
Violent States, States of Violence 
 

 

Project Aims 

 

The aims of this project are: 

 

1. To consolidate and strengthen existing interdisciplinary research and theorising on 

violence at the University of the Witwatersrand; 

2. To develop leading edge theory on the relationship between structural and direct 

violence, subjective and objective violence, or systemic and interpersonal violence, 

with an emphasis on understanding and analysing how violence occurs in the service 

of understanding why violence occurs; 

3. To develop new cohorts of critical violence scholars at the University of the 

Witwatersrand; and 

4. To establish the University of the Witwatersrand as a collaborating and cutting edge 

national, continental and international hub of innovative and critical violence 

research. 

 

Project Rationale and Framing 

 

1. On Violence: 

Violence remains one of the most vexing, recalcitrant and embedded features of our time – in 

South Africa, Africa and globally. Violence raises macro-questions about history, modernity, 

and the state, but also raises intimate questions that warp and scar multitudes of individual lives 

– regarding self, subjectivity, relationality, sex, safety, and home. Violence can be tacit, 

everyday, symbolic, background, concealed, or registered in fear and hatred rather than 

incident. It can be event, spectacle, systemic, a form of insurgent politics that calls attention to 

deeper social, political and economic challenges facing the nation-state – or simply call 

attention to itself. Despite violence having specific origins, trajectories, dynamics and 

meanings in different places, it travels across space, time and context – as evidenced in the 

wide ranging manifestations of structural, state-sanctioned, political, collective, interpersonal, 

gendered and other forms of violence that characterise so many global settings. South Africa 

is a site of particularly complex and interconnected forms of violence, and notwithstanding 

more than 20 years of democratic consolidation, offers a potentially rich site for theoretical and 

interdisciplinary innovation in relation to critical violence studies, which could have global 

resonances. South Africa also offers opportunities to study continuities and disjunctures in 

historical and contemporary forms and expressions of violence, given the extended history of 

violence in the country. 

 

Violence is closely tied to Western modernity and to its global reach through the colonial 

conquest and remaking of society such that violent movements which draw inspiration from a 

non-western past are themselves profoundly implicated in this modernity. Indeed, the 

emergence of Western modernity was characterised by multiple violent processes – revolution, 

the formation of the nation-state, the historical consolidation of the means of violence in the 

state, the ascendancy of town over country, the disembedding of the modern individual from 

complex patrimonial, clan, generational, and local relations, the formation of the modern 

subject, and indeed, the self – matched by slow processes of internal population ‘pacification’ 

and ‘civilisation’ (Elias, 2000; Tilly, 2003). Such processes were reflected in the ideas within 

the Humanities and Social Sciences that violence had become an aberration, an abnormality, 
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or something that occurred elsewhere, outside the Western domain of modernity. Violence has 

ceased to be a central concern of disciplines such as history, sociology, political science or 

psychology, but is increasingly confined to sub-specialities such as criminology, deviancy 

studies, studies of gang or youth ‘sub-cultures’, penology, and war studies. Social theory, 

assuming that violence was no longer central to the formation and sustaining of social order, 

developed new theories of ideological control, consumerism, symbolic violence, or 

governmentality as ways of explaining domination and social order (Bourdieu, 2000; Foucault, 

1975; Marcuse, 1965). 

 

Yet, the modern world remained an extremely violent place, and indeed, may well have 

experienced an expansion of violence. Here, colonialism as the darker side of modernity, was 

the central historical process in this expansion and deepening of global violence. In this regard, 

it could be argued that the entire modernist project and its associated colonial matrix of power 

were constituted through violence. This is not to say that violence did not exist prior to 

modernity, but it is in the sheer scale of the modernist project that for the first time we start to 

witness a comprehensive global ethics of massacre, terror, war and alterity in which violence 

is completely naturalised as a social resource (Maldonado-Torres, 2008). Violence is thus 

profoundly implicated in the constitution of strategic relations of power, ways of being, and 

knowledge in the modern world. 

 

To the extent that this modern violence was taken up as a node of inquiry by disciplines within 

the Humanities and the Social Sciences, the hegemonic epistemes tended to treat colonial 

expansion and domination as peripheral to the onward march of modernity, or as processes 

through which modern benefits and virtues were thought to be introduced to ‘undeveloped’ or 

‘primitive’ parts of the globe (Bhambra, 2007; 2014). However, for the peoples of most of the 

globe, slavery, plunder, conquest, dispossession, multiple forms of forced labour, cultural 

genocide, and infra-humanisation constituted their introduction to modernity, and the colonial 

social order was maintained by coercion, suffused by real and threatened violence as a daily 

experience (Fanon, 2001). Violent imperialism and colonialism was the alter-ego of pacified 

and civilised society in the West (Muchemblad, 2012). This is a divide that continues today in 

relations between the West and the post-colonial or ‘developing’ world. Thus devastating 

violence inflicted in the most modern forms by Western powers across the Middle East returns 

in the form of a violent Islam that may appear ‘primitive’ or ‘pre-modern’, but which is 

theologically and politically a modern creation. Mainstream social theory continues to ignore 

the centrality of colonialism and the post-colonial to Western civilisation, and the centrality of 

violence to the constitution of social order and social subjects. 

 

Implicit in the above, is the epistemic violence that lies at the heart of much of Western social 

theory. In this project we take the violence of the colonial and post-colonial world to be an 

integral dimension of Western modernity, and we view violence as intrinsic to the making and 

resisting of social order and subject formation – particularly in the post-colonial world, but 

constantly implicating the ‘developed’ West as well. This requires a rethinking and critique of 

mainstream social theory, and its reconstruction in order to better grasp the complex relations 

between the different zones of the global order (Anievas & Nisancioglu 2015; Bhambra 2014). 

Indeed, as we write this, Europe and the USA appear to be in the throes of social and political 

crises due to what might be termed ‘the return of the repressed’ – the violence and social 

conflict of the ghettos where former slaves, immigrants and refugees from the post-colonial 

world are quartered; the conflict around streams of refugees from ‘distant’ wars sponsored by 

Western democracies; the emergence of right-wing populist, racist and violent movements in 

response to this; the waves of collectively held sentiments and affectivities involving hatred 
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and fear, that often translate into hate-crimes and xenophobic enactments; and the emergence 

and spread of extremist and violent fundamentalisms (Ahmed, 2004; Zizek, 2016). These 

forces threaten to unravel the order constituted by social pacts and pacified subjects in Europe 

and the USA, and reinscribe violence as a significant force in the making and unmaking of 

social order and social subjects. Theory-making in the global South may indeed make an urgent 

contribution to rethinking social theory, in order to grasp these new realities in the global North 

as well.  

 

2. Violence, Democracy, Citizenship, Subjectivity and the Self: 

As examples of core concepts of social theory that may be rethought in relation to violence, we 

touch here on democracy, the citizen, the subject, and the self.  

 

After its inaugural moments, which is often marked by considerable violence, it is generally 

assumed that democracy constitutes a political form through which social conflict can be 

mediated and institutionalised, producing a reduction in violence and social conflict. From 

there on, the relationship between democracy and violence is regarded as antithetical – that is 

to say, violence is a threat to democracy. However, much of the time reality contradicts this – 

particularly in the post-colonial world where some of the greatest violence is found in long-

standing democracies, which suggests that a rethinking of the relation between violence and 

democracy, and perhaps the state and democracy, is in order (Arias & Goldstein, 2010; Auyero, 

2007). Here in South Africa, we have used the concept of ‘violent democracy’ to provide an 

analytical frame for exploring the way violence and democracy can be mutually constitutive 

(von Holdt, 2013b; 2014), while elsewhere in the global South the concept of ‘disjunctive 

democracy’ has been elaborated (Holston 2008). Western democracies may be framed in a 

similar way – with the distinction that much of their violence is geographically distant from 

their spaces of democracy. 

 

Likewise, the citizen is a concept coterminous with that of democracy, constituted through 

participation, rights, obligations, reason and civility. What of the violent citizen? Insurgent 

citizens in South Africa move easily between democratic modes and disruptive, violent modes 

in engaging the unresponsive state and claiming rights. However, insurgent citizens do not only 

fight – sometimes violently – to expand their access to democracy, they may deploy violence 

to restrict and limit democracy for others or outsiders, as in the form of the xenophobic attacks 

on foreigners, vigilante violence against those believed to be criminals, or patriarchal violence 

against liberated or transgressive women (and men). Citizens may urge or choose governments 

to use repression against dissent or minorities, or go to war – or to continue on policy and 

economic paths that destroy the planet. Here, as with democracy, we find that the concept of 

the citizen is more fluid, ambiguous, contradictory, and more tied to violence, than assumed. 

 

But if citizenship is a function and status associated with democracy and the nation-state, then 

the subject is intimately connected to positionalities that are derived through ideological 

interpellation. Here, raced, classed, gendered, ethnicised, sexualised, etc. subjects are 

intersectionally forged in the presence of ideologies such as racism, ethnicism, sexism, 

patriarchy, heteronormativity, and capitalism, but in the context of ‘violent democracies’, these 

subject postionalities are also fraught with elements of violence. The violence and alterity of 

Western modernity is embedded within these subject positions, precisely because they are 

integral to their formation and reproduction. Even when these subject positions are contested, 

violence is often present in such a politics of antagonism as well (Hook, 2014; Manganyi, 1977; 

Stevens, Duncan & Canham, 2017), even if not directly intentional. Again, the subject is a 

contradictory site where ideological reproduction and critique may be present, and where 
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violence is frequently implicated in such replicatory and contestatory processes. Whatever the 

process, violence may be experienced as a form of agency through acting on the world, whether 

this is to enforce an oppressive (racialised, patriarchal, classed or heterosexist) order, or to 

challenge it, or simply to carve out a small domain of ‘freedom’ – which may of course reduce 

the freedom of others, as in the freedom of the patriarch, of the lumpen, or the shack-lord. 

Violence, in other words, is productive, not simply instrumental – a practice through which a 

particular subject is produced, at the same time as the range of social and political possibilities 

is transformed. Both the subject and the socio-political field that are produced in the violent 

encounter are at once confronted with a fresh combination of possibility and constraint. 

 

The concept of the self introduces a more intimate dimension in which the sociality of 

citizenship, subjectivity and violence are interiorised and privatised as seemingly naturalised 

components of personhood – a psychosocial zone if you will (Frosh, 2010). Blackness, 

whiteness, masculinity, femininity, heterosexuality, homosexuality, and ethnic self-

identification are all exemplars of how the social becomes constructed as intrinsic components 

of the self – an experience of these social dimensions as deeply personal (Rose, 1996). Given 

the relation of these social dimensions to violence in Western modernity and the post-colony, 

violence is invariably naturalised within the constitution of the self, influencing our 

corporeality, affective experience, emotional expression, and notions of morality in our 

interpersonal and social relatedness, and acting either as a justification for or prohibition 

against violence (Stevens, 2016). However, we find here as well, that the self is not as 

autonomous as imagined. It arises on the ground of modernity, through the violent convulsions 

that produced modernity, in and through larger structural forces and institutions. It may 

therefore be the interiorised and personalised site for the enactment of state, class, racial, ethnic, 

colonial, and gendered contradictions that play out, through violent actions. 

 

3. Re-thinking and Re-theorising an Analytics of Violence: 

We are interested in the connections and dynamics between these different levels – between 

large-scale structures and institutions, citizenship, subjectivity and the intimate productions of 

selfhood – captured here by the title of this project, ‘Violent States, States of Violence’. The 

modern state produces, and is the site of, a vast range of violences – a state that is indeed a 

violent state, and is reciprocally implicated in multiple states of violence through which 

embodied, actional and agentic subjects and persons are interpellated into violent encounters. 

We are particularly interested in how violence reticulates along varied structural, social, 

political, communal, collective, interpersonal, cultural, embodied, moral, affective and 

emotional conduits in constituting a matrix – one in which there is an ongoing interplay 

between structural conditions that enable violence, and processes of subject and self formation 

in which violence comes to play a formative and reproductive function. Here, encounters of 

violence represent not only the sites of convergence for persons, social subjects, citizens and 

social structures, but also provide opportunities to understand the mechanics, processes and 

dynamics of violence (i.e. the ‘how’ of violence) that should offer a deeper understanding of 

the ‘why’ of violence. 

 

In contrast to the prevailing perspectives, then, we see violence as integral to status quo 

maintenance and social change, as well as to micro-processes of domination, subordination 

and resistance, where it is always available as a resource to social agents within the context of 

modernity. Violence is deeply implicated in the classical questions of social order – whether in 

the direct form of physical violence, or in its threatened use or tacit presence, or whether it is 

simply available as a little-used resource. Violence may subvert or disrupt order, and it may 

buttress or establish order – both from above and from below – and therefore has multiple 
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meanings. When we speak of order here, we refer to the ordering of social life at a variety of 

different levels: on the one hand, for example, Marikana as a site for contestation over the post-

apartheid order in South Africa; on the other, vigilantism as an attempt to re-establish ‘order’ 

in a shack community plagued by crime; or even further, threatened or actual violence in the 

‘private’ space of the home in order to shore up an eroded patriarchy. This observation points 

to ambiguity and complexity – to what extent are the community protesters who burn down a 

community hall and engage in battles around street barricades transgressing a social order? To 

what extent, on the contrary, are they performing disruption by making use of violent rituals 

that are a well-established and mutually understood repertoire? And if the latter, to what extent 

may it be said that the violence performed in such protests is being institutionalised and 

therefore also reproduced as an immutable feature of our societies. 

 

We are acutely aware of the ways in which violence reticulates across space and through 

institutions, mutating into different forms as it travels: starting off in modes of domination and 

repression, and returning in the hands of subalterns; starting off as an element within 

emancipatory projects, and returning in a patriarchal form to silence women, or ethnic 

minorities, or political dissidents. Struggles for national liberation, for example, may end up 

buttressing some of the violent practices of the colonial state as well as producing new ones, 

narrowing the base and contributing to an exclusionary democracy. We are also acutely aware 

of the way violence travels across time, so that the past continuously re-emerges in the present 

– such as the way in which colonial massacres are remembered, re-evoked and re-imagined as 

continuous in post-colonial and contemporary massacres (e.g. the symbolic associations made 

between Sharpeville and Marikana). 

 

Violence also traverses the structural and the personal in seamless ways as, for example, in the 

context of the ‘slow violence’ of environmental destruction (Cock, 2017; Nixon, 2011). This 

may appear to be intangible and even sentimental – yet a moment’s reflection on the slow 

poisoning of water and air that ultimately destroys human and animal bodies, crops, and in the 

end the commons of nature on which humanity depends for its existence, clearly constitutes 

the infliction of tangible physical violence. As with other forms of violence, this is a violence 

that journeys and mutates across time and space – in this case across different sites and 

organisms and generations, including the human organism and its generations – and its chief 

characteristics are its slowness and its invisibility. Unlike more visible forms of interpersonal 

violence, environmental violence tends to remain concealed by its slow and obscure workings, 

as well as by what might be called the epistemic violence of corporations and authorities that 

profit from such processes, giving rise to ‘toxic uncertainty’ in afflicted communities (Auyero, 

2009). This kind of violence is inseparable from large-scale economic and social dislocations, 

such as mining, industrialisation, infrastructural projects, urbanisation and so on, and in the 

context of this project, a key question would be its impact on subjectivities and individual and 

collective responses, that may include violence itself. 

 

But direct violence also articulates with other direct violences (Fanon, 2001), most notably 

when one observes the recapitulations and mutations of violence at both the interpersonal and 

communal levels. The experience of violence during childhood may very well produce 

tendencies to violence in adulthood, or indeed propensities to victimhood. Ongoing exposure 

to violence in situations of sustained civil conflict and endemic crime may yield emotional 

numbing and desensitisation to violence on the one hand, but may also generate shallow 

affective responses that may increase the tolerance for violence, or alternatively, may produce 

forms of appetitive violence within communities. Violent streets may trigger violent parenting 

in an effort to keep vulnerable children off those streets; violent homes may propel teenagers 
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into the fraternities of violent gangs; men who are accustomed to violence in other spheres may 

resort to violence in the home; violent communities may foster an appetite for further violence 

as a form of agency; and interpersonal violence and collective violence may become easily 

intertwined during community protests, strikes, vigilantism or xenophobic violence, when 

interiorised motives and social conditions for violence converge. 

 

These kinds of ‘concatenations of violence’ (Auyero, 2015) – chains of violence across 

communities and environments, and through households and biographies – require a break with 

the silos of specialist studies and sub-disciplines that compartmentalise violence into particular 

forms and sites, if we are fully to understand the durability and mutability of violence. Yet, 

very little work has been done in pursuing these questions and connections as important 

conceptual fault lines for rethinking violence both empirically and theoretically. Our ambition 

is to mobilise research across a range of different phenomena and questions, bringing them into 

conversation with each other in order to develop new insights and to stimulate deeper 

theoretical work.  

 

Expanded concepts of violence contribute breadth and complexity to the field. There is a danger 

here that we fall into the trap of seeing violence as the only or principal prism through which 

we make sense of reality; indeed, there are those who argue that violence and the formation of 

social institutions to manage and control it, are the defining processes that explain the growth 

and change of human societies (North Wallis & Weingast, 2009). Since the premise of this 

project is that most research that that purports to investigate violence actually fails to do so, 

investigating instead violent contexts, we are indeed placing violent processes at the centre of 

this project; the challenge is to do so in a way that illuminates a wider range of social processes 

without being reductive. This is not a challenge that can be met a priori , but only through 

rigorous research, analysis and collective exchange in the course of the project.   

 

Beyond this issue, though, there is a set of concepts that expand the meaning of violence beyond 

its physical and tangible forms – concepts of structural violence, symbolic violence, and 

epistemic violence. Broadening the field in this way does allow one to understand violence as 

pervasive and suffused through the interstices of society – at the risk, though, of a loss of focus 

and specificity, which may make it impossible to imagine alternative, non-violent practices or 

orders. Thus, structural violence is a relatively ambiguous and unspecified concept that can be 

applied to many things, and is often used to explain and therefore justify many forms of 

subaltern violence, without pausing to examine the concrete mediations. 

 

In this proposal we focus on forms of direct or physical violence, including physical harm and 

the threat or fear of physical harm, and violence against property – looting, destruction, seizure 

or dispossession of private or public goods, buildings, land, infrastructure and so on, including 

forcible eviction, relocation or banishment. This will remain at the centre of the project 

described here. However, the other less tangible forms of violence referred to above are often 

intimately bound up with these tangible forms – indeed, we are tempted to state that this is 

always the case. For example, structures of power and inequality may be responsible for 

destitution and hunger that indeed causes physical harm of various kinds. Symbolic violence 

in the Bourdieusian sense internalises relations of domination and subordination, producing 

‘naturalised’ inferiority. However, subalterns may respond to symbolic violence – a field in 

which they may have few resources – by deploying physical violence in retaliation (von Holdt, 

2010), and indeed much physical violence entails a dimension of symbolic violence as well, as 

we witness in Fanon’s account of their combination in the violent order of colonialism (von 

Holdt, 2013a). 
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Epistemic violence – the perpetuation of dominant forms of knowledge and destruction of 

alternative knowledges and perspectives – which we take to be a particular form of symbolic 

violence, may on the face of it appear unencumbered by tangible violence. However, it may be 

accompanied by physical violence, such as the destruction of holy sites, libraries, pharmacies 

and the killing of their custodians, or it may sanction the differentiated status of violence in 

different places, as signalled at the beginning of this proposal, which allows democracies to 

inflict massive and perverse forms of violence on other parts of the world – shock and awe, 

remote bombing campaigns, drone murders, massive invasions etc. 

 

For the purposes of this project, however, we will retain the dynamics of tangible physical 

violence at the centre of our research, while drawing into it the analysis of structural, symbolic 

and epistemic violence in order to help us to understand the nature, purpose and meaning of 

tangible violence and violent encounters. We will not, however, engage in direct research on 

structural, symbolic or epistemic violence in their own right, in the absence of more tangibly 

violent processes. At the end of the first five-year phase of this project these distinctions will 

be re-evaluated and may produce a revised understanding and research strategy. 

 

4. Methodological Pluralism and Innovation: 

The perspectives on violence outlined above also have implications for methodological 

strategies – implying investigation across multiple dimensions of violence and society, and 

bringing these into analytical connection and conversation. 

 

Though there has been considerable discussion of, and research into violence in South Africa, 

several key limitations have constrained theoretical developments within this area of 

intellectual inquiry. Where macro-analyses of violence have been favoured, they have 

foregrounded the significance of the historical, political, social and economic determinants of 

violence, but have often framed violence as epiphenomenal to, or a proxy for, macro-level 

inequalities. Under these circumstances, the subject has often been evacuated from 

understandings of violence in favour of focusing on its distal and/or proximal social 

determinants (i.e. focusing on objective, symbolic or systemic violence). In instances where 

micro-analyses of violence have been conducted, violence tends to be viewed as an 

instrumental or pathological outcome of early experiences of subject formation or socialisation 

processes that have been pernicious in various ways. Here, there has been a tendency to 

foreground the subject at the expense of situational, contextual, socio-cultural and historical 

analyses (i.e. focusing on subjective, visible or interpersonal violence). 

 

In both instances, the object of analysis tends not to be violence itself, but violence as a 

representation or expression of other proximal or distal phenomena. Where attempts have been 

made to study the interaction between these two opposite ends of the structure-agency 

continuum in relation to violence, they are frequently narrowly informed by the drive towards 

interventionist modes of thinking and doing, often at great cost to our analysis and theorizing. 

In addition, they have tended to be dominated by more technicist approaches that are 

interactionally descriptive, politically ‘neutral’, decontextualized, atheoretical and ahistorical 

in relation to violence in many instances. 

 

Violence research tends not only to be compartmentalised vertically between macro-level 

forces and processes and micro-level processes of subject-formation, but also horizontally into 

different forms and disciplines – gender-based violence, criminal violence, war studies and 

post-conflict societies, deviancy studies, policing reform, and so on.  
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It should be clear by now that we are proposing a different approach to those set out above – 

one that brings the systemic, structural, institutional and political dimensions of violence into 

a relationship with the subjective and productive dimensions of violence through investigating 

the concrete and specific processes, episodes and practices of violence in their context. Hence 

again, our emphasis on studying the ‘how’ of violence in order to understand the concrete 

mediations and dynamics between different levels of society, thus coming to more convincing 

and robust conclusions regarding the ‘why’ of violence. As with integration across the vertical 

stratification of violence studies, we propose a more integrated approach across the horizontal 

silos of violence specialities. The project endeavours to explore the connections and 

disconnections between different forms of violence, between the everyday and the spectacular, 

between the visibilised and invisibilised, and between the micro-analytics of the violent 

encounter and the macro-analytics of larger social questions relating to violence and social 

orders, histories, democratisation, urbanisation, land dispossession, coloniality and 

decoloniality. In other words, we seek to pursue what Auyero (2015) calls ‘concatenations of 

violence’ – the chains of violence that connect violence in a variety of institutions, settings, 

sites, and working through space, time, and biography. 

 

For the purposes of this project, we have therefore conceived of an analytics of violence at 

three inter-related levels. At the first level, is the place of violence in the making and unmaking 

of large-scale social structures and processes. At the third level, is the relationship between 

violence and subject-formation, both as it emerges in episodic interpersonal and collective 

encounters, and as it is sustained through the presentation of self as one who is capable of 

navigating violence, able to deploy violence resources, and comfortable with violence. And 

most importantly, the second level is constituted by the nexus of the two – that is, the ways in 

which structures and institutions themselves are violent, the manner in which macro-

determinants of violence are translated into moments of violent enactment, and the ways in 

which subjects are mobilised within these encounters. In other words, how do large-scale social 

structures and processes infuse and interface with the everyday processes of subject formation 

and enactments within moments of violence? Here, questions of how class, gender, race, 

history, etc. are present in the moment of violent interaction, and how these subjectivities are 

mediated through, and impact on, the workings of large-scale social structures and processes, 

are central. 

 

We propose repositioning the problematic of violence to study its intersecting trajectories, 

dynamics, meanings and effects. This will of necessity entail examining violence in relation to 

histories of oppression; structures of inequality; institutional repertoires; group identifications; 

embodied enactments; affective practices; spatial patterns and temporalities; economies of 

morality; moral orders/codes and their meanings; amongst other aspects. By bringing together 

scholars engaged in concrete research at these different levels and across a range of forms and 

spaces, we hope to produce an analysis that is larger than the sum of its parts, providing insights 

precisely into the processes through which violence is mediated, produced and becomes 

meaningful.  

 

Violence is complex and ambiguous and requires a range of theoretical resources within its 

analysis. To this end, we will draw on a variety of interdisciplinary theoretical resources in 

Philosophy (e.g. Arendt, Sorel, Zizek, etc.), Political Theory (e.g. Balibar, Evans, etc.), 

Anthropology (e.g. Das, Taussig, etc.), Sociology (e.g. Auyero, Holston, Wieviorka, etc.), 

Ethnomethodology (e.g. Garfinkel, Sacks, etc.), Cultural Studies (e.g. Giroux, Ahmed, etc.), 
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Feminist Theory (e.g. Butler, etc.), Affect Theory (e.g. Massumi, Wetherell, etc.), Postcolonial 

Theory (e.g. Mamdani, Fanon, etc.), and Psychosocial Studies (e.g. Frosh).   

 

While the research project distances itself from the many moralising tropes about violence 

within the public imagination, and does not start from the premise that violence is a ‘problem’ 

that needs to be ‘prevented’, it is clear that innovative research strategies and findings may well 

produce fresh insights into how violence may be addressed or mitigated. 

 

PART 3: Modes of Violence and Sites of Intellectual Inquiry  

 

The above rationale, aims, objectives and analytic framing will be operationalized through 

eight key project themes. Each of these themes identifies a distinct perspective, a framing 

question, for the investigation of violence – but at the same time the themes intersect with each 

other, providing opportunities for cross-fertilisation and synergies between researchers 

engaging with different themes. While a specific theme may start from either a macro- or a 

micro- perspective on violence, we anticipate that each will explore the shifts and relations 

between these different scales and targets of analysis. 

 

1. State Violence: 

The state is both agent and site of violence. As agent it may deploy repressive force against 

protesters and strikers, and engage in violent policing. As site, the contestations over access to 

the state and state resources have given rise to an informal system of patronage politics, which 

drives processes of factionalism. Networks of patronage are also often linked to networks of 

violence. Violence here takes multiple forms, including the use of state institutions of coercion, 

collective violence, and targeted assassination. Colonial histories matter here – colonial states 

were always constructed in processes of conquest, dispossession and violence. Research will 

investigate several varieties of violence by and within the state, including for example, how 

state forces may enable or collaborate with other actors engaged in violence; but also how the 

party-state nexus may be implicated in the production and mediation of violence. 

 

The overarching question: How does the state structure, enable, permit and generate 

violence, how does violence structure the state, how are colonial histories present in 

current practices, and in what ways is the state present in violent encounters – even 

intimate ones? 

 

2. Socio-Economic Transformations and Violence: 

Large-scale socio-economic and political transformations taken to be processes of 

‘development’ or ‘modernisation’ – industrialisation and deindustrialisation, urbanisation and 

urban ‘renewal’, infrastructure projects, decolonisation and democratisation – are frequently 

accompanied by violence. As a key exemplar of such processes, mining involves large-scale 

social disruption, dispossession of local communities, and destruction of natural resources such 

as water, soil and clean air. It is frequently accompanied by intense violence – violence against 

local communities and leaders, violence within communities, and state repression of resistance. 

It not infrequently involves violence between different elite factions – rival chiefs, rival 

politicians, rival companies – over who will benefit most. There is also the ‘slow violence’ of 

degraded environments and destroyed communities.  

 

The overarching question: How are ‘development’ and ‘modernity’ implicated in 

violence, including the ‘slow violence’ of environmental destruction, and how does 

violence shape ‘modernity’ – including democracy, citizenship, subjectivity and the self? 
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3. Violence and Collective Action: 

Violence regularly accompanies collective action such as protests, strikes and demonstrations. 

Certain forms of collective action that are prevalent in South Africa are explicitly violent – 

vigilantism and xenophobic attacks, for example. Violence bubbles up through and around 

organisations. The #FeesMustFall movement has not been left untouched by violence, both 

internally and directed against authority. Research will be undertaken on movements and the 

dynamics of violence within them, and between them and authorities. This will include 

exploring the ways in which repertoires and discourses of violence travel through organisations 

and over time, simultaneously shifting shape, rationales and targets, as well as the dynamic 

interaction between violent and non-violent modes of collective action. How subjects are 

mobilized into taking part in such action, will also be explored. 

 

The overarching question: Why are collective actions and movements so frequently 

accompanied by violence, and what is the interplay of history, social structure and the 

stance of authorities, with collective and organisational dynamics and subjectivities 

within movements, in producing, shaping or limiting this violence? 

 

4. Communities and Violence: 

Daily life in poor communities is frequently driven by violence. One form of violence may 

contribute to another, or mutate into other forms, in a process of ‘concatenation’ across 

different structures of power and social sites, such as elite formation, patriarchy, inter-

generational relations, politics, the family, schools, churches, the field of crime and 

punishment, and so on. Individuals may experience various kinds of violence, sometimes as 

victims, sometimes as perpetrators. Moreover, much of our research tends to focus on physical 

forms of violence – against bodies and things. A great deal of violence in this instance however, 

is tacit – that is, it consists of a background threat or potentiality that has concrete effects on 

relationships and transactions. The relationship between illegal immigrants and police officers, 

for example, may be structured by an implicit threat of violence. In such cases, the actual resort 

to direct violence may be perceived as failure, since the threat of violence should be sufficient 

to discipline behaviour. Affluent communities may also outsource some forms of violence to 

private security companies, while concealing other forms in private homes. Deep ethnographies 

will explore the experience, making, meaning and impact of violence, its relation to the making 

and unmaking of the social order, the connections between different kinds of violence, and 

between violence and larger structural forces on the one hand, and subjectivities and the self 

on the other. 

 

The overarching question: How does the concatenation of violence work – how is violence 

embedded in communities, individual practices and local institutions, how does it travel 

and mutate across different sites, and how is it related to the making and unmaking of 

order? 
 

5. Interpersonal Violence: 

Violence against women and other marginalised groups remains extremely high in South 

Africa, despite young men constituting the largest cohort of both perpetrators and victims of 

violence. Research would explore these various forms of interpersonal violence in the context 

of the erosion, defence and reconfiguration of patriarchy, masculinities, womanhood, 

sexualities and gendered intimacies. The activation and importance of gender in specifying 

differential forms and outcomes of violence compels us to think critically about the ways that 

social structure, ideology and identity bleed into performances of masculinity in the context of 
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both the apparently instrumental means, but often also in the expressive ends of widespread 

violent crime in South Africa. While focusing on enactments of violence we are also interested 

in examining how patriarchy, for example, frequently entails a tacit threat of violence against 

women (and men) who transgress informal codes in the home or in public, especially in 

changing racialised and classed contexts. With regard to violent crime, we are concerned with 

the polymorphic nature of violence that suggests that elements of instrumentality, class, race, 

gender, generation, etc. are all present simultaneously, thereby illuminating how time, space, 

place and subject blur to produce enactments of violence in complex ways. Advancing 

knowledge on these confluences requires more theoretically inflected explanations than 

contemporary epidemiological accounts are currently able to provide. 

 

The overarching question: How do aspects of social structure, socio-culturality and 

historicity become incorporated into subjectivities, to the extent that they are constructed 

as naturalised and ‘individually-owned’ aspects of selfhood or personhood; how are these 

animated, transmitted and recursively constituted within interpersonal violent 

encounters, and how do they reciprocally reproduce aspects of social structure, socio-

culturality and historical re-inscriptions? 

 

6. Interactional Studies of Violence: 

Relying primarily on ‘naturally-occurring’ data (e.g. video materials), this thrust within the 

project is based on utilising a range of genealogical, discursive, ethnomethodological and 

conversation analytic methods to understand the moment-by-moment progression, escalation 

or de-escalation of violence within social encounters as sites of empirical data. Amongst other 

possible sources, data will include recordings of social protests, interpersonal violent 

encounters, police violence, and incidents of collective violence. 

 

The overarching question: How does violence occur in situ, in the moment of enactment; 

what are the interactional dynamics, processes and practices that give expression to its 

escalation or de-escalation, and how do these dynamics, processes and practices act as 

instantiations of the convergence of subjectivities and social structures, each mutually 

reinforcing each other? 

 

7. Embodied Enactments, Affective-Discursive Practices, and Violence: 

This thrust explores subject formation and performance in relation to violence in the contexts 

of affective practices, embodied enactments, spatial configurations, meaning-making, and 

economies of morality. Some of the possible links between the capacity for mentalization, 

empathy, processes of identification and disidentification, ethical concern, and aspects of 

subjectivity that inhibit enactments of violence will also be explored. Here, we contend that we 

may develop more complex understandings of the translation of macro-determinants of 

violence within moments of direct violence, as well as an appraisal of the mobilization of 

individual subjects within violent interactions, using phenomenological accounts, discursivity, 

affective analytics, embodiment theory and deep ethnographies of violence. At the same time, 

research will explore ways in which violence is productive, reshaping individual and collective 

subjectivity, agency and the ‘sense of the world’. Aspects of shifting positioning vis-à-vis 

perpetrator and victim identities, as well as witness and bystander positions may be 

interrogated, for example. 

 

The overarching question: How does violence circulate through, and become reproduced 

by, variegated economies of morality, affective-discursive practices, subjecthood, and 
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embodied performances to yield violence as a visceral subjective expression of broader 

social fractures, often in spectacular displays, and also formative of new subjectivities? 

 

8. Responses to Violence: 

Violence has a deep impact on social structures, relationships, victims, perpetrators, 

subjectivities and the constitution of personhood. People may adopt different strategies in 

relation to perceived or actual threat. They may aim to enlist very different kinds of resources 

and forces in order to escape or manage a violent environment – such as the state, local agents, 

the supernatural or discursive and political attributions of legitimate or illegitimate perpetration 

or victimhood. Such strategies may expand or accelerate violent practices within communities 

or organisations, or reduce or block pathways of violence. 

 

The overarching question: What is the impact of violence on individuals and 

communities, how do they respond, and how do their responses accelerate or block the 

diffusion of violence? 
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