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Introduction


Violence, it seems, is on everyone’s mind. It is constantly in the news. It is ever present in popular entertainment. The subject of violence has given rise to an enormous historical, sociological, and philosophical literature; it is regarded as a fundamental problem affecting social, political and interpersonal relations. Human history, so it seems, is often understood as a history of violence. The violence may be planned and deliberate or it may be an eruption of uncontrolled passion; it may be lauded or it may be condemned; it may be overt or it may consist largely in the threat. But it appears never to be out of the frame. Violence, Michael Geyer has written, ‘has a lot in common with dirt’:




Much as the latter is misplaced matter, the former is misdirected energy. [. . .] Both are basic facts of human life. They seem random and arbitrary, yet they are by-products of ingenuity and end results of great ambition. Much effort is expended to clean them up. Indeed, such efforts are considered essential to the well-being of individuals and communities. Pollution, to use the technical term for dirt, is just as intolerable as violence. Both threaten the very existence of society or community. Nevertheless, violence – much like pollution – comes back time and again, because society and community, in generating bonds of belonging and the security of social conditions that maintains them, are unimaginable without them. Like dirt, violence may not be what you want, but it is what you get.1





Yet violence, like dirt and pollution, is a matter of perception as well as of fact. The exploration of the history of violence therefore should not be limited to describing various manifestations of what some might assume to be an unchanging feature of the human character and condition. Attempts to measure violence are as frequent as they are problematical. Violence is not a constant, nor are perceptions of violence. If violence is ‘misdirected energy’, it follows that we have a sense of what properly directed energy is.


This book is about perceptions of violence in the modern, western world. It does not aim to measure violence – an undertaking so complicated and subjective that it is probably destined to fail – but rather to discuss a remarkable shift in attitudes towards violence, a shift that has affected politics, warfare, legal codes, social life, culture and private interpersonal relations. This shift has occurred against the background, on the one hand, of a conviction that we have lived through a period of quite extraordinary violence and, on the other, of a heightened sensitivity towards violence to the point of obsession. This shift, how it came about and what its effects may be, provides the subject of this book.


The heightened sensitivity towards violence in recent decades has rested on the widespread belief that our world is more violent than ever – a belief that seems more to reflect how people perceive their world than it is based on what actually may have been seen. Expressions of the belief that the contemporary world is uniquely violent are legion. In his foreword to the 2002 World Health Organization’s World Report on Violence and Health, Nelson Mandela began by observing: ‘The twentieth century will be remembered as a century marked by violence. It burdens us with its legacy of mass destruction, of violence inflicted on a scale never seen and never possible before in human history.’2 This is an observation with which many if not most people probably would agree. The century recently ended is regarded widely as the most violent in human history, and not without cause. During the twentieth century at least 100 million people met violent death in wars, forced removals and campaigns of genocide. It was a century that saw the formation and proliferation of what Christian Gerlach has termed ‘extremely violent societies’;3 it was a century whose most enduring images are the mushroom cloud of the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima and the gates of Auschwitz. In a public lecture presented at Columbia University on 12 March 2002 and published in the Boston Review a few months later, Charles Tilly began with the assertion:




More collective violence was visited on the world (in absolute terms, and probably per capita as well) in the twentieth century than in any century of the previous ten thousand years. China’s Warring States period, Sargon of Akkad’s conquests, the Mongol expansion, and Europe’s Thirty Years War were times of terrible destruction. But earlier wars deployed nothing comparable to the death-dealing armaments and state-backed exterminations of civilians characteristic of twentieth-century conflicts.4





Tilly, who died in 2008, had spent much of his career as a historical sociologist charting patterns of collective violence through the centuries. In his lecture, delivered in the shadow of the attack on New York’s World Trade Center (just a few miles from where Tilly spoke), he articulated the widely held view that, in terms of violence, we have lived in the worst of times, that the twentieth century was the century of violence.


Even more explicit about the violent character of the twentieth century is the American psychologist David G. Winter, who in 2000 looked back on the century just ended:




The twentieth century turned out to be not so much the ‘American Century’ (as Henry Luce claimed in a 1941 magazine essay)5 but rather the violent century. We have had world wars, colonial wars, civil wars, ethnopolitical wars, guerrilla wars, wars of national liberation, police actions, ethnic cleansing, low-intensity conflicts, total wars, and small-scale teenage ‘wars’ fought in the corridors and playgrounds of American public schools. In this century, perhaps 100 million people have died from high explosives, machine guns, land-mines, torpedoes, poison gas, gas chambers, saturation fire-bombing, biochemical agents, napalm, people dropped into the sea from helicopters, and nuclear weapons. The twentieth-century techniques of mass production work not only for automobiles and food, it seems, but also for death.6





Similar assessments emerged in western Europe, not least in Germany (which contributed more than its share of the violence of twentieth-century European history). There the left-wing academic and public intellectual (and former doctor) Till Bastian introduced his book, The Century of Death (published in 2000), with the declaration: ‘In view of the facts, we know this [. . .] only too well, this twentieth century [. . .] was hardly the best but certainly the most bloody era of human history.’7 For Bastian, as for so many people, the key question is: ‘How could it possibly have come to that?’ This is a question that has concerned many people, and not only in Germany.


Niall Ferguson, whose approach is rather different than that of Till Bastian, based his book and television series The War of the World on a similar premise: ‘The hundred years after 1900 were without question the bloodiest century in modern history, far more violent in relative as well as absolute terms than any previous era.’8 For Ferguson, too, the question is how to explain this: ‘What made the twentieth century, and particularly the fifty years from 1904 until 1953, so bloody?’ His answer – that the huge eruption of violence arose from the tensions along the tectonic plates between the world’s great empires at the outset of the twentieth century, where ‘dark forces’ were able to ‘conjure up ethnic conflict and imperial rivalry out of economic crisis, and in doing so negate our common humanity [. . .] forces that stir within us still’, and ‘leaders of apparently civilized societies were able to unleash the most primitive murderous instincts of their fellow citizens’9 – may be open to criticism, and the Freudian assumptions that seem to lie behind it are left rather undeveloped.10 Nevertheless, the question is important, and reflects a need to understand the outbursts of deadly violence that occurred in so many regions of the world during the twentieth century.


What is interesting about such assessments is not simply whether, measured on some yardstick of violence, we really do live in the worst of times, but the fact of their expression. They reflect a widespread conviction that the twentieth century was an age of unprecedented violence, not just in terms of its quantity but also of its quality, and that this represents the undermining of civilization and a return of barbarism.11 Civilization is commonly assumed to involve the control and suppression of violent instincts and passions, and the terrifying upsurge of violence during the first half of the twentieth century is often regarded as the negation or even collapse of civilization.12 The thinker most associated with the idea that the control of violence through codes of behaviour, restraint and self-restraint amounted to a ‘civilizing process’ was the German-Jewish sociologist Norbert Elias – whose own life was seared by the eruption of deadly violence that emanated from his homeland in the middle of the twentieth century, which drove him into exile and claimed the life of his mother.13 That eruption of violence amounted to a ‘civilization break’,14 a rupture in human development, which many regard as having been the defining feature of the century just passed.


As a result of that twentieth-century ‘civilization break’, in particular the murder of the great majority of the Jewish population in German-occupied Europe during the Second World War, modernity has been equated with violence on a new level.15 A typical assessment in this vein is the description of a recent research project on the history of violence and foreign occupation in the ‘age of extremes’:




With the advent of modernity, the phenomena of violence, war, and foreign domination have taken on a qualitatively new dimension. Since the beginning of the twentieth century the industrial and technical revolution has opened up hitherto unknown possibilities to the planners of future ‘total wars’. With the development of the railway network the shifting of large masses of people – deployments of one’s own troops as well as deportations – became possible for the first time. The enhanced range and destructive power of new weapons abolished the separation of front and home front. Ethnic and social tensions that accompanied the birth of nation states in the nineteenth century introduced ideological aspects into armed conflict to an ever greater extent.16





Some of the assumptions upon which this description rests may reveal a rather myopic view of history: those who lived through the Thirty Years War during the seventeenth century or the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries probably would have been puzzled by the idea that a ‘separation of front and home front’ had existed only to be ‘abolished’ in the twentieth century.17 Nevertheless they often frame our contemporary views. Mark Mazower has pointed to the prevalence of such assessments of the last century, noting:




The twentieth century is increasingly characterized by scholars in terms of its historically unprecedented levels of bloodshed. ‘More human beings had been killed or allowed to die by human decision than ever before in human history,’ Eric Hobsbawm has written. For Isaiah Berlin, the twentieth century was ‘the worst century there has ever been’. Genocide, ethnic cleansing, and the killing of unprecedented numbers of civilians both in wartime and through acts of massive political repression have all contributed to what Charles Maier has described as an epoch of ‘moral atrocity’.18





The horrors of the first half of the twentieth century – a large proportion of which took place in Europe and were perpetrated by Europeans19 – have cast a long, dark shadow over the recent past and our understanding of that past. Whether articulated explicitly or not, we are aware that our immediate past has included war and murder on an unprecedented scale. The contemporary world, it would seem, has been more violent than ever.


Yet not everyone agrees. Most prominently, the Canadian-born Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker has asserted that, in fact, ‘violence has been in decline over long stretches of history, and today we are probably living in the most peaceful moment of our species’ time on earth’.20 In his recently published magnum opus (with the subtitle ‘The Decline of Violence in History and its Causes’), Pinker (who is not exactly known for his modesty) claims that his book ‘is about what may be the most important thing that has ever happened in human history. Believe it or not – and I know that most people do not – violence has declined over long stretches of time, and today we may be living in the most peaceable era in our species’ existence.’21 The catalogue of horrors that disfigured twentieth-century history notwithstanding, Pinker argues that people are becoming less violent, not more:




In sixteenth-century Paris, a popular form of entertainment was cat-burning, in which a cat was hoisted in a sling on a stage and slowly lowered into a fire. [. . .] Today, such sadism would be unthinkable in most of the world. This change in sensibilities is just one example of perhaps the most important and most underappreciated trend in the human saga: violence has been in decline over long stretches of history, and today we are probably living in the most peaceful moment of our species’ time on earth.


In the decade of Darfur and Iraq, and shortly after the century of Stalin, Hitler, and Mao, the claim that violence has been diminishing may seem somewhere between hallucinatory and obscene. Yet recent studies that seek to quantify the historical ebb and flow of violence point to exactly that conclusion.22





According to Pinker, and contrary to much popular opinion, ‘we have been getting kinder and gentler’. Of course, that rather depends on who ‘we’ are considered to be. Kindness and gentleness might be easier to exhibit in contemporary Sweden (leaving aside Kurt Wallander’s Ystad) than in the Democratic Republic of the Congo or in Syria. And evidence that there has been, as Pinker observes, a ‘change in sensibilities’ is not necessarily evidence that ‘violence has been diminishing’. However, what Pinker’s assessment and those of people who regard ours as ‘the most bloody era of human history’ have in common is an intense, almost obsessive interest in violence as a historical topic.


The German historian Habbo Knoch distilled the position when – introducing a collection of essays assembled under the title Violence and Society – he asserted that ‘whoever speaks about history and therefore about society [. . .] cannot remain silent about violence’.23 In recent decades countless historical, sociological and psychological studies have been published on the theme of violence. Numerous journals have been devoted to the subject in various forms, ranging from the Journal of Interpersonal Violence, the Journal of School Violence, Violence against Women and the Journal of Family Violence, to Terrorism and Political Violence and the International Journal of Conflict and Violence. Throughout the western world research institutes have been established with the aim of investigating the practice of violence and the control of violence – from the Centre for the History of Violence at the University of Newcastle in New South Wales and the Peace Research Institute in Frankfurt, to the Institute on Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault at the University of Texas at Austin and the Centre de recherche interdisciplinaire sur la violence familiale et la violence faite aux femmes situated in the universities of Montréal and Laval in Québec.


Particularly in the United States, violence has become a hot topic for academic study, against a background of intense public concern. For example, the programme of the Center for the Study and Prevention of Violence at the University of Colorado Boulder asserts that ‘violence in America has reached epidemic proportions’ and that ‘today all Americans are touched directly or indirectly by violent acts’; ‘in response’ the Center ‘was founded in 1992 to provide informed assistance to groups committed to understanding and preventing violence, particularly adolescent violence’.24 This neatly expresses what has become a fundamental assumption of much recent research into violence: that violence ‘has reached epidemic proportions’ and that understanding the causes of violence is necessary to prevent it. This reflects a widespread conviction that violence is ‘inherently undesirable’,25 a profound social evil that both needs to be combated and can be checked. While violence itself may or may not have ‘reached epidemic proportions’, the development of academic centres to carry out research into violence certainly has.


In recent decades people in many western societies have become increasingly and acutely sensitive to violence, refusing to accept or condone behaviour that in earlier times had been widely tolerated. Political violence is regarded as illegitimate; domestic violence is regarded as intolerable; armed forces proclaim that ‘peace is our profession’ (the motto of the United States’ Strategic Air Command, which was responsible for America’s nuclear deterrent from 1946 to 1992). This comprises a profound shift in mentalities, and one that shapes expectations of politics, the military, public institutions and interpersonal relations. Whether or not Steven Pinker is correct in asserting that ‘today we may be living in the most peaceable era in our species’ existence’ and that this may constitute ‘the most important thing that has ever happened in human history’, we have witnessed a transformation in attitudes towards violence, with profound consequences for our political, social and personal lives. It may be debated whether we really ‘have been getting kinder and gentler’, but we do live in a world where being kinder and gentler increasingly is regarded as admirable and where violence is routinely condemned.


This shift in attitudes has a history, and many of the changes in public sensibilities have their origins in the Enlightenment of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Within the frame of Enlightenment ideology that gave value to the individual, to individual rights and to the pursuit of individual happiness, new grounds arose for limiting and opposing violence. Campaigns against torture, against slavery and against the death penalty gathered support, and at least in some bourgeois circles wife-beating became less acceptable. Nevertheless, although campaigns against torture and slavery achieved important successes during the nineteenth century, it was not until 1948 that their aims received international recognition when prohibitions against slavery and ‘torture or [. . .] cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment’ were incorporated into the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Although violence against the individual attracted increasing censure, it was not really until after the Second World War that there was a truly broad challenge to the legitimacy of violence per se.


But what do we mean by violence, and how has that changed? From a ‘common-sense’ perspective, what comprises ‘violence’ seems obvious: war, murder, massacre, assault, rape, physical attack – perhaps verbal aggression, intimidation and threats as well. Indeed, current definitions of violence do not restrict themselves to physical violence. According to the Oxford Dictionary of English, violence is not limited to the use of physical force ‘intended to hurt, damage, or kill someone or something’, or even ‘intimidation by the exhibition of such force’; it also extends to ‘strength of emotion’.26 Especially with regard to ‘domestic violence’, the concept of violence is conceived broadly. The New Oxford Companion to Law notes: ‘Most current definitions now extend beyond physical violence. Types of behaviour identified as constituting domestic violence range through murder, rape, assault, indecent assault, and destruction of property to threats, belittling, isolation, deprivation of money, and harassment.’27 That is to say: it is not necessary to lay a finger on someone in order to have committed an act of violence. Threats, harassment, deprivation of money, even belittling someone, can also be regarded as violence.


Other contemporary definitions of violence are equally expansive. The World Health Organization, for example, has recently referred to violence as ‘the intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, another person, or against a group or community, that either results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment or deprivation’.28 Thus ‘violence’ is not limited to the application of physical force or the inflicting of physical damage, but extends to the ‘threatened’ use of force and action that may cause ‘psychological harm’ or ‘maldevelopment’. The definitional leap is significant, not just because it goes beyond violence as something physical but also because it is necessarily subjective. As long as violence is defined as something physical, it can be measured relatively objectively: common sense suggests that either one is stabbed, shot, beaten or one is not. However, what may constitute ‘verbal force’ has less clear-cut definitional boundaries. What may be perceived as threatening or violent verbal behaviour to one person may not be so to another; what in some cultures may be regarded as threatening may not be so in another. Thus violence becomes that which is violence in the eye, or ear, of the beholder.


The commentary provided by the World Health Organization to its 2002 definition of violence demonstrates the extent to which the concept of violence has expanded in recent years:




The inclusion of the word ‘power’, in addition to the phrase ‘use of physical force’, broadens the nature of a violent act and expands the conventional understanding of violence to include those acts that result from a power relationship, including threats and intimidation. The ‘use of power’ also serves to include neglect or acts of omission, in addition to the more obvious violent acts of commission. Thus, ‘the use of physical force or power’ should be understood to include neglect and all types of physical, sexual and psychological abuse, as well as suicide and other self-abusive acts.


This definition covers a broad range of outcomes – including psychological harm, deprivation and maldevelopment. This reflects a growing recognition among researchers and practitioners of the need to include violence that does not necessarily result in injury or death, but that nonetheless poses a substantial burden on individuals, families, communities and health care systems worldwide.29





Here violence is understood to include intimidation, threats, ‘all types’ of ‘psychological abuse’, actions that result in ‘psychological harm, deprivation and maldevelopment’ and actions that do ‘not necessarily result in injury or death’. Of course, all these manifestations of violence are to be combated.


Increasingly, the perceived threat of violence has been included in the definition of violence, particularly where violence against women is concerned. In the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women, adopted by consensus by the United Nations General Assembly in December 1993, violence was defined as ‘any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual, or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty whether occurring in public or private life.’30 This signals an important extension: the inclusion into a definition of violence of the threat of actions that are likely to lead to not just physical but also psychological harm or suffering, either in public or private. Violence and the damage that it may cause do not necessarily have to be physical; violence is not just something that causes actual harm, whether physical or psychological, but also something that ‘is likely to result in [. . .] harm’. This shift in focus has developed in the context of growing global concern about violence against women, and the conviction that such violence constitutes a violation of human rights31 – itself a relatively new concept that developed in its modern sense with the American and French Revolutions of the late eighteenth century. The right to a life free of violence thus extends beyond a right not to be hit to a right not to be threatened or psychologically harmed.


While the extension of the concept of violence beyond physical harm indicates a heightened sensitivity towards violence, it would be wrong to assume that the inclusion of threat and coercion into the definition was completely novel to the late twentieth century. In fact, definitions of violence from over two centuries ago were not limited to physical confrontation but also extended to the emotions. In his Complete Dictionary of the English Language, published in London in 1789, Thomas Sheridan defined violence as ‘strength applied to any purpose, an attack, an assault, a murder, outrage, unjust force, eagerness, vehemence, injury, infringement, forcible defloration.’32 Eleven years later Nathan Bailey offered a similar definition of ‘violence’ in his Universal Etymological English Dictionary: ‘Vehemence, boisterousness, eagerness, earnestness, force or constraint used unlawfully, oppression, outrage.’33 Here violence was defined as a matter more of an emotion than of an exclusively physical act. This was reflected in later definitions as well. For example, the American Webster’s Revised Unabridged Dictionary from 1913 defined ‘violence’ as follows:




1.  The quality or state of being violent; highly excited action, whether physical or moral; vehemence; impetuosity; force.


2.  Injury done to that which is entitled to respect, reverence, or observance; profanation; infringement; unjust force; outrage; assault.


3.  Ravishment; rape; consturpation. To do violence on, to attack; to murder.34





Here too the definition of violence extends beyond physical acts and assault to ‘injury done to that which is entitled to respect’ as well as to ‘vehemence’ and ‘impetuosity’.


What these definitions have in common, while at the same time distinguishing themselves from understandings of violence that coalesced during the second half of the twentieth century, is not the extension of the definition beyond physical violence; it is the perspective from which violence is defined. Earlier definitions of violence took the perspective of the person being violent, whether or not the violence is physical – the perspective of the person who commits or attempts an assault or a murder, or who demonstrates violent emotions (‘eagerness’, ‘vehemence’). More recently it is the perspective of the victim that has come to the fore. Violence no longer is just a matter of ‘murder, rape, assault, indecent assault, and destruction of property’, but has extended to ‘threats, belittling, isolation, deprivation of money, and harassment’. How threats, belittling or harassment are understood is determined not necessarily by a supposedly objective observer but through the perception of the alleged victim.


This shift is significant, and points to the increasing importance of empathy in our understanding of violence. Empathy is seen as the enemy of violence: ‘empathy is anathema to killing, to torture, and to the waging of war’.35 If we can empathize with other human beings, can imagine ourselves in their place and be aware of their feelings, then, it is assumed, we are inhibited from doing violence to them. The corollary of this has been to identify more with the alleged victim, less with the alleged perpetrator. Both in academic debate and in public discussion, empathy has become an important feature of modern perceptions of violence; in order to understand violence one needs to empathize with the victim. In one of his many essays about understanding the murder of European Jews during the Second World War, Omer Bartov has articulated this widely accepted opinion clearly: ‘Listening to the voices of victims, Jewish or not, is crucial to the kind of empathy that brings with it a modicum of understanding.’36 Bartov’s assertion not only reflects the shift in the recent historiography of the Shoah, away from a focus primarily on the perpetrators and towards one that focuses increasingly on the experience of the victims;37 it is also symptomatic of a broader trend of stressing the importance of empathy with victims in our approach to violence. In particular, feminist approaches to understanding domestic violence, in both the historical and the contemporary contexts, tend to identify with the objects of violence.38 Only by understanding how those on the receiving end have felt can we achieve a ‘modicum of understanding’.


The amplification of empathy has occurred as personal security has increased. It may be that empathy is a luxury that we can now afford. Compared with their counterparts during the first half of the twentieth century, in the second half of the century people in many parts of the world – most obviously in Europe – came to live safer and more secure lives, much less threatened by violence. Nevertheless, declines in everyday violence, at least in western societies, or more effective control of potential violence, are not necessarily read as indications that people are becoming less violent. Sometimes the response has been quite the opposite: the fact that violence may not be overt and out in the open, so the argument goes, that does not make it any less dangerous or despicable. Indeed it seems that possible declines in the threat of violence have been accompanied by a heightened concern about violence. In relatively peaceful and secure societies, the threat of violence may be all the more frightening.


Furthermore, at least until the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, relatively pacified societies were haunted by the spectre of thermonuclear war. At the beginning of the 1980s, at a time when millions of people in Europe generally and in Germany particularly were desperately concerned about the possibility of a violent confrontation between NATO and the Warsaw Pact, Ute Volmerg (who then was working with the Hesse Foundation for Peace and Conflict Research in Frankfurt, and who subsequently became a ‘conflict advisor’ and director in the Dharma Centre for Spiritual Development in Schaffhausen), observed:




In the Middle Ages robbery, murder, mutilation, rape and oppression were daily occurrences; today we have the paradoxical situation, that in our daily lives we indeed feel more secure than people in former times, but we live in the immediate vicinity of potentials of violence and destruction of incomprehensible dimensions. [. . .] The horror is banned from public sight, placed in bunkers, buried and surrounded with barbed wire fences, it is hidden in the depths of the oceans, in space and in the desert, and where the launch platforms and rockets cannot be concealed for practical military reasons they are disguised so they cannot be recognized.39





This assertion was characteristic of its time, a comment on and a reflection of the strange environment of the Cold War, in which (at least in the prosperous West) remarkably peaceful societies lived under the threat of nuclear catastrophe. Nevertheless, the general message was that even where life may have become more peaceful and secure, there was no cause for complacency. Even where the threat of violence was not so visible, in societies that increasingly came to regard it as anathema, it continued to give rise to tremendous concern and anxiety.


While human history may be in large measure a history of violence and while wars and violent political upheaval have long been prominent subjects for investigation, the systematic study of violence as an analytical category has been undertaken by historians and social scientists only in the past few decades.40 What is more, the recent flood of analyses of violent incidents, violent behaviour and aggression, has emanated mostly from societies that, in relative terms (both relative to other societies and to their own pasts) have been rather peaceful and whose members’ daily lives have been, for the most part, rather free of violence.41 Violence seems to have become a preoccupation in almost inverse proportion to its presence in our lives; the people who write about it live lives remarkably free of the phenomenon about which they write.


This paradox frames the subject of this book. The intention here is not to document or to quantify violence, but rather to understand the causes and effects of a remarkable contemporary concern about, even obsession with, violence in the modern world. Thus the focus on western Europe and North America, where this phenomenon appears to have been most pronounced. Certainly people in Asia, Africa and Latin America too have been deeply concerned about the causes and effects of violence on their lives. However, the story of the modern obsession with violence is in large measure a western story. The history of violence is not just about acts of violence and aggression; it also concerns how we see, understand and react to violence and to the perceived threat of violence. In this sense, too, human history is in large measure a history of violence.




I


Spectacle


On the evening of Saturday, 24 March 1962, the boxer Emile Griffith knocked out Benny (‘The Kid’) Paret in a fight for the world welterweight championship in New York City’s Madison Square Garden. It was the third time that the pair had contested the welterweight championship, and it was broadcast live on nationwide television in the United States. After nearly being knocked out himself in the sixth round, Griffith landed a right hook in the twelfth, sending Paret onto the ropes, where he remained as Griffith kept hitting him until the referee, Ruby Goldstein, stopped the fight. On the following day, Robert Teague in The New York Times described what millions had seen on their television screens as it happened:




Whatever it was that Griffith was thinking about last night, it certainly was translated into something akin to savagery. After the ten rights to the face had failed to do the job, he began alternating the rights with left hooks. [. . .] Paret sagged but would not go down.


Goldstein finally made his move but had difficulty restraining Griffith. When the referee finally pulled the attacker away, Paret slid slowly down the ropes and to the canvas. He lay on his back unconscious for about eight minutes while the physicians worked on him. He was still unconscious when carted to his dressing room.1





According to a later commentator, ‘Paret slipped to the canvas like a Titanic going stern-first into the dark water, sliding towards oblivion, seemingly in slo-mo, shocking by his total animal unconsciousness a nationwide TV audience’.2 Griffith regained the title that he had lost to Paret at their previous meeting. Paret never regained consciousness, and died ten days later.


The broadcast was a shock to millions of television viewers (including this author, who as an adolescent saw the fight on television that night). They had tuned in to watch a spectacle of controlled violence – with rules, with a referee, with an outcome from which both contestants were expected to recover without long-term effects. They had not tuned in to watch one man kill another. On the following Monday, The New York Times editorialized, under the heading ‘The Manly Art’:




The tragic conclusion of the Emile Griffith-Benny (Kid) Paret world welterweight championship fight in the Madison Square Garden ring makes us wonder whether it is not time to toll the bell on the savage ‘sport’ called professional prizefighting. [. . .]


This is the Saturday night pleasure of a civilized people? [. . .] Spare us the reminder that there are deaths in other sports, including football. At least these others are not man-to-man licensed mayhem promoted for profit, where the sole inspiring ideal is to bring the opponent to the canvas, beaten to an insensibility that will arouse the crowd to huzzas.3





Letters to the editor concurred. One correspondent, Abbie L. Gottlieb, wrote:




It does indeed seem inconceivable that in this day of supposed civilization people are entertained by seeing two men punch each other until one or the other becomes unconscious.


We look back with horror on the ancient Roman gladiatorial contests, we have outlawed public executions, have organizations for the prevention of cruelty to animals and to children. Let us now pass a law prohibiting man’s brutality to man and depriving the public of the sadistic pleasure derived from seeing one man, for financial gain, inflict severe pain, if not injury or death, on another.4





Cries reverberated for a ban on professional boxing. US Congressman Abraham Multer (a Democrat from Brooklyn) introduced legislation to prohibit the broadcasting of boxing matches on radio and television; a call was raised in the Danish parliament for a ban on professional boxing in Denmark; the Vatican admonished boxers and fight promoters not to forget the fifth commandment, ‘Thou shalt not kill’.5


The Griffith–Paret fight was not the first widely publicized boxing death, nor was it the first to provoke public concern. Perhaps most famously, in Cleveland on 24 June 1947, Jimmy Doyle was knocked out in a welterweight title fight in front of more than 11,000 spectators by ‘Sugar’ Ray Robinson – often credited with being the greatest boxer of all time – and died the following afternoon. It was the first time that a boxer had died as a result of injuries suffered in a world-title championship fight.6 However, it was television that gave the Griffith–Paret fight its resonance. On that Saturday night in 1962, not thousands but millions had watched a spectacle of violence that was supposed to provide entertainment, and not overly bloody entertainment at that, after which the performers would collect their rewards and then go about their lives. The violence of the boxing ring was supposed to be subject to clear rules of engagement and to be aborted before either of those in the ring suffered serious injury. It was not supposed to end in death. These expectations, shattered that night, reflected the idea that the violence of sporting spectacle had become more spectacle than violence. Spectators generally do not now attend sports events in the hope or expectation that the violence on display will end in death.


Abbie Gottlieb was right: it was not always thus. We do ‘look back with horror on the ancient Roman gladiatorial contests, we have outlawed public executions, [and] have organizations for the prevention of cruelty to animals and to children’. Our modern gladiators, professional boxers, are not expected to kill people. The ‘Queensbury rules for the sport of boxing’, first published in 1867, and the professionalization of boxing transformed the sport from the ‘quite brutal’ activity that had been popular at local fairs and religious festivals in early eighteenth-century Europe.7 Our understandings and sensibilities about what constitutes public entertainment and the place of violence in that entertainment have changed. The contrast between contemporary spectacles of violence in the western world and those staged in past times and in other corners of the world is remarkable. Spectacles of violence in ancient Rome were famously public, performed before crowds that expected to see men and beasts put to death in huge numbers and performed with a view to confirm and reinforce the existing social and political order.8 That was public entertainment, and entertainment with a purpose: the maintenance of social stability and the reinforcement of the social order through public displays of lethal violence.


Few things illustrate this shift in sensibilities more clearly than the evolution of capital punishment. Until the nineteenth century, executions in western countries were performed widely in public (in staged events that have been described as ‘theatres of horror’ or ‘theatres of cruelty’),9 often before crowds of people who ‘in great multitudes flocked to the place of execution’.10 The crowd was assembled for entertainment, but not just for entertainment. At a time when the state was incapable of effective policing and the idea of sentencing people to prison for specific periods had not yet gained currency, public executions served to symbolize and reinforce the power of the state in front of its subjects, and to deter crime.11 Executions were designed ‘as displays of civil and religious authority and order, as a “spectacle for Men and Angels”’.12 The public spectacle of violence buttressed order in societies where the state was too limited to exert day-to-day control over its subjects.


The ritual of public execution served not only to reinforce the social order and the power of the state; it also could serve as a ‘quasi-religious popular festival’ that on the one hand restored ‘a world that had been violated by a crime’ and on the other celebrated ‘the religious sacrifice of a penitent sinner’.13 The presence of the crowd could be an important element of a quasireligious process whereby a convicted criminal in effect might retrieve his honour and thus achieve a sort of reintegration into society as a ‘remorseful sinner’.14 In early modern Europe such violence had to be displayed in order to be effective. The religious meanings may seem rather distant today, and the abolition of executions as public spectacle may reflect a secularization of western societies, as well as the growth of an effective state, over the past two centuries. But they were meaningful to those who performed and observed them, in societies of believers where violent punishments were not subcontracted to state institutions that performed them behind walls, out of the public gaze.


Public executions were not without their dangers for public order, however. The crowd could, and often did, get out of hand. In Rome during the early Empire, public rituals of execution probably led to violence elsewhere in the city; and in early modern Europe executions could pose a serious challenge to political authority.15 During the modern era this changed. At least in the western world, executions came to be performed behind closed doors – a process described (for the United States) as ‘a major transformation from a large and rowdy public spectacle to a hidden and tightly controlled ritual’.16 Pieter Spierenburg, who has investigated executions in Europe over the centuries, notes that from the middle of the eighteenth century ‘confidence in public punishment began to crumble’. However, it took another century before public execution began to be abolished in Europe – a slow process that largely reached its conclusion towards the end of the nineteenth century.17


How did this come about? What caused the ‘repugnance to the sight of physical punishment’ to spread and intensify? The change in attitude towards public spectacles of punitive violence occurred as the modern nation state was established and extended its bureaucratic reach into society. For Spierenburg the transformation ‘comprised changes which took place both on the ideological and on the institutional level’, and consisted of ‘at least three phases’: 1) ‘the quest for legal and penal reform which began during the Enlightenment’; 2) ‘the rise of confinement to a more prominent position within the penal system and the emergence of the penitentiary’; and 3) ‘finally, and only after the rise of the penitentiary, [. . .] the abolition of public punishment’.18 This ‘transformation of repression’ was not due simply to political and legal changes but was a consequence primarily of a ‘fundamental change in sensibilities’ that preceded the abolition of public executions. Disgust at the spectacle of public executions and punitive violence reflected a diffusion of Enlightenment-based middle-class sensibilities in the western world, sensibilities that simultaneously underpinned the crusade against slavery and campaigns to abolish torture.


Nineteenth-century reformers who campaigned for the cessation of public execution were also concerned about the conduct of an unruly, uncivilized and irrational crowd. In the wake of the Revolution in France, fear was expressed in Britain that public executions constituted a ‘festival of blood calculated to shock or brutalize the feelings of man [and to] encourage ferocious habits in the people’.19 In December 1847, the Liverpool Mercury reported about a petition to spare two convicted murderers public execution in Kirkdale, asserting that ‘familiarity with the spectacle of violent death feeds the brutality which would lead to the commission of murder’.20 The belief that civilization required the abolition of public execution occupied an important place in the arguments of English reformers.21 When moving a ‘Bill to permit Capital Punishments to be carried out under certain regulations within the interior of Prisons’ in the House of Commons on 6 March 1866, John Hibbert (Liberal MP for Oldham) observed that ‘at the commencement of the present century criminals were hung, one might say, in droves; there were then no less than 160 crimes subject to capital punishment’, and he ‘could not avoid referring to those times when the pillory was a public punishment, when culprits were hung in chains, and whipping was resorted to as a means of correction’. Relaxing ‘the rigour of the law’ meant, rightly in his opinion, ‘doing away with the few remains that were left of the barbarism of a past age’.22


The spectacle of public execution reflected ‘the barbarism of a past age’, and the advance of civilization required that the practice be stopped. In the parliamentary debate of early 1868 on the ‘Capital Punishment within Prisons Bill’, such arguments played a prominent role. (This discussion took place shortly before the last man to be hanged publicly in England – the Irish Fenian Michael Barrett, who killed fifteen people when blowing up the wall of Clerkenwell Prison in an attempt to free other Fenians held there – was executed outside Newgate Prison, on 27 May.) Speaking in the Commons in March 1868, Edward Knatchbull-Hugessen, Member of Parliament for Sandwich, claimed: ‘Making even the fullest allowance for exaggeration, any person who read the newspapers could not doubt that the scenes which really did take place at public executions were a disgrace not only to civilization but to our common humanity.’23 In April 1868 William Gregory, MP for Galway – no opponent of capital punishment per se – claimed that ‘the time had, in his opinion, arrived when public executions ought to be abolished. They were not in accordance with the spirit of the age. They were barbarous and, he believed, demoralizing’; they would, he felt, instil greater awe ‘if they were conducted within the precincts of the gaol’.24 The point was not to do away with punishment, but to abandon a practice – execution as public spectacle – that had come to be considered ‘barbarous and demoralizing’ and a ‘disgrace not only to civilization but also to our common humanity’. It was not violence per se but violence as public spectacle that was regarded as ‘objectionable and horrible’.


Similar attitudes surfaced in the United States. During the 1830s a number of states in north-eastern America – Rhode Island in 1833, Pennsylvania in 1834, and New York, Massachusetts and New Jersey in 1835 – abolished public hangings (before any countries in Europe had done), and by 1849 fifteen states had done so.25 The birth of the modern prison paralleled the campaign against public execution; as penitentiaries were built, the gallows was moved indoors and the crowd excluded from the proceedings.26 Concerns in the United States were similar to those on the other side of the Atlantic. There the public execution crowd was ‘typically described as uncivilized, irrational, and ignorant’ and ‘vulnerable to the violence displayed’, and ‘came to be viewed as a political challenge of sorts’ to the authority of those staging the event.27


On the European continent the practice faded as well. In Vienna, the last public execution took place in the same year as in England, in 1868; and in most German states executions were performed within prison walls from the 1850s onwards. In the Netherlands, the last public execution – a hanging in Maastricht – was carried out in 1860 (and the death penalty was abolished completely ten years later).28 In France, however, public executions continued to attract substantial crowds in the early twentieth century, and the last public execution in France – the beheading of the German-born convicted murderer Eugen (French: Eugène) Weidmann – took place at Versailles shortly before the Second World War, in June 1939.29 (Afterwards the French president banned future public executions due to shock at the ‘hysterical behaviour’ of the spectators.) However, Weidmann’s death did not quite mark the end of public execution in Europe. The Second World War led to a last wave of the practice. In German-occupied Europe many real and imagined enemies of Hitler’s ‘New Order’ were executed publicly during the war in order to intimidate subjugated populations, and immediately after the war a last spate of public executions on the continent were carried out against Germans and their collaborators in eastern Europe.30 Perhaps the most remarkable public execution at the time was that of Arthur Greiser, the former Nazi Gauleiter (governor) of the ‘Warthegau’ in western Poland. Greiser was hanged in July 1946 for ‘crimes against humanity’ amidst the ruins of the Citadel in Poznan, in front of a crowd of 15,000 Poles. According to one account, the spectators watched the execution ‘in intense silence’, and tickets had been printed to give their holders a place in the front rows, closest to the hanging.31 According to another, ‘a picnic atmosphere prevailed, there were children among the observers, and vendors sold ice cream, soft drinks and sweets. After the execution, people fought over pieces of the hangman’s rope.’32 The spectacle provoked criticism from intellectuals and the Church, and was the last public execution in Poland. Indeed, it marked something of a spectacular end to public execution in Europe.


Public execution and its demise have not been limited to spectacle organized by the state. The frequency of popular, vigilante violence was also reflected in the shift in attitudes about public execution – something that can be seen in the transformation of how lynching was regarded over the course of the twentieth century. Especially (but by no means exclusively) in the American South, lynchings – particularly (but by no means exclusively) of African-Americans by Americans of European descent – were a regular occurrence during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Although many of these murders involved small groups of men killing their victims away from public gaze, others assumed the character of ritualized public spectacle, which served to enforce a system of apartheid through terror:




To intimidate and warn other blacks, lynchers sometimes paraded their victims, either before or after they were killed, in black areas. Many lynchings took place at the spot on which the alleged crime had taken place. Fire might be used to torture victims, but fire also helped to expiate the harm done to the ritual order – as we can see in those instances in which lynch mobs killed their victims in one place and burned their bodies in another – at the site of the crime, perhaps, or in a town square.33





The spectators were not just passive bystanders, as the burning at the stake of a black tenant farmer, Henry Lowry, demonstrated. In January 1921, over 500 onlookers assembled near Wilson, Arkansas (along the Mississippi River, north of Memphis, Tennessee) – ‘a great crowd [consisting of] every ablebodied man from Wilson, a crowd from Blytheville and surrounding towns’, according to the Arkansas Democrat – and watched as Lowry was chained to a log, had petrol-soaked leaves placed around his feet, and was set alight. A reporter from the Memphis Press described the scene:




Inch by inch the negro was fair cooked to death. [. . .] Every few minutes fresh leaves were tossed on the funeral pyre until the blaze had passed the negro’s waist. As the flames were eating away his abdomen, a member of the mob stepped forward and saturated the body with gasoline. It was then only a few minutes until the negro had been reduced to ashes.34





This account, published in a city newspaper that had engaged in an editorial crusade against lynching,35 is a description of what now seems a terrifying but far-off world. It was a world in which lynching was ‘a community ritual dedicated to the perpetration of white supremacy’:




Usually applied to the accused black rapist or murderer, the macabre ritual included the following aspects: (1) Ample notice of a day or two so that whites from neighbouring areas (or from areas even further away) could stream into the site of the lynching by train, buggy, or car to join local whites in witnessing the lynching. Railroads sometimes ran special trains and frequently assigned extra cars to regular trains to accommodate the demands of lynch-minded crowds. (2) The lynching itself thus became a mass spectacle with thousands of whites, in gatherings up to as high as fifteen thousand persons, participating as spectators. (3) The doomed victim was burned at the stake – a process that was prolonged for several hours, often, as the black male was subjected to the excruciating pain of torture and mutilation (frequently initiated by the masculine relatives of the wronged white in the case) climaxed, ordinarily, by the hideous act euphemistically described as ‘surgery below the belt’. (4) Nor did the obscenely sadistic ritual end with the death of the victim. Souvenirs from the body, taken in the course of the mutilation process, were collected, and picture postcards of the proceedings were sold (sometimes for years thereafter) by enterprising photographers.36





We may be fascinated and horrified by such behaviour, which rightly has attracted the attention and condemnation of historians, but the history of lynching in twentieth-century America is not just a history of violence and terror. It is also a history of the disappearance of the practice. Looking back over the history of lynching in the United States since the late nineteenth century, it becomes apparent that it was a phenomenon of a particular time, and that time has passed. One may speak of a ‘lynching era’ during the last two decades of the nineteenth century and the first three decades of the twentieth.37 Thereafter, the practice slowly declined. According to statistics of lynchings in the United States between 1882 and 1968 compiled by the Tuskegee Institute, in only one year before 1900 did the total number of lynchings fall below 100 (96, in 1890); after 1901 it never again exceeded 100, but until 1922 it remained above 50 in every year but one (38, in 1917); after 1923 it never again exceeded 30; and from 1945 through 1968 there were 26 recorded victims of lynching altogether.38 Lynching was overwhelmingly a phenomenon of the Old South: of the 4,742 victims between 1882 and 1968 recorded by the Tuskegee Institute, 3,442 (i.e. more than two thirds) were black and 2,343 (i.e. roughly half) were killed in Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi and Texas. (No lynchings were recorded in four states, all of them in New England: Connecticut, Massachusetts, New Hampshire and Rhode Island.)


What changed over the course of the twentieth century? During and after the First World War, and as hundreds of thousands of African-Americans turned their backs on the South and headed north in the ‘Great Migration’, public opinion in the United States began to shift increasingly towards a condemnation of lynching. Indeed, in July 1918 President Woodrow Wilson, a Democrat from Virginia not exactly noted for his concern for African-Americans, had publicly condemned lynching. A few months earlier, in April 1918, an Anti-Lynching Bill was introduced by the Republican Missouri Congressman Leonidas C. Dyer, into whose Congressional district many African-Americans fled from the racial violence that had left more than forty people dead in East St Louis in 1917. Dyer’s bill aimed to make lynching a federal crime and to make ‘any State or municipal officer’ who failed to make reasonable efforts to prevent a lynching liable to criminal prosecution. A revised version of the bill passed the House of Representatives in January 1922 and, although the Senate failed to pass it due to a filibuster by Southern Democrats,39 its introduction and near success (as well as its prior inclusion into the Republican Party platform in 1920) revealed the extent to which sensibilities were changing.


As public opposition to lynching grew and its frequency declined, the nature of the crime also appears to have undergone a change. Lynchings became less likely to be public spectacles of violence – that is, ‘ceremonial racial murders characterized by white mobs, manhunts, chases, torture, mutilation, and the public display of the victim’s remains’.40 More typical as the practice became less frequent was the notorious case of two black teenagers kidnapped by four white men from the Leon County Jail in Florida in the early hours of 20 July 1937 and shot near a highway about three and a half miles out of town soon thereafter. In the words of Florida Governor Fred Cone, this ‘was not a lynching – it was murder’.41 Cone understood the difference: this was not lynching as public spectacle; it was murder committed away from public gaze (although placards had been left near the bodies with messages such as: ‘Negroes, remember you may be next’).


Public lynchings were increasingly an embarrassment. Concern was expressed, particularly in southern states, about the negative image created by well-publicized lynchings. Local and regional newspapers took stands against the practice; local law enforcement officers displayed a growing commitment to curb vigilante activity;42 and during the brief period in the 1920s when it emerged into the mainstream of small-town, white Protestant American politics, the Ku Klux Klan looked to political activity rather than overt violence to spread its message and increase its influence.43 Public acts of vigilante violence did not cease altogether, but they met with mounting disapproval. The lynching in Florida in October 1934 of Claude Neal, a 23-year-old African-American accused of raping and murdering a young white woman, proved a milestone. Neal had been seized by a mob of 100 men from jail in Brewton, Alabama, and taken to the scene of the crime in Marianna, Florida (about 150 kilometres distant), where ‘a crowd of several thousand persons’ (‘made up of men, women, children and babies in arms’), gathered to see the lynching.44 There he was tortured, castrated, stabbed and shot, in a pre-planned spectacle of violence. This murder attracted nationwide media attention and such fierce public condemnation that ‘local Southern leaders had to state openly their opposition to lynching to save face, if for no other reason’. Lynchings continued, but they became less frequent and much less likely to be committed openly: ‘By the 1940s ritualized public executions were a thing of the past, and lynching practically disappeared altogether during the 1950s.’45


After the Second World War the climate of public opinion changed rapidly. What has been described as a ‘wave of racial violence that swept across the South in 1946’46 attracted national – and international47 – attention and condemnation. It also outraged President Harry Truman, who in December 1946 justified the creation of the President’s Committee on Civil Rights by noting that ‘we have just ended a bloody conflict to vindicate and preserve human rights’ and yet ‘we have seen in the few months past several of the most abhorrent instances of mob vengeance in the history of our nation’.48 In 1947 even Strom Thurmond, then governor of South Carolina (and in 1948 the ‘Dixiecrat’ candidate for the presidency, and later long-serving conservative senator from South Carolina), felt moved to assert that such ‘mob rule is against every principle for which we have so recently sacrificed so much, and we expect to combat it with the same determination’.49 And on 2 February 1948 Truman gave a speech before the United States Congress devoted entirely to civil rights (the first time that ever had been done), in which he urged ‘a specific Federal measure [. . .] to deal with the crime of lynching – against which I cannot speak too strongly’.50 Violent public behaviour that had been tolerated by so many before the Second World War (and that had been widely accepted before the First) now was roundly condemned. Of course, inter-ethnic violence did not cease, and the American civil-rights struggles of the 1960s were accompanied by reprehensible violence, but no longer was lynching accepted as public entertainment.


The transformation in American attitudes towards the spectacle of public lynching is evidence of a remarkable cultural distancing from violence in public life. However, to argue that violence as spectacle has become less accepted in the western world may seem at odds with received popular wisdom. Is our culture not saturated with violent spectacle? Perhaps people no longer clamour for public executions or gather to watch ritual lynchings, but do they not spend inordinate amounts of time watching violent spectacle on modern media ranging from film and television to video downloads and computer games? Has not the average British or American child – or, for that matter, the children in many countries in Europe and elsewhere who are exposed to violent American ‘action films’ and television programmes – already seen thousands of simulated deaths on television and other electronic media by the time they reach their teenage years?


The choreographed violence to which children become exposed has given rise to numerous calls to protect children from violence on television and to restrict when violent programming may be broadcast. These calls have been buttressed by alarming, if rather imprecise, statistics about the amounts of violence seen on television by children. Already in 1951, a survey in Los Angeles of television programmes for children ‘revealed, among other things, that: (1) 70 per cent of all programmes televised for children during the survey week [the first week in May] were based on crime; (2) 800 major crimes were portrayed on children’s programmes during this single week; (3) the average child in the television home saw death inflicted by violence more than forty times during the survey week’.51 In the late 1980s, it was claimed that the average American child had observed ‘18,000 killings before graduating high school’.52 In 2001 it was asserted that, ‘by the time the average American child graduates from elementary school, he or she will have seen about 8,000 murders and about 100,000 other assorted acts of violence (e.g. assaults, rapes) on network television’.53 (Even more acts of violence may be added to the total if one includes what is depicted in children’s cartoons, from Bugs Bunny to The Simpsons.) Introducing a discussion of ‘Mass Media Effects on Violent Behaviour’, the sociologist Richard Felson, a specialist in the social psychology of violence, offered a series of observations with which many people would probably agree:




Watching violence is a popular form of entertainment. A crowd of onlookers enjoys a street fight just as the Romans enjoyed the gladiators. Wrestling is a popular spectator sport not only in the United States, but in many countries in the Middle East. People enjoy combat between animals, e.g., cock fights in Indonesia, bull fights in Spain, and dog fights in rural areas of this country [i.e. the United States]. Violence is frequently depicted in folklore, fairy tales, and other literature. Local news shows provide extensive coverage of violent crimes in order to increase their ratings.54





Yet is it really true that ‘a crowd of onlookers’ today ‘enjoys a street fight just as the Romans enjoyed the gladiators’, when the latter performed in grandiose spectacles of violence that often resulted – and were expected to result – in death? Contemporary commercial entertainment – for example, film – that is saturated with staged violence, has a very different quality from that of spectacle where violence is real and lethal. There is a huge difference between computer-generated flames and real fire, between a staged death and a real killing. People in recent decades may have viewed increasing quantities of simulated death and fake blood, but this does not seem to have been paralleled by enthusiasm for participating in ritual murder or viewing real blood. It is one thing to watch a scripted and staged spectacle of violence, in which the spectators can be confident that no one will come to serious harm; however, as reactions to the televised pummelling of Benny Paret suggest, it is quite another to watch someone being beaten to death.


In recent years it is not just real violence against the person that has gone out of fashion, but violence against animals as well. Cockfights and dogfights have been outlawed, and in late twentieth-century America even a pigeon shoot could provoke mass protest: for protesters against the United States’ largest pigeon shoot, in Hegins, Pennsylvania, the shooters represented ‘predatory, phallocentric rapists who promoted violence for its own sake’ and as a result of the pigeon shoot, according to a placard carried by a protester in 1991, ‘children learn to kill’.55 Such disquiet has not been limited to urban middle-class Americans. Elsewhere concerns about animal welfare and distaste for the public killing of animals have also gained strength. Among the most striking examples are changing attitudes towards bullfighting in Spain, where in July 2010, the legislature of Catalonia voted to ban bullfighting from the beginning of 2012, making Catalonia the first region in Spain to ban this violent spectacle.56 (Bullfighting had been banned on the Canary Islands in 1991.) According to the International Movement against Bullfights, these spectacles are ‘barbaric shows, and relics of the Dark Ages’; ‘bloody “spectacles” such as this [. . .] should be prohibited in any civilized society’; ‘the savagery of this “cultural demonstration” [manifestación cultural] is only comparable to gladiator fights’.57 In Catalonia, at least, the popular appeal of bullfighting is on the wane; the spectacle of a bull being killed in front of thousands of spectators is losing its appeal.


To return to the Griffith–Paret fight with which this chapter began: the apparent paradox of the reactions to that fight, to that spectacle of violence, lay in the fact that the millions of people who watched Benny Paret being beaten to death on live television and were shocked by what they had seen had probably also viewed thousands of simulated killings and woundings in film and on television. Yet they knew the difference between acting and killing, between make-believe violence and violence in real life. Real violence is genuinely shocking; it is not entertainment. Lynda Johnson Robb, the elder daughter of President Lyndon Johnson, expressed sentiments shared by millions of people who, after the assassination of John F. Kennedy, watched the fatal shooting of Lee Harvey Oswald on live television: ‘You couldn’t believe it. This was not pretend.’58 It might be argued that the huge amounts of violence staged on film and television have taken the place of actual violent spectacle where real people suffer real injury and die a real death. There can be little doubt that during the second half of the twentieth century the nature and extent of acceptable on-screen violence were redefined, as restrictive codes governing permissible sex and violence were loosened. In the United States after the revision in 1966 of the ‘conduct injunctions’ of the film industry’s Production Code Administration (established in 1934), violence on film became more intense, extreme and graphic – as evidenced in mainstream Hollywood offerings such as Bonnie and Clyde (1967), A Clockwork Orange (1971), Dirty Harry (1971), The Godfather (1971), Carrie (1976), Alien (1979) and Rambo (1982). Film censorship was replaced by film classification – in the UK the British Board of Film Censors (established in 1912) became the British Board of Film Classification in 1985 – and film-goers around the world flocked to watch the violent adventures of Sylvester Stallone, Chuck Norris, Jean-Claude Van Damme and Arnold Schwarzenegger.59 Yet however much blood and gore in films may have aroused public concern (a reflection of continuing sensitivity about violence), and however disturbing might be the image of Arnold Schwarzenegger punching through the stomach of a punk in an opening scene of the first film of the Terminator franchise – we knew it was fake.


Real killing as public spectacle is something quite different. In early 2001 the journalist Jason Burke reported what he had witnessed in Kabul, when Afghanistan was under Taliban rule:




The first execution I saw was in August 1998. All the executions in Kabul take place in the football stadium, and I sat high in the concrete terraces, buying endless small glasses of green tea from a hawker as I waited for the amputations – which precede most Taliban executions – to start. A crowd of around 5,000 had filed quietly through the tunnels and onto the stands. Lessons from the Koran were being read aloud over the public address system and people sat and talked and bought nuts and sweet biscuits and cold kebabs. There were no women present but many boys.


Just after three o’clock two men were led into the centre circle of the pitch by a group of Taliban soldiers and made to lie on their stomachs. Their arms were tied behind their backs. For a few minutes, a group of white-coated surgeons huddled around them. The stadium was quiet but for a low murmur of conversation and the cries of the hawkers. Once a hand and a foot had been cut from each of the men tied up on the grass, the white coats retired and the amputees were led away. Later, in the street outside, I saw a Taliban soldier holding the severed hands above his head to keep them away from some children who were jumping up to try and touch them.


Soon another man was brought out from the cab of a pickup truck that had been driven onto the centre circle. He was made to squat in front of one of the goals. He had no blindfold or hood and I could see lank, dark hair and thin features. The soldiers had tied his hands behind his back though he made no attempt to escape. His movements were awkward and sudden. As I watched him fidget, a mullah at the side of the pitch took a microphone and, through the static, announced that the condemned man was a convicted murderer who was to be punished, according to the principle of an eye for an eye, by the brother of his victim. There was a short pause and some discussion among the soldiers.


Then a man took a kalashnikov from one of the Taliban, and aiming it awkwardly, pulled the trigger. Six or eight rounds rattled out in a sharp, loud burst and the muzzle of the weapon jerked upwards and to the right. The condemned man, still squatting, shuddered and spun round as the bullets hit him, seemed to hold himself upright for a moment and then toppled over onto his side. I saw him turning his head, craning his neck as if looking for something he had left behind. The crowd were on their feet shouting, then there was another short burst of fire and the body shook again. There were long shouts of ‘Allahu Akbar’. The small pool of blood was mopped up with rags and, fifteen minutes later, two football teams filed out and started warming up.60
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