica-
tion is that restraints are inherent in the conduct of warfare: without
restraints, military order and discipline would not exist. As Howard
reminds us, when restraints break down (as in the infamous My Lai mas-
sacre), it is not just our sense of morality that is offended, but also our
sense (or the military’s sense) of professionalism.22 Thus restraints are
inherent in the organised use of force. It is just that these restraints are
not overwhelmingly legal in nature; the law of armed conflict is inher-
ently unsuited to its task if that task is to eradicate or minimise the use of
force. Instead, the law, through regulation, legitimises what it regulates.

A brief history of both the jus ad bellum and the jus in bello would
reveal that attempts to place limits on warfare (both the right to go to
war, and the right to behave in an unrestrained fashion during war)
have been undertaken with increasing seriousness since the second half
of the 19th century. That is not to say there were no earlier attempts:
Grotius already addressed both topics in his classic On the Law of War
and Peace.23

But attempts at global regulation only began in the second half of the
19th century, starting with more or less private initiatives such as the
Lieber Code and culminating in the convocations for the first Hague
Peace Conference of 1899. This conference, as well as its 1907 successor,
is usually taken to be evidence of a humane and humanitarian impulse
among statesmen; yet the motives of its convener, Czar Nicholas, may
have been pragmatic rather than humane, and many of the more impor-
tant participating states may have taken part more in order not to be
cast as villains than out of a heartfelt desire to place constraints on the
waging of war.24 As some critics have pointed out, with considerable
cogency, the 1899 conference ended up either prohibiting weaponry
that had proved to be ineffective anyway or building in large margins
of appreciation for the military: behaviour might be prohibited, unless
military necessity required such behaviour.25

But whatever its merits, international law does not say a great deal
about the intensity of armed conflict. It prohibits aggression, albeit not
without ambivalence. An authoritative definition of aggression does not
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exist, unless one counts the document adopted by the General Assem-
bly in 1974 which, as one prominent commentator put it, is filled
with hopes and loopholes.26 Indeed, it is doubtful whether a defini-
tion of aggression could exist in any meaningful form, as a few of us
would wish to exclude completely the possibility that force may on
occasion be used for a good reason. Fighting oppression, resisting inva-
sion and pre-empting imminent armed attacks may all sometimes be
sound justifications for using force. But if that is so, we will always
have a hard time distinguishing in advance justifiable from not so jus-
tifiable uses of force.27 It surely is no coincidence that the drafters of
the ICC Statute did not manage to agree on a definition of aggression,
for much the same reason that similar attempts 80 years ago within
the League of Nations failed.28 Moreover, in an intricate irony, the
more behaviour is outlawed as aggression, the easier it will become to
use force in self-defence. To borrow a metaphor, the system functions
not unlike an accordion: squeeze at one end, and the other end will
bulge.29

Likewise, international law prohibits the use of some weapons, and
may even be seen, by some measures of success, to do so effectively.
Thus, it might be argued that the non-use of nuclear weapons since
Hiroshima and Nagasaki may be due to the existence of legal prohibi-
tions on their use: the hope that a legal prohibition would forestall any
use certainly must have inspired those who activated the International
Court of Justice in 1996.30 By the same token, there are conventions in
place outlawing chemical weapons, bacterial weapons and the like, and
it is reasonable to state that such weapons are not often used.

Yet international law says fairly little about other weapons (giving rise
to the argument that anything that is not prohibited is allowed) and
says even less about the intensity of conflict. The only limit is the limit
of proportionality, which, as noted, is usually taken to refer to military
necessity. The basic idea is that the use of force, any use of force, can
be justified as long as it is necessary from a military perspective. This
presupposes that there is a military perspective, and that it can function
as an objective standard for conduct. Nothing could be further from the
truth.

3. Depoliticisation?

International humanitarian law does recognise that there may be a polit-
ical dimension to warfare and that accordingly there can be such a
thing as a political crime, but it does not embrace the idea with full
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conviction and is reluctant to accept the consequences.31 In fact, the
international law of armed conflict is based on a terrible, and terrifying,
dilemma. On the one hand, much of the law aims to defuse the political
aspects of armed conflict, trying to ignore passions and heated opinions
by turning armed conflict into a stylised play, symbolised, if nothing
else, by speaking of the “theatre of war” and with frequently recurring
analogies to sporting events.32 Aiming to subject combatants to legal
rule, and aiming to allow only that which is considered necessary from
a military perspective, international humanitarian law attempts to pay
tribute to moral considerations; too much suffering, and suffering that
is unnecessary, are considered intolerable.33

On the other hand (and partly as a result of the desire to have the law
regulate armed conflict), the law cannot completely take the politics out
of politics either. Most of the rules relating to the use of armed force are
open-ended, and are so by necessity. Their very open-endedness invites
further political decision-making. The admonition not to cause “unnec-
essary suffering” invites further political reflection and debate as to
what, in any given case, “unnecessary” could possibly mean. Many pro-
visions, moreover, are conditional. They are subject to considerations
of military necessity, either explicitly (“as far as military considerations
allow”, in the words of Article 16 of the 4th Geneva Convention of
194934) or implicitly. As Greenwood aptly put it, the law relating to
armed conflicts “is a compromise between military and humanitarian
requirements”.35

The law relating to the use of force works on the basis of a rather grand
illusion: that it can take the politics out of the use of force. It presupposes
that law can subject behaviour to objective, immutable standards, and
that those standards derive from two sources. The first of these is, rather
straightforwardly, the legal prohibition itself. Thus the law may posit
that certain types of behaviour are prohibited, in the expectation, or
hope, that states will therefore change their behaviour.

Second, though, and as a consequence of realising that simply pro-
hibiting things might not work, the law builds in all sorts of exceptions
relating to military necessity, aiming to compromise between consid-
erations of humanity and military exigencies. Yet, in doing so, it adds
a second open-ended element to the equation. It is not so much (or
not only) the case that the reference to military necessity aims to re-
introduce a sophist, political element to the legal standard, because the
sophist, political element is itself thought to be a-political.36 Hence, a
twofold act of depoliticisation is intended but works only in appearance,
for the notion of military necessity is itself intensely political.
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Typically, what the notion of military necessity does is break down a
larger conflict into smaller segments, and in doing so it depoliticises the
issue.37 Ask the question whether there is a military necessity for coun-
try A to invade country B, and the most likely answer will be “probably
not”. After all, invading another country is typically a political decision,
made for political reasons (adding to territory, perhaps, or securing nat-
ural resources, or finally taking action on a long-standing grievance).
In most cases, there will not be a military necessity to invade.

Things might look differently, though, once the prism is adjusted and
the episode is cut into smaller segments. Once state A has made the deci-
sion to invade state B, is there a military reason to drop bombs on the
capital of B and thereby endanger the lives of civilians? This may well be
the case, for example, if the capital harbours military installations and
precision bombing is for some reason (cloudy weather, risk of detection)
impossible or impracticable.38

However, military necessity can be a flexible notion. A classic prob-
lem is that of bombing a city so as to undermine the other side’s
morale.39 This may not be very commendable behaviour, perhaps, but if
undermining morale is classified as a military advantage (as most would
agree it should be), then such bombings would remain within the space
allowed by the law.40

Likewise, bombing cities and killing civilians might sometimes be
considered justified with a view to shortening the war and thereby,
ultimately, saving lives: this is often said to have been the justification
for dropping the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.41 While
such a calculation might be slightly distasteful, it is nonetheless dif-
ficult to argue with. And either way, while the moralist might find it
distasteful, the law says nothing about it and could not possibly begin
to address it except in the abstract. Yet, even if deplorable in the abstract,
there may always be circumstances justifying such acts in particular con-
texts. While generally such acts are not laudable, exceptions cannot be
excluded completely, and cannot be delineated in any meaningful way
until they occur.42

At the same time, the depoliticisation of armed conflict is stimulated
by a move in the other direction. While humanitarian law arguably pre-
scribes that each incident be assessed separately on its proportionality,43

many hold, to the contrary, that what matters is the bigger picture, and
many would argue that it does not concern a proportionality of means
but rather one of result. As Roberto Ago once wrote:

It would be mistaken [ . . . ] to think that there must be proportionality
between the conduct constituting the armed attack and the opposing
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conduct. The action needed to halt and repulse the attack may well
have to assume dimensions disproportionate to those of the attack
suffered. What matters in this respect is the result to be achieved by
the “defensive” action, and not the forms, substance and strength of
the action itself.44

Hence the prism can be shifted from the individual incident to the com-
plete attack and anything in between, in accordance with the needs and
desires of the moment, and by shifting the prism, allegations of dispro-
portionality can always be deflected. In short: military necessity does
not provide much of a limit on the use of force, in that many things
can be justified on this basis. And if nearly everything can be justified
on the basis of military necessity, then all the law ends up doing is legit-
imising violence.45 In short, military necessity is not a concept capable
of objective measurement. “Military reality” (but without any overtones
of objectivity) would be a better term.46

The depoliticisation discussed above is facilitated by the circum-
stance that international lawyers, and others who occupy themselves
with the morality of international action, habitually point out that
there is a difference between the motivations that underlie actions
and the way those actions are carried out.47 International lawyers tra-
ditionally distinguish between the right to wage war and the proper
form of conduct during war: the jus ad bellum and the jus in bello,
respectively. There are, no doubt, sound analytical reasons for doing
so, and it may indeed well be perfectly conceivable that a just war is
being fought with unjust means while an unjust war may be fought
with perfectly proper means. But this distinction masks the possibil-
ity that the perceived justness of the cause may influence the sort of
behaviour that takes place on the battlefield.48 Indeed, the distinction
often collapses,49 either when authors acknowledge that the distinction
has its limits,50 or when they claim that international law’s capacity
to regulate the jus ad bellum proves that it can also regulate the jus in
bello.51

Still, the very possibility of making the distinction implies that there
can be such a thing as a just war to begin with. The only significance that
the very notion of the jus ad bellum can possibly have is that, indeed,
there must be a right to wage war as long as the cause is a good one.
But that obviously raises the difficult question of how to recognise a
just cause, and there may have been considerable wisdom in Cicero’s
insistence on procedure rather than substance: for Cicero, a just war was
one preceded by a demand for satisfaction or a warning, and a formal
declaration of war.52
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The very possibility of the concept of a just war, in turn, renders it
possible that combatants might be zealots, fanatics or fundamentalists,
rather than conscripted men (and women) merely doing their jobs. It is,
after all, precisely the (perceived) justness of the cause that would jus-
tify, in the perpetrators’ minds, the resort to excessive means. In other
words: if the combatants are not conscripted soldiers doing their duty
for their country but, rather, are political fanatics inspired by a vision of
the coming paradisiacal bliss if only the enemy is exterminated, it may
well be that their behaviour will hardly be subject to limitations: why
accept limits if those limits make paradise that much harder to reach?
If one has the jus ad bellum on one’s side, then why bother too much
about the jus in bello?53

More specific considerations would also suggest that politics simply
cannot be avoided. It has been observed, for instance, with notable
regret, that Additional Protocol I of 1977 re-introduced the notion of
the just war (and thereby re-introduced an overtly political element)
into international law when it ordained that wars of national liberation
be treated as international armed conflicts.54 The law aims to minimise
aggression, yet allows for (and arguably even stimulates) aggression if it
is done for the right cause.

The famous Martens clause, considered by many to be one of the
main achievements of humanitarian law,55 also carries political over-
tones; it may well be regarded as a receptacle for politics. The Martens
clause holds, in essence, that in cases not covered by treaties on human-
itarian law, “civilians and combatants remain under the protection and
authority of the principles of international law derived from established
custom, from the principles of humanity and from the dictates of pub-
lic conscience”.56 While this does suggest that the law is all-embracing
(there is no wartime behaviour that would not come within the ambit
of the law), it also strongly suggests that the law is not, on this point,
self-referential or autopoietic.57 The Martens clause imports all sorts of
considerations that the law itself never thought of or, more practically,
about which agreement between states proved hard to find.

This, then, is the dilemma relating to the use of force in international
law: how to acknowledge the political nature of violence without giving
in to the idea that might is right, thereby stimulating unbridled, unlim-
ited violence? In the end, the law aims at a double act of depoliticisation,
and is frustrated on both counts. It aims at depoliticising by subjecting
armed conflict to legal rules, while at the same time it acknowledges that
the scope within which states and soldiers are permitted to act is deter-
mined by military necessity. Yet both the law as such and the notion
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of military necessity are open-ended, and thus incapable of providing
many limits.

4. The end justifies the end

What makes things worse, perhaps, is that the law can only be open-
ended: we simply cannot agree, at least not in advance, on which actions
should be condemned in which precise circumstances. And this in turn
owes much to our inclination to be soft on means when the means
are utilised for ends we tend to favour. Well nigh the entire history of
Western political theory conceives of politics as a means to an end.58

The end may be justice, or peace, or order. The end may be left-wing or
right-wing; it may be the worker’s paradise or the socialism of yesteryear,
or the limited state invoked by libertarians. The end may even be, in
modern discourse theory, the reaching of agreement, but in each and
every case the idea is that politics are a means to an end. We debate
not because we cherish debate but because we hope to convince or, if
necessary, outvote or outmuscle others. Indeed, it is this circumstance
that allowed Clausewitz to present his famous dictum of war being the
continuation of politics by other means: different means, same end.59

It is the very existence of a tangible goal (however elusive) at the end
of the rainbow or beyond the horizon that will justify much of the
means we employ, and it is precisely this connection that goes unno-
ticed when we all too neatly separate the jus ad bellum from the jus
in bello. Killing people for money is not a good idea; killing people
for country and fatherland is already better; and killing people because
they stand between us and the good life is better yet, as long as our
conception of the good life itself can withstand scrutiny.

The problem, then is, quite obviously, that people are not likely to
agree on the worthiness of these goals: often both sides to a conflict can
invoke some higher goal that justifies their particular behaviour, or at
least explains it in their own eyes. The goals invoked might be silly or
even highly perverse, but still heartfelt or serious. And in an important
sense their veracity is practically irrelevant: anyone who considers him-
self a soldier fanatically fighting for a just cause, or even for civilisation
as we know it, may not be easily convinced to back down.

And generally to rely on values as providing a buffer against criminal
thought may be all too easy: the example of Nazi Germany suggests that
values can be easily changed overnight; values often seem to exercise a
hold merely on the surface, and may be traded in for new values, often
in the light of a political goal.60 Moreover, the problem may well be in
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part that values held dear in peacetime are not necessarily applicable in
wartime. Dagmar Barnouw observed that during conflict “normal stan-
dards of civilised behaviour are ‘inverted’: even the most ‘humane’ (in
intention) laws of war as international agreements meant to regulate
behaviour in the extraordinary situation of war clearly contradict what
is approved as decent, moral social behaviour in peacetime”.61

Nonetheless, even if it is the case that the law has little to contribute
to limit the use of force, this does not mean that there are no possible
limits. One possible source of limits resides in what the old-fashioned
may refer to as the code of honour among statesmen and the military.
As Howard intimated, warfare is a highly organised and restrained activ-
ity; it is just that the restraints do not easily stem from detailed legal
instructions. Indeed, one might well suggest that the highly detailed
law of armed conflict we have at present could easily be replaced by
a single commandment: thou shalt treat others decently. Admittedly,
that is as open-ended as the present regime, but at least it is a lot more
transparent62 and, arguably, no less workable.63

Similarly, it may well be the case that being engaged in battle creates
something of a community of fate (a feeling of a shared predicament,
or lotsverbondenheid, in Dutch) on both sides of the divide. This, at
least, emerges from Axelrod’s discussion of the trench warfare of World
War I,64 although it would seem fair to suggest that such restraints would
be facilitated if the combatants themselves did not have much of an
emotional stake in the outcome of the conflict.

Others – most of all, perhaps, Todorov – have pointed out that
restraints (or generally doing good) need not necessarily be the result
of good intentions: pragmatic considerations of self-interest may well
end up saving lives.65 It might also be the case that the possibility of
future prosecution will deter some would-be evil-doers from actually
doing evil.66 While there is no particular reason for great optimism here
(precisely because much evil action will be unaccompanied by mens rea
but will instead be motivated by some higher ideal),67 the possibility
cannot be completely excluded either.68 And at the very least, the open-
ended nature of the applicable law has not prevented prosecutions from
taking place.69

The philosophically more interesting option, however, is somehow
to disconnect the means from the ends. This is, arguably, precisely what
the time-honoured distinction between jus ad bellum and jus in bello aims
to achieve, but it fails in its mission because it is not radical enough.
The jus ad bellum/jus in bello distinction does not affect the possibility
of violence being employed for a just cause; in fact, it derives its very
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existence from this basis. The thing to do, then, is to be more radical,
and strive for a system of politics that does not recognise ends or goals,
where the very conduct of politics is itself the highest goal.70

Such a system (for want of a better term) is present, albeit in scattered
form, in the work of the German-American political theorist Hannah
Arendt.71 For her, participation in a political community was itself the
ultimate goal citizens could strive for. Starting from the point of view
that the world is characterised by plurality and that we have no rights
unless we can participate in a political community (that is, unless we
have the “right to have rights”),72 Arendt reached the radical conclu-
sion that the only way in which this plurality can be honoured without
oppression is to do away with all political ideals or, rather, to turn poli-
tics itself into the highest ideal: man reaches his ultimate moment when
engaged in political debate. It is in the public realm where we can shine
and excel, and politics is the only thing capable of protecting us from
evil (supplemented perhaps by thinking in private).73 In popular terms:
it is not about the destination but about the journey.74

This approach has encountered a good deal of criticism, from a variety
of angles. One thing often criticised is Arendt’s notion of politics, which
drastically excluded all things economic and social. In particular, the
left argued that a conception of politics that excluded economics and
social issues would not be of much value,75 and would lead to highly
suspect results. Arendt’s views on the elimination of racial segregation
in the United States76 are often used as an example of how dangerous,
perhaps deranged, a concept of politics can be that excludes social and
economic affairs from its proper scope.77 Feminists, by the same token,
felt compelled to underline that the personal too is political, thus also
departing from Arendt’s vision of politics.78

Another criticism (often directed generally at republicanism and neo-
republicanism, the streams of thought with which Arendt’s somewhat
idiosyncratic work can most easily be affiliated79) holds that a focus
on the conduct of politics places those who are talented or trained
in civic virtues in an advantageous position. Political debate, without
more, would thereby create, or at least sustain, power differences.80 More
importantly, perhaps, Arendt’s work contains an inherent puzzle: pre-
cisely by separating politics from everything else, it becomes unclear
why people should be interested in politics to begin with. Politics for
politics’ sake, rather than for some higher ideal, would, to many, not
sound like a highly attractive option.81

And yet, as Dana Villa has argued, this is precisely the point: the
only way in which human plurality, or human existence itself, can
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be rescued, so to speak, would be by disconnecting the ends from the
means and discarding the ends.82 Attempts at putting goals in the fore-
ground, no matter how substantive the goals, aim merely to overcome
the uncertainties and anxieties that human plurality carries in its wake.
For Arendt, as Villa writes: “[T]he Western tradition of political thought
represents a sustained and deeply rooted effort to escape the ‘frailty’ of
human affairs, the hazards of political action, and the relativity of the
realm of plurality.”83 Indeed, according to Villa, Arendt’s political theory
“attempts nothing less than the rethinking of action and judgment in
light of the collapse of the tradition and the closure of metaphysics (the
‘death of God’)”.84

It may be the case, then, that the most obvious way to limit excessive
use of force is to tone down our political goals and try to formu-
late these always with a view to accommodating disagreement in the
spirit of compromise rather than through fundamentalism. And yet
the worrying thing to note is that precisely in attempting to outlaw
force and the excessive use thereof, international law itself resorts to
a fundamentalism of sorts. It creates international criminal tribunals
to prosecute political crimes and generally advocates the prosecution
of human rights violators.85 It tries individuals responsible for partici-
pation in collective acts.86 It advocates bringing an end to a perceived
culture of impunity,87 and it cranks up the “punishing machine”.88 All
this suggests the preponderance of a sentiment that certain values are
fundamental and should be enforced no matter what; if necessary, by
harsh means. Indeed, the proverbial War on Terror suggests much the
same, and in the same breath raises the suggestion that some causes are
just.89

5. Conclusion

In her recent study Democracy and the Foreigner, the American polit-
ical theorist Bonnie Honig suggests that even in democracies people
are fundamentally ambivalent about law. On the one hand, democracy
would imply that people themselves are responsible for making law; as a
result, one would expect the law’s prescriptions and proscriptions to be
internal, the result of a community’s debate with itself. This, however,
as Honig points out, is only half the story, for law is also something
external, something imposed on us, even in democracies. In her words:
“Democracy is always about living with strangers under a law that is
therefore alien (because it is the mongrel product of political action –
often gone awry – taken with and among strangers).”90 Perhaps as a
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result, no matter how involved we may have been in making the law, no
matter how legitimate we may perceive the law to be, there is also always
the temptation to resist it, to evade it, to circumvent it, to flout it.91

If this is true with respect to democratically established law, it must
hold a fortiori with respect to law that cannot boast a democratic pedi-
gree. The law relating to the use of force would, on most accounts, fall
into this category: as international law, it is made by states, not all of
which are democracies (however precisely defined), and it is generally
made by diplomats and politicians, and may thus well be perceived
by the military, by civilians and most assuredly by political fanatics of
all persuasions, as something imposed on them. Given these circum-
stances, perhaps not too much should be expected from the law: there
is only so much it can do.

International law, it would seem, has hitherto been unable to impose
any firm limits on the use of force. I have argued in this paper that this is
not simply a matter of a temporary lack of agreement among the respon-
sible lawmakers to be rectified whenever those who are blinded finally
see the light, but that its causes may be more structural. This is not to
say that no limits are possible. Individual moralities may well pose lim-
its, as may factors such as military discipline, order and honour. It is just
that the type of moral sentiment that imposes limits is difficult, perhaps
impossible, to legislate, and that any attempt to carve in stone what
would otherwise be left to individual morality runs the risk of legitimis-
ing that which remains unregulated. Especially where the ends to which
force is used are held to be blissful enough to justify any means, there
is fairly little reason to suppose that actors would live up to possible
legal restraints different from their inner moral convictions.92 Perhaps,
then, we might just as well leave matters to a single commandment,
which would have the benefit of being relatively transparent and which
does not end up, unlike the current law of armed conflict, legitimising
violence: thou shalt treat thy adversary decently.
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