
  
 
 
 

 

  
 

Asian Series 
Vol. 21 - 2014 

deutschesasienforschungszentrum.com dafz.org 

 

SENSELESS VIOLENCE? 

CONFLICT, VIOLENCE AND THE SUBJECT 

http://deutschesasienforschungszentrum.com/
http://dafz.org/


  
  
 
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 

Asian Series 
Vol. 21 - 2014 

Commentaries are intended to provide timely and, where appropriate, policy relevant background and analysis of contemporary developments. The views of the authors 
are their own and do not represent the official position the DAFZ. Commentaries may be reproduced electronically or in print with prior permission from the DAFZ. 
Recognition must be given to the author or authors and the DAFZ. Please email to the editor at: editor@dafz.org 

 
SENSELESS VIOLENCE? CONFLICT, VIOLENCE AND THE SUBJECT 

 
 
Understanding violence in all of its variety has occupied social scientists for some time now. 
In this attempt various explanations have been put forth, such as social control theory, 
rational choice theory, cultural theories, and economic theories.1 Around the world, violence 
seems to have changed and intensified, or to at least have become more exaggerated. 
Violent political acts now play an increasingly ubiquitous role in human relations at all levels. 
According to sociologist Douglas Massey, 

 
As a species, we are programmed to pay close attention to violent and threatening 
events. In the natural world, violence is rare—but when it occurs our brains instantly 
tune in. Fear inducing stimuli proceed directly to the amygdala and unleash a variety 
of somatic and emotional reactions that focus our attention and put us on a high alert 
before our rational brain has a chance to act…. Even though our rational brain may 
quickly discern that there is no particular threat, the chemicals released into the 
blood stream (e.g. adrenaline) persist for some time and yield extended feelings of 
excitation and arousal….2 

 
Virtually all media outlets, from the entertainment industry to the news industry and the 
Internet routinely attract audiences by focusing on violence. It is no wonder that the 
expression of violence has become the modus operandi for individuals and groups who wish 
to attract attention to themselves. As Birol Akgün states, speaking of the recent political 
unrest in places like Turkey and Brazil, says, 

 
There is a serious upsurge in global acts of violence in a time when people were 
expected to use more “peaceful and civilized” methods. The world is in the grip of a 
new and hysteric wave of violence and instability from the Occupy movement to 
widespread street movements that destroyed the post-colonial order in the Arab 
world.3 

 
It is perhaps the expectation of more peaceful and civilized methods of conflict resolution 
that focusses inordinate attention on contemporary acts of violence—audiences are shocked 
and appalled—but attracted nonetheless to these representations of barbarity. The failure to 
comprehend these acts of violence, on the part of witnesses and audiences alike has given 
rise to the use of the term senseless violence on the part of many observers, both in the 
media and governmental accusations. A more nuanced perspective is required.  
 
As Larry Ray points out, “Yet many acts of extreme violence occur in response to apparently 
minor incidents and violence nearly always has ´sense´, that is, social meaning to both 
perpetrators and victims.”4 Victims of violence are not usually chosen randomly and if the 
violence is not the result of mental illness, then the timing and nature of the actions will have 
meaning.5 The fact that an act of violence appears to be or is represented as senseless 

                                                      
1 Ray, Larry, Violence and Society, Sage Publications, 2011, pp. 6-22. 
2 Massey, Douglas S., A Brief History of Human Society: The Origin and Role of Emotion in Social Life. American 
Sociological Review, 67(February), 2002, pp. 1-29. 
3 Akgün, Birol, Are We Ready to Face the Coming Global Anarchy?, Daily Sabah, 07 August, 2014. 
http://www.dailysabah.com/opinion/2014/08/07/are-we-ready-to-face-the-coming-global-anarchy. Viewed 7 
August, 2014. 
4 Ray, op.cit., p. 6. 
5 Ibid. 
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does not make it so. Interpreting the meaning of the violent act requires sociological 
analysis. 
 
Part of the problem of interpreting an act of violence is due to the commonly conflated terms 
“violence” and “conflict” which, as we shall see, are actually opposed to one another and 
based on different rationales. Conflict, as the term is used here, is meant to denote political 
conflict—in other words; conflict over issues that arise in the course of social, political and 
economic existence and that are, at least in theory, manageable or resolvable. The 
expression of violence represents, conversely, an inability to express conflict by 
conventional political means. The French sociologist, Michel Wieviorka, describes this 
difference: 

 
… [T]he arena for violence is widening, while the scope for organizing debate and a 
framework for conflict to deal with social problems is shrinking, lacking, or vanishing. 
Conversely that arena becomes smaller when the conditions of institutionalized 
conflict permit a negotiated solution, even in circumstances of great tension between 
players. Violence is not conflict; rather, it is the opposite. Violence is more likely to 
flash when a player can find no-one to deal with in his attempts to exert social or 
political pressure, when no channels of institutional negotiation are available.6 

 
Conflict, from this perspective may break out in violence (as in armed conflict), but its 
resolution is normally through compromise, accommodation or some other non-violent 
means.  
 
Michel Wieviorka7, a sociologist and veteran researcher of social movements, offers an 
erudite and advantageous approach to the issue of violence. His approach goes to the core 
of the problem by focusing on the processes of subjectivation and desubjectivaton through 
which individuals express violence. In introducing the idea of the subject, the author notes 
that, although not new, the idea of a personal subject has emerged due to  

 
From the 1980s onwards, the historical decline of the workers’ movement and the 
rise of collective identities led to a renewed interest in the notion of the subject, which 
was increasingly associated with identity politics and its actors. The subject then 
became cultural rather than social and took a religious, ethnic, national, or gendered 
form. And whilst it remained collective, the definition of the subject now made much 
more allowance for a personal, singular subject.8 

 
Recognizing that cultural characteristics are conceived, change and are shaped in the 
context of personal choices and decisions, the author believes that, rather than opposing 
collective identities to the individuality of the subject, that they in fact complimented by and 
are sustained by it.  The subject, then, is modeled against any emergent collectivist or 
communitarian threats that would negate it. Wieviorka states, 

 
 In my view, the subject is neither the product of political rights, or a challenge to a 
social relationship of domination… The subject exists before any relationship is 
established and before there is any action; the subject is a demand, or the possibility 
of producing one’s own existence. It is a relationship with the self, a goal, or a 

                                                      
6 Wieviorka, Michel, An End to Violence, Springer+Business Media, 2011. 
www.springer.com/cda/content/.../cda.../9781441903822-c1.pdf?  Viewed on 17 August, 2014. 
7 Wieviorka, Michel, Violence and the Subject, Thesis Eleven, 73(42), 2003, pp. 42-50. 
8 Wieviorka, Michel, Violence: A New Approach, Sage Publications, 2009, Kindle Locations 3016-3019. 
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potential that may or may not become a reality thanks to what we can call 
subjectivation.9 

 
Hence, violence is the product of an individual’s or a group’s diminished capacity to become 
or to function as subjects and to the instruments of desubjectivation or to the development 
and expression of the anti-subject.10 The modern subject exist in a world transformed by 
globalization where states may suffer instability, migration, cultural fragmentation, new forms 
of social inequalities and other disturbances to traditional milieus. This process will become 
clearer as we move on to describe the author’s treatment of subject types. 
 
Wieviorka proposes a typology of five types of violence and five different types of 
subjectivation or desubjectivation. First, he explains violence as a loss of meaning or the 
filling of a vacuum due to a loss of meaning.11 One prospective scenario is where the subject 
expresses violence as a way to replace the meaning that he/she no longer possesses or that 
has become in some way defective. Wieviorka discusses, as an example, the terrorist that 
has undergone the disintegration of a social relationship or experienced a personal conflict, 
or may be in the early stages of either problem. Accordingly, violence may indicate either the 
loss of or the expectation of meaning; it is subjectivity with no social or political content; an 
emerging social problem which has not yet become an institutionalized social conflict. This 
type becomes a “floating subject,” set adrift due to his or her incapacity to alter their 
subjectivity into action although they might fervently desire to do so. According to the author, 

 
The floating subject is under the constant threat of desubjectivation, and this can 
force him to behave angrily , destructively , or self-destructively; he may also resist 
the loss of meaning, desocialization, and the danger of desocialization by going off in 
search of a new meaning or new forms of socialization in a different political or 
cultural environment.12 

 
A second scenario is where violence might seem to be a reaction to the diminishing or 
disappearance of meaning, or both simultaneously, and the adoption of new meaning. Here 
new meanings may become the seat or impetus for violence forming an intense subjectivity 
as he or she emerges in a new social and political milieu. Here Wieviorka uses the example 
of radical Islamists, in which terrorists reject the social and political ties in which they were 
prepared for public interactions with the intent of destroying this old self in the attempt 
achieve salvation or bliss in another world. Violence, in this scenario, is motivated by a 
plethora of meaning allowing a transmigration or re-contextualization into a different 
temporal realm. This would seem to apply to many types of religious extremists and not only 
radical Islamists. Wieviorka explains 

 
In such cases, the protagonist of the violence is committed to a logic of 
hypersubjectivation in which the personal subject asserts himself not so much, or not 
only , in the here and now, but also, and above all, elsewhere and in a different 
temporality. Compared with the earlier case of a mere deficit of meaning, that self-
assertion adds meaning. We have here an excess of meaning rather than a lack of 
meaning. It is that excess of meaning that allows us to speak of a hyper-subject.13 

 

                                                      
9 Ibid, Kindle Locations 3032-3034, 3030. 
10 Ibid, Kindle Locations 3058-3059. 
11 Wieviorka, Michel, op.cit, 2003, p. 43. 
12 Wieviorka, Michel, op.cit, 2009, Kindle Locations 3142-3144. 
13 Wieviorka, Michel, op.cit, 2009, Kindle Locations 3166-3169. 
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The hyper-subject, then, driven to extremes can opt to sacrifice himself or herself believing 
that meaning will be found in the realm to come. However, the hyper-subject, “…can also 
open up new political and social spaces,”14 and inaugurate new possibilities. It is not 
inevitable that the hyper-subject will fall prey to delusion and extreme violence; to do so 
would diminish religious belief to merely its fatal implications.  
 
The second type of violence Wieviorka terms non-sense, instead of the loss of a sense of 
meaning or an excess of meaning.15  Citing Hannah Arendt’s16 conclusions after she 
attended the trial of a Nazi war criminal in Jerusalem, Wieviorka uses her concept of the 
‘banality of evil’ to describe this type of violence as the result of un-mitigated obedience or 
submission to authority. Here the protagonist is defined by passivity or non-subjectivation, 
becoming the indifferent representative, doing his duty, unaware and incapable of reflexivity. 
Violence becomes a cold and instrumental behavior that faces two challenges: moral 
condemnation and the inclination to sadism, cruelty and hatred. To overcome the moral 
condemnation of violence the subject must rely on a higher standard to justify their behavior, 
or to rationalize their behavior as a form of solidarity or duty to their colleagues. The result in 
either case is the non-subjectivation of the perpetrators of violence: 

 
In more general terms, we have to minimize the reality of cultures of obedience. But 
to the extent that the figure of the non-subject is pertinent and does have a heuristic 
value, it provides a novel instance of the relationship between violence and the 
subject: violence is possible precisely because subjectivity is not involved, or is 
systematically ignored.17 

 
The non-subject avoids personal responsibility, evading subjectivation and its attendant 
requirements for individual choices and decisions by passively obeying orders. This type 
represents a radical “subjectivity-deficit,” an incapacity or refusal to be a subject under 
whatever circumstances. 18 
 
For the third type of violence, Wieviorka employs the terms cruelty, sadism and gratuitous.19 
In this perspective, violent actions seem to be disconnected from any meaning other than 
the enjoyment it provides the perpetrator, thus, it can only be understood in reference only to 
itself. The defining characteristic of this type of violence is excess as compared to 
instrumental means of achieving specific aims. Wieviorka states that: 

 
We need to discuss whether cruelty or sadism corresponds really to the idea of 
gratuitous violence, uniquely to the ‘pleasure of the expansion of the self’ …. Do they 
not on the contrary have a degree of functionality, for example, that of enabling the 
perpetrators to consider themselves as still human by making an animal of the other 
and treating them as such…?20  

 
 Although Wieviorka goes on to say that he is willing to leave as an open hypothesis the idea 
of, “mindless violence which has no function other than enjoyment and sadism,”21 it is clear 
that he believes to the contrary. Unrestrained violence, a quest for pure pleasure, is 

                                                      
14 Ibid, Kindle Location 3171. 
15 Wieviorka, Michel, op.cit, 2003, p. 44. 
16 Arendt, H., Eichmann in Jerusalem: a Report on the Banality of Evil, Viking Press, 1964. 
17 Wieviorka, Michel op.cit, 2009, Kindle Locations 3201-3204. 
18 Ibid, Kindle Locations 3197-3198. 
19 Wieviorka, Michel, op.cit., 2003, p. 45 
20 Ibid, p. 46. 
21 Ibid. 
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subjectivation ‘in action’, going beyond any early motivation such as hatred. The result for 
the protagonist is that in this excess he or she becomes an anti-subject; reifying victims and 
denying their subjectivity. According to Wieviorka, 

 
The anti-subject is characterized by an absolute refusal to regard his victim as a 
subject; he can then reduce him or her to the level of a thing or an animal over which 
he can exercise absolute power for the sole purpose of deriving pleasure or 
satisfaction from violence.22 

 
The author acknowledges the quixotic nature of the anti-subject is evident in seeming to 
possess the attributes of a “subject-for-itself,” but is unable to maintain any relationship with 
other subjects other than sadistic or masochistic deeds.23 This leads to two fundamental 
traits: the first is being destructive instead of constructive, without the slightest attempt at 
social, political or intercultural relations; secondly, of denying his or her victims any right to 
subjectivation (except the masochistic enjoyment of the victim’s desubjectivation).24  
The fourth type of violence is termed “Fundamental.”25 This type is an elemental 
manifestation of a threat to a person’s existence. It is based on self-preservation; hence it 
comes before the subjectivation of a person and preserving the possibility of becoming. As 
such, fundamental violence is simply self-protection. However, the perceived threat may 
either be real or fantasy, thus the “survivor-subject” violence,  

 
…  [B]reaks out when an individual feels, rightly or wrongly (not that it matters) that 
he is in a situation of existential danger or great peril. It does not deny the other’s 
existence as a subject, even though it may result in the destruction of the other or an 
attack on the other’s physical integrity. … Fundamental violence is an expression of 
the refusal to let the emergent self be crushed or negated.26 

 
So, the survivor-subject may engage in violence when his or her physical being is 
threatened or in response to a perceived threat. He or she is determined to become a 
subjectivated actor. 
 
The final type of violence is “Founding Violence.”27 Here, the subject may believe that 
engaging in violence will give him or her opportunity to escape from a life that was absurd, 
with no challenges or opportunities, or that was boring. After engaging in violence the 
subject proceeds to make new discoveries, to become engaged in life and become involved 
socially, culturally, politically and even religiously. In other words, violence can trigger the 
subjectivation process; however, there is nothing that guarantees that the process will 
continue on the same trajectory—it may become reversed or inversed with the subject 
deviating towards delinquency and incarceration. Nonetheless, violence can be a foundation 
of the subject, not simply the foundation of collective life, of a community or group.  
Whether or not violence can be a factor in the founding of the subject requires some 
explanation. Wieviorka begins with a conundrum: 

 
Human beings are not just created; they create themselves – by using their brains 
according to Hegel, and through their labour according to Marx. From that point of 

                                                      
22 Wieviorka, Michel, op.cit, 2009, Kindle Locations 3223-3224. 
23 Ibid, Kindle Locations 3225-3226. 
24 Ibid, Kindle Locations 3227-3230. 
25 Wieviorka, Michel, op.cit, 2003, p. 47. 
26 Wieviorka, Michel, op.cit, 2009, Kindle Locations 3268-3272, 3272.  
27 Wieviorka, Michel, op.cit, 2003, pp. 47-48. 
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view, violence means that the subject has failed, is impotent, or has been 
perverted…. 
But is it quite impossible to argue that violence can also be a source of subjectivity, 
and therefore of the ability to create?28 

 
To answer this question, the author notes that for some, violence can be a catalyst for 
subjectivation under certain circumstances: 

 
It facilitated, in other words, a mobilization of the self, in either creative or political 
terms, or a subjectivation that was possible only because the moment of violence 
wrenched the individual away from a day-to-day existence consisting of passivity or 
alienation.29 

 
However, the reverse is also true: 

 
In general terms, it has to be recognized that the personal experience of violence is, 
at least in some cases , a process in which some moments are more decisive than 
others. Each moment can correspond to a subjectivation that is facilitated or 
accentuated, or, at the opposite extreme, to a loss of meaning and desubjectivation. 
But the overall trend is never towards an assertion of the subject in the long term.30 

 
The critical factor which determines if violence is, in fact, a positive motivator in creating, 
liberating or founding the subject appears to be chronological:  

 
Violence can be a liberating experience for the subject in certain experiences and for 
a certain length of time. In such cases, it is the precondition for the emergence and 
blossoming of the subject’s emancipation or self-preservation. That must not, 
however, conceal or minimize the essential fact that the opposite is true : the force 
and speed quickly prove to be anything but meaningful, and are an obstacle to the 
subjectivation of the individual concerned.31 

 
In other words, the longer the subject engages in violent acts or strategies, the more he or 
she risks falling into a condition of desubjectivation which negates all of the possible positive 
outcomes that might come about. One need only think of persons who have experienced 
nothing but violence that becomes a perpetual rationale for even more of the same.  
 
 
ANALYSIS 
 
If Steven Pinker, a professor of psychology at Harvard University, in a new book32 is correct 
that when taking populations into account, violence has actually declined over previous 
centuries,33 then this would be evidence of the fact that a merely quantitative approach to 
the issue is inadequate. An example of this would be the September 11, 2001, attack on the 
World Trade Towers in New York City. Many more Americans died in the Japanese Attack 

                                                      
28 Wieviorka, Michel, op.cit, 2009, Kindle Locations 3317-3318, 3321. 
29 Ibid, Kindle Locations 3367-3368. 
30 Ibid, Kindle Locations 3370-3372. 
31 Wieviorka, Michel, op.cit, 2009, Kindle Locations 3380-3383. 
32 Pinker, Steven, The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined, Penguin Group, 2012. 
33 Harris, Sam, The End of World Violence? The Daily Beast, 10/03/2011. 
http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2011/10/03/steven-pinker-talks-end-of-violence-with-sam-
harris.html. Downloaded on 2 August, 2014. 
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on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, than died in New York; however, both events 
produced reactions that changed the world situation profoundly. The two examples illustrate 
the changes in mass violence that occurred in the meantime. The attack on Pearl Harbor 
was an attack by one state against another. In New York, the attack was by a radical social 
movement. Hence, the nature of violence was transformed. Modern violence has moved 
beyond a Westphalian world of national objectives towards the subjective world of personal 
stimuli that are either real or imagined and this change has brought about the focus on new 
violent actors. 
 
After World War II, research on mass violence began to appear in the works of thinkers such 
as Eric Hoffer, Hannah Arendt, and others. Hoffer’s book, The True Believer: Thoughts on 
the Nature of Mass Movements,34 The author is particularly concerned with the “true 
believer,” a fanatic who is ready to sacrifice his or her life for a “holy” cause; a person who is 
frustrated and this frustration causes a person to become immanently susceptible to mass 
movements of whatever persuasion.35 Arendt’s work focused on the non-subject, to use 
Wieviorka’s category. The point being that the study of violence began to shift from the act to 
the subject, at least in the scholarly literature. Wieviorka concludes that, “We are arguing 
that the subject in fact functions at a pre-social level. Violence is not a product of the social, 
but of the lack, inadequacies and decline of the social, and, in the most extreme cases, has 
nothing to do with the social.”36  
 
Contemporary violence, Wieviorka argues, has gone beyond contemporary social analysis 
replacing conflict around the world and violence now constitutes evil.37 This break with 
traditional that utilizes a non-sociological principle central to his analysis while remaining 
within the sociological ambit through describing the conditions under which evil appears, 
disseminates, etc. Extreme violence is not senseless, it is evil. 
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34 Hoffer, Eric, The True Believer: Thoughts on the Nature of Mass Movements, HarperCollins e-books, 2011, 
Kindle Edition. 
35 Ibid, Kindle Location 84. 
36 Wieviorka, Michel, op.cit, 2009, Kindle Locations 3462-3463. 
37 Wieviorka, Michel, op.cit, 2009, Kindle Location 3482. 
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