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Preface

GUNTHER KAISER

Representations of crime and the criminal, although only recently a specific
subject matter in the field of criminological research, have actually been
present in society ever since the creation and development of its normative
structure. They are functional in stabilising and achieving cohesion in every
society. In this respect, they emerged much earlier than the public penal
law and the modern state. Nevertheless, since the time of the Enlighten-
ment, with its first approaches to a rational penal policy, changing images
of crime have become a focus of study. During various historical periods,
different sciences took the lead in constructing images of crime. They were
looking for a concept like “natural crime” or delictum per se, instead of
delictum mere prohibitum. But sometimes representations embrace also
symptoms of individual or social pathologies, and even of miscarriages of
justice. Traditional images like the “alien other”, the “born criminal”, or the
degenerated offender, as opposed to the later growing representations of the
“delinquent normal” or “self” or “crime of everyday life”, have been
known at least since the turn of the nineteenth century. They promote and
structure the broader interdisciplinary discussion, as well as the competing
streams in the recent field of criminology. While the concept of crime as a
normative construct provides an orientation by expressing the basic values
and rules of society, the functions of alternative representations of crime
are less clear, except for their claim either to restrict social stigma and ex-
clusion or to reinforce it, in the case of the born criminal or the outcast as
the alien other. Thus, in the controversial discourse we are confronted with
a rich diversity of views on societal manufacturing processes of crime rep-
resentations, including systematic biases of law enforcement.

Besides academia, the political parties, crime victims, the police, the
criminal justice system, international bodies, like the European Union, as
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well as the general public and — of particular influence — the mass media
are contributing to the processes of norm creating, criminalisation, and de-
vising alternative sanctions, with less painful consequences, societal
stigma, suffering and exclusion for the convicted. This topic was especially
emphasised by post-structuralist and post-modernist thinking since the
nineteen-sixties, reaching its peak in the deconstructionist movement in the
nineteen-seventies, together with the heyday of critical criminology. So, we
may ask what the motives of that kind of reasoning were. Perhaps it was
the sudden awareness that the search for truth and for a doubtless objective
reality might be futile, because crime and criminals are neither real entities
nor theoretical products, but sheer constructs of socially defined problems.
The insight that crime is more than a notion or a conflict defined by penal
law and is fabricated by the criminal justice system was definitely stimulat-
ing. The discovery that the dimensions and facets of everyday perceptions
of crime are wider and perhaps different from the official normative con-
struct was at the same time disturbing and innovative. It undermined the
traditional concept of consensus and sharpened the outlook for alternative
constructs of realities of crime and of formal penal sanctions. The main
tools of this approach have been empirical research on public attitudes,
content analysis of the mass media, as well as the examination of their role
in the process of manufacturing representations of crime. More than ever
before, it became clear that crime is not a given neutral or ethical concept
of timeless character, despite its affiliation to the biblical Ten Command-
ments, but an expression of power, of values and social structure, depend-
ing on time and place. This meant that the representations of crime and its
consequences call for scrutiny, as a matter both of discussion and of politi-
cal transformation. In consequence, the traditional consensus about the con-
cept of crime could not be taken for granted any more, even within the
discipline of penal law, and contrary to the solid beliefs of traditional crimi-
nology. “Partial blindness”, however, does not distinguish only the positiv-
istic - deterministic model of research, but “specified ignorance” can be
considered a characteristic of every theoretical position and perspective.
Further on, we cannot ignore a wide intercultural evidence of normative
beliefs and concepts, which is in contrast to the proposition of a far-
reaching constructivism. Nevertheless, the result of stocktaking after thirty
years of contesting and destructing traditional crime concepts as well as
various attempts at devising functional alternatives to existing sanctions —
less painful for those involved, but effective in restoring moral stability —
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appear today less encouraging than initially expected, if not disappointing.
Inevitably, the outcome must be considered moderate, since the suggested
alternatives and proposals could not always be adequately transformed into
public policies. This discourse was often too detached from practice and
penal policy, as for example in the case of the penal doctrine of criminali-
sation and decriminalisation. Yet, the image of the criminal remains a con-
troversial matter. It is as contested as ever and will probably always be
problematic. Perhaps the main contribution of this discourse has been a re-
newed awareness of the unwanted side effects of criminalisation, such as
stigmatisation and exclusion, as well as a more persistent quest for less
harmful and, at the same time, functional alternatives. In the end, we see
very colourful — but not always coherent — pictures, consisting of the ingre-
dients and characteristics of crime.

Looking for images of crime today is similar to scrutinising everyday
conceptions of criminality — another focus in the comprehensive discussion
on the best direction and the most fruitful approach of modern criminology.
As limited as the new insights may be, they nevertheless constitute an en-
riching contribution, incorporating a dimension that cannot be ignored any
longer. The manifold variety of subjects and perspectives in the present
volume — often using a non-conventional methodology — demonstrates the
promising potential of such an approach. In conclusion, the debate on rep-
resentations of crime remains current, and the contributions of this second
volume of “Images of Crime” are indicative of the stimulating richness of
the ongoing research on representations of crime.
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Introduction

HANS-JORG ALBRECHT, TELEMACH SERASSIS & HARALD KANIA

Two years ago, the editors of the first volume of Images of Crime* de-
scribed it as “a first attempt to bring together scholars from various Euro-
pean countries and representing a variety of disciplines, in order to examine
and comment upon ‘representations of crime and the criminal in science,
the arts and the media’, and expressed the wish for “more intense co-
operation ... among scholars from diverse fields, as well as from various
countries”. The appearance of this volume is a reaffirmation of this goal
and an attempt to establish a series on ‘Images of Crime’, an international
forum for the exchange of views and information on the representations of
crime and the criminal in politics, society, the mass media, the arts, but also
in science and the criminal justice system. Images of Crime has attracted
the interest of the scientific community and has received favourable re-
views, which is both encouraging and stimulating.

Scholars from several European countries accepted our invitation to par-
ticipate in the present collection, with contributions that examine various
aspects of the issue in question, either from a purely theoretical point of
view, or by presenting and analysing the results of their research projects.
The number of articles exceeded our expectations: a total of sixteen articles
are included in this volume, distributed in four sections. It goes without
saying that on no account does this distribution represent a strict categorisa-
tion; it is rather intended as a ‘compass’ for the reader.

* Hans-Jorg Albrecht, Afroditi Koukoutsaki & Telemach Serassis (eds.), Images of
Crime: Representations of Crime and the Criminal in Science the Arts and the Me-
dia, Edition luscrim, Freiburg, 2001.
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The first section, comprising three articles, focuses on crime and politics,
the representations of criminality constructed and employed by the political
system.

Telemach Serassis examines the (manifest) incorporation of the criminal
issue into the political discourse in late modernity. He argues that, follow-
ing the transformations of the post-war state and society, crime has moved
to the fore of the political rhetoric, emerging as the primary concern of
modern society: drugs, organised crime, and corruption have entered the
agenda of political parties of the whole spectrum, but also of public opin-
ion, featuring at the top of the list, together with unemployment and (lack
of) social welfare, and exceeding such crucial issues as democratic values
and procedures, human rights, the war, or the environment. In his opinion,
concurrent phenomena of late modernity, such as social exclusion, poverty
and immigration, all too often tend to be associated with crime, in ways
that obfuscate their real dimensions. The article — intended more as a car-
tography of issues that call for thorough examination — considers these
processes, with reference to Greece, and Europe in general: how crime and
insecurity are employed towards the construction of a new consensus, and
how neo-liberal rhetoric and repressive policies are thus legitimised.

Ronnie Lippens analyses the Belgian Parliamentary Report that was pub-
lished following the 1996-98 inquiry into the handling, by the police and
the judiciary, of the so-called ‘Dutroux affair’. His essay attempts to recon-
struct an imaginary space that seems to have allowed for the articulations
of the report. He claims that this imaginary space centres on particular im-
ages of governance that express a desire for new forms of social organisa-
tion and regulation. This desire, the origins of which are residing in the
deep transitions of Belgian social, political and everyday life, seems to
have been awoken by the particular images and imagery of crime and im-
morality, which the ‘Dutroux affair’, from 1996 onwards, pushed to the
surface.

Jonathan Jackson considers the notion of ‘fear of crime’ within crimino-
logical research and its surrounding debate, as seen from a British context.
It constitutes a history of the emergence of a political and intellectual idea.
By examining the construct of ‘fear of crime’, describing and diagnosing
how the concept has emerged and developed, and evaluating the impor-
tance of its theoretical and operational definitions to the wider debate, this
article aims to provide an examination of how public attitudes towards
crime and the risk of victimisation have been approached within crimino-
logical research. The basis for his account is a set of perspectives and ar-
guments drawn from in-depth interviews with twenty-eight UK-based aca-
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demic and Home Office criminologists who have researched and written on
this subject. In particular, two propositions are considered: The first is that
the research instruments used have imposed structure and categories onto
the social world. The second is that the policy context has shaped research
and debate in deleterious ways. .

The second section includes five articles, with society as their common
subject matter, examining such issues as the public’s attitudes and values,
insecurity and fear of crime.

Susanne Karstedt and Stephen Farrall explore the realm and the images
of ‘crime’ that constitute the arena of illegal behaviour of the ‘respectable’,
and thus the space between ‘crime in the streets’ and ‘crime in the suites’.
They investigate the characteristics and dimensions of the ‘moral economy’
of modern consumer society, which is developing in Europe under the
pressure of neo-liberal market policies. They argue that unfair practices,
unethical behaviour and fraud seem to be rife, and they make an impact
upon the everyday life of consumers and citizens who are affected as vic-
tims and are often (it would appear) involved as ‘offenders’. Such practices
influence feelings of trust in markets and of the legitimacy of market insti-
tutions, and mediate the moral and legal attitudes of the majority of the
population. As invisible to the general public as to criminologists, regula-
tory agencies and bodies have emerged at the local and national levels, and
within government and business. These bodies deal with such fraudulent
practices and attempt to control and regulate them. The article presents the
first results from a comparative study in England & Wales and Germany
and focuses on the results of qualitative interviews with UK experts, busi-
nessmen and the general public.

Dieter Hermann explores the question to what extent milieus differ in
their perception of criminality and in their criminal activities. His analysis
is based on two representative surveys in two German towns, Heidelberg
and Freiburg, in which significant differences were found, not only related
to structural levels, lifestyles, and value-orientations, but also regarding
criminal activities. He also examines the causal influence of milieu-specific
factors on criminal behaviour, by using path analysis, and he finds signifi-
cant effects of structural variables, values and norm acceptance on the
prevalence and seriousness of delinquent behaviour. The results suggest
that milieu factors function as filter variables that people apply in order to
reduce complexity and to process information. He claims that milieu-
specific lay perspectives help people in selecting the subjectively important
information for their actions, either deviant or not.
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Joachim Obergfell-Fuchs and Helmut Kury examine attitudes towards
punishment. They argue that these reflect a general assumption about
which reaction is justified for each crime, and that a sanction is considered
essential to restoring justice, which has been disturbed by the committed
crime. In their opinion, attitudes towards punishment are influenced by
cognitive, emotional, and behavioural processes and do not necessarily re-
flect the sanctioning practice of the courts. The article is based on a large-
scale survey in two German towns, Freiburg and Jena, in which the respon-
dents were asked to propose the justified sanction for different criminal
violations. The results show distinct attitudes towards the punishment of
different crimes. While abortion, consumption of marihuana, and squatting
are seen as least punishable, sanctions of an intermediate severity are con-
sidered appropriate for crimes like graffiti, personal theft, consumption of
heroin, or drinking and driving. Severe sanctions are proposed for crimes
like robbery, assault, burglary, theft of car, indecent assault, or rape. Gen-
erally, East Germans favour more severe sanctions, in comparison with
West Germans, especially for drug-related crimes, but the more severe the
offence, the smaller the differences are. Furthermore, a comparison be-
tween proposed sanctions and actual sentences of German criminal courts,
in the same time period, confirms the assumption that the public is much
more punitive than the courts. The authors claim that everyday views on
crime and punishment are not at all uniform, since personal experiences as
well as the amount of information on the particular crime and its offender
have a strong impact on attitudes towards sanctioning.

Giuseppe Mosconi and Dario Padovan present the results of a survey on
the relationship between quality of life in different areas of Padua and feel-
ings of safety, as well as attitudes towards crime and the criminal justice.
The analysed phenomena include different levels and definitions of feeling
of insecurity, crime concern and fear of crime, victimisation, self-
protecting behaviours, negative stereotypes, attitudes towards the penal law
and the prison. All these aspects are studied in three different town areas, in
relation to a range of variables, which include the social network structures,
the average social capital, the attitudes towards institutions, the trust in
them, the kind of participations, and the social services and infrastructures.
This leads to different results for each area, rather complex and contradic-
tory, but in any case very relevant for the correlations between dependent
and independent variables. The authors conclude that the better the quality
of life, the less fear of crime, insecurity and punitivity emerge.
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Werner Greve scrutinises the so-called ‘victimisation/fear paradox’, ac-
cording to which older people are more afraid of crime, although they are
(statistically) least likely to be victimised. However, recent studies have
shown that older people do not actually experience fear more frequently or
more intensely than younger adults, though they do behave more cautiously
(which could help to explain why older people are less likely to become
victims of crime). He sets a series of questions regarding this paradox: Why
do older people act more carefully? Is their prudence a by-product of fear?
Why do younger people not take more care, though they would be well ad-
vised to do so? Do people interpret situations, subjects, and dangers differ-
ently? Why does precautionary behaviour in old age not have a detrimental
effect on well-being? After providing initial responses to these questions,
he goes on to consider a series of research questions that may be helpful in
avoiding apparent paradoxes in the future.

The third section, with three articles, deals with one of the main sources
of representations of crime and the criminal — the mass media, both printed
and electronic, and their role in late modernity.

Jock Young examines the relationship between the media, violence and
youth. He criticises the deterministic ‘effects model’ and studies the narra-
tives of violence held in common in both fictional and news sources, as
well as the notion of these narratives of violence, not as causes of violence
but as vocabularies of motive which facilitate the emergence of violence in
subcultures of marginalised youth. He also analyses the development of
mass media in late modernity, both quantitatively, in terms of an increase
in the amount of time spent and the amount of violence presented, and
qualitatively, in terms of its multimediated nature and direction at specific
audiences. His subjects of study include the rapid development and growth
of new media, such as videogames, and their interactive rather than unidi-
rectional nature, as well as the change in the audience in late modernity,
with the destabilisation of the grounded narratives of everyday life in work,
the community and the family, and hence the appeal of the straightforward
narratives available in the media. Finally, he argues that such a breakdown
in narratives is most common in subcultures of the excluded, who are — be-
cause of economic and ontological insecurity — most prone to violence and
also the greatest consumers of violent media.

Afroditi Koukoutsaki deals with the reconstruction of the ideological dis-
course of the mass media about the criminal. Her analysis focuses on the
representation of the murderer in the Greek media. The subject matter of
the article is the investigation of the mechanisms by means of which the
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law-breaker is transformed into a ‘criminal’, in a retrospective reversal of
his/her identity. Considering the news coverage of crime as one dimension
of a more complex system of definitions and interpretations regarding
crime, criminals and social control, she examines the ideological unity of
the messages being produced, as well as the extent to which these messages
reproduce the definitions and interpretations of the institutional primary
definers and the ‘specialists’, at both the theoretical and the practical level.
In addition, she investigates their further ideological implications, namely
the function of the media in contributing to the shaping of societal reaction
towards crime, as part of the practices towards establishing social consen-
sus and legitimising punitive mechanisms. The research material consists
of the coverage of three homicide cases by five evening newspapers, and
the main body of information is drawn from the elements of the context,
including opinions of the agents of the punitive mechanism, specialists’
views, and interviews with the public.

Harald Kania proposes a general theoretical model of the social con-
struction of criminality and its various instances, based on the assumption
that the TV presentation of crime can be regarded as a ‘reality of its own’.
Furthermore, he presents results of a questionnaire study, showing the vari-
ous forms of crime presentation in 5 different TV programmes and their
effects on the viewers’ mental models of criminality. Finally, he discusses
the results in the context of the presented theoretical model and suggests
considering TV crime stories as ‘modern folk tales’.

The fourth section, focuses on the arts and consists of five articles, four
of which examine the criminal issue in literature, while the fifth deals with
crime and criminal policy in comics, continuing a ‘tradition’ initiated in the
first volume.

Michael Walter proposes an alternative approach by associating crime
theory with literature. He argues that scientific crime theories are mostly
created by observation and experience-guided inspiration, often related to
the field of juvenile delinquency, and that, though theories try to discover
empirical rules, they have an unsystematic background. Because of the
broad variety of life conditions, crime theories are mostly of limited appli-
cability for explaining or predicting the social construction of criminality.
Nevertheless, he believes that theories are important and even necessary
with respect to the behaviour orientation they provide, and pleads for more
frequent application of literary works when seeking such orientation. The
relevant literature maintains the demands of covering the essentials of real-
ity, in a sensitive and convincing way, rather than narrow our view strictly
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according to selected scientific disciplines. Furthermore, less convenient
aspects of the truth, such as social criticism, could also be included. The
author uses Friedrich Diirrenmatt’s play ‘The Visit’ to demonstrate the ca-
pacity of the proposed theoretical approach.

Heinz Miiller-Dietz deals with literary portrayals of crime. He claims that
writers regularly treat contemporary or historical aspects of crime and its
control. Both from a criminological and literary science perspective, he
poses the question, whether these — mostly epic, sometimes dramatic —
texts can be regarded as depictions of real persons and events. This ques-
tion applies not only to documentary stories, which apparently claim to
give a factual account of things. He also discusses in which way reality and
fiction are related in other literary texts — or at least, in which way they can
be related. In that regard the narrative function of real events (as they are
seen by the writer) seems to be essential, i.e., which meaning real events
have for the writer’s literary treatment of reality. It is proposed that, ac-
cording to the diversity of literary products, a broad variety in the literary
exploitation of reality can also be found. The latter assumption is examined
using text samples of recent literary works.

Monika Fludernik examines the function of prison in literary texts. She
addresses a number of functions of the prison, both as an institution and as
experience, in literary texts. She considers ‘metaphors of (im)prison(ment)’
and discusses to what extent these go beyond, and differ from, the recurring
characterisations of the prison in factual accounts (e.g., prison autobiogra-
phies or criticism). She analyses a number of selected literary passages that
employ prison metaphors, and compares the results of this analysis with the
recurring thematic concerns in the factual genres. She also attempts to
summarise the functional aspects and relate them to the contrast between
the factual and fictional imaging of prisons and the carceral experience.

Frank Neubacher uses Mario Puzo’s novel ‘The Godfather’ as his sub-
ject matter, and poses the question to what extent this novel can be re-
garded as a reflection of the Mafia. Quite surprisingly, and in contrast to a
widespread assessment in criminology, he shows that the novel is much
more than just the origin of a mystification of the Sicilian mafia. According
to the author, Puzo had depicted the Mafia as a structured and hierarchical
system of power, long before investigations of the Italian police confirmed
its existence in the late 1980s. In addition, the novel proves to be close to
reality when referring to the importance of such issues as ‘territory’ and
‘codes of honour’.
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Karl-Ludwig Kunz offers an overview of his research on the conception
of criminality conveyed in Walt Disney’s ‘Mickey Mouse’ and ‘Donald
Duck’ comic series. The subject matter of the research is a comparative
analysis of two complete annual volumes in German (1952 and 1995), us-
ing both quantitative and qualitative methods. The nature and the extent of
Duckburg’s criminality are demonstrated by calculating statistics (based on
the categories of Swiss criminal law) that provide offender and victim
characteristics for each of the main figures of the comic series. In the quali-
tative part of the research, a reconstruction of the patterns of action of
Duckburg’s characters and of the politics of crime control in Duckburg is
attempted, especially vis-a-vis a neo-liberal perspective.

The variety of subjects and approaches is yet another proof of the diver-
sity of views concerning the criminal issue. The authors of the volume ex-
amine various aspects of the phenomenon, with ‘representations’ as their
central theme, enriching the relevant literature and widening the intellectual
spectrum. Furthermore, they often do so in an ‘unconventional’ way, avoid-
ing (or even criticising) traditional approaches, and offering alternative
pathways for the study of such crucial issues in late modernity.

As with the first volume, there has been no interference in the contribu-
tions, other than the editing necessary for the linguistic and aesthetic ho-
mogeneity of the collection. The editors respect the opinions expressed by
the authors and believe that diversity, and even conflict, are invigorating
elements for intellectual discourse.

We wish to thank all the friends and colleagues who helped in realising
this project, and especially the contributors for accepting our invitation and
for their valuable co-operation, as well as those who were supportive of our
task but could not provide their contribution for this collection. Hopefully,
these will appear in the next volume.

Prof. Padelis Lekas, Dr. Samuel Lindsey and Ms. Corene Rathgeber read
some of the texts and helped in improving them. We express our thanks to
them. We are also grateful to the Max Planck Institute for covering part of
the translation costs and luscrim Edition for the publication. And once
again, Michael Knecht has proved a valuable associate.

Professor Giinther Kaiser was kind enough to write the preface. As al-
ways, his views are substantiated and constructive. It is an honour to our
collection and we express our gratitude to him.

We look forward to continuing the /mages of Crime project — not only
does it raise important issues and bring together scholars from different
countries and disciplines, but it is also a pleasure working on!



Politics and Crime
The Criminal Issue in Political Discourse

TELEMACH SERASSIS

Crime and punishment sit centre stage in the theatre of American po-
litical discourse. For much of the past three decades, politicians have
made crime-related problems central campaign issues and struggled
to identify themselves as tougher than their competitors on crime, de-
linquency, and drug use. Popular concern about these social problems
has reached record levels during this period and public opinion polls
indicate that members of the public have become more likely to sup-
port punitive policies such as the death penalty and “three-strike”
sentencing laws.

(Beckett, 1997: 3)

Barry Goldwater started it. The 1964 Republican presidential candi-
date was the first to put crime on the national agenda in response to
soaring rates of violence in the 1960s. [...] The conservative senator
from Arizona vowed during his acceptance speech at the Republican
national convention to make “enforcing law and order” a campaign
issue. He railed against “violence in the streets” and said he would
“do all that I can to see that women can go out on the streets of the
country without being scared stiff.” Goldwater failed miserably at the
ballot box against incumbent Lyndon Baines Johnson, but LBJ and his
advisers did not fail to notice the resonance of the Arizonan's stinging
demands for law and order.

(Gest, 2001: 5)

Michael Dukakis, the 1988 Democratic candidate for the United States
presidency, was to become a most characteristic example (and eventuaily
the unfortunate victim) of the impact of the law-and-order rhetoric that had
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successfully penetrated American politics, thereby superseding crucial is-
sues of the American society, such as health, employment and social wel-
fare:

“In the midst of that campaign [the 1988 presidential campaign between
Michael Dukakis and George Bush], Willie Horton, who was on furlough
from a prison in Massachusetts, raped and murdered a woman. Bush was
quick to blame Dukakis, a former governor of Massachusetts, for allowing
dangerous criminals to be released from prison. Political analysts agree that
this incident contributed to George Bush’s victory.” (Chambliss, 1999: 24)

In the twenty-four years between the two elections of 1964 and 1988, west-
ern societies experienced the transition from modernity to late modernity,'
with crime undoubtedly being one of the pivotal issues in this transition. If
Goldwater’s attempt to strike a chord among the electorate had been rather
premature, in the next election Nixon was already doing much better.’

Jock Young (1999) has brilliantly described the transition from the in-
clusive society of modernity to the exclusive society of late modernity. In
particular, he stresses the shift from the relative stability of the post-war pe-
riod to the ontological insecurity characterising the last three decades of the
twentieth century. “Because of ontological insecurity,” writes Young,
“there are repeated attempts to create a secure base. That is, to reassert
one’s values as moral absolutes, to declare other groups as lacking in value,
to draw distinct lines of virtue and vice, to be rigid rather than flexible in
one’s judgements, to be punitive and excluding rather than permeable and
assimilative.” (Young, 1999: 15). Two parallel processes can be observed
regarding crime: On the one hand, there is a rise in crime rates — especially
crimes of violence; on the other hand, attitudes towards crime and the
criminal have become less tolerant and more punitive. Of particular interest
is the intensified concern about crime, which has risen to a major social —
and eventually political — issue.

! “The history of the twenty years after 1973 is that of a world that lost its bearings and

slid into instability and crisis.” (Hobsbawm, 1994: 403).

“In the 1968 presidential campaign between Richard Nixon and Humbert H. Hum-
phrey, Nixon and his running mate, Spiro Agnew, hammered away at the issue of
law and order. It is ironic that two of the highest-ranking politicians in U.S. history
exposed for systematic criminality while in rank ran for election on a platform of
‘law and order’. Vice President Spiro Agnew was convicted of accepting bribes and
payoffs, and President Richard Nixon was forced to resign to avoid impeachment and
consequent trial by the Senate for a host of crimes, including conspiracy to commit
burglary and obstructing justice.” (Chambliss, 1999: 19).
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Whereas until the 1960s crime — with few exceptions — was not regarded
as an alarming phenomenon — hence Goldwater’s miscarriage — since then
fear of crime has escalated to the point of panic, bringing insecurity to the
top of social problems, as expressed in public opinion polls, mass media
coverage, and, also, in political discourse.” Yet, as Anthony Platt so point-

edly put it

David Garland (1996, 2000, 2001) offered an outstanding analysis of crime
control in contemporary high crime societies and coined the term ‘crime

“The current political preoccupation with crime and justice has little to do
with either. With the collapse of liberalism and the Keynesian regulatory
state, the old Fordist social pact has been broken, giving rise to more coer-
cive and exclusionary forms of social control. What poses as moral outrage
about crime is in fact a recognition of the weakening political authority of
the state. Some 20 years of structural unemployment in the former industrial
zones, ruthless cuts in public spending, declining participation in the elec-
toral process, plus sustained policies of malign neglect of the racial divide,
have ripped open the social fabric and created widespread anxieties about
personal well-being and security.” (1994: 4-5).

complex’ to describe the current situation:

The transformations effected by the transition of Western societies from
modernity to late modernity — especially the weakening of the sovereign

“A cultural formation has grown up around the phenomena of high crime
rates and increased insecurity and that this formation now gives the experi-
ence of crime a settled institutional form. This cultural formation — which
we might term the ‘crime complex’ of late modernity — is characterized by a
distinctive cluster of attitudes, beliefs and assumptions:
— high crime rates are regarded as a normal social fact,
— emotional investment in crime issues is widespread and intense, encom-
passing elements of fascination as well as fear, anger and resentment;
— crime issues are politicized and publicly represented in emotive terms;
— concerns about victims and public safety dominate public policy;
~ the criminal justice state is viewed as inadequate or ineffective;
— private, defensive routines are widespread and there is a large market in
private security;
—a ‘crime consciousness’ is institutionalized in the media, popular culture
and the built environment.” (2000: 367-368).

3

“The first direction — already obvious thirty years ago and hardly open to dispute — is
the embedding of the crime problem into political discourse. [...] It was not predict-
able in the 1960s that the crime problem would so come to dominate the political
rhetoric of Western democracies.” (Cohen, 1996: 7). See also Serassis (2001: 67-68).
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state* — led to the emergence of new (or newly-defined) phenomena, in-
cluding new forms of criminality and social exclusion. Thus, there has been
a new focus on corruption,” violent crime, drugs and organised crime, and
terrorism, accompanied by repressive policies, rising prison populations
and expanding (and dispersed) social control.’ A vicious circle developed
thereby, involving high records of criminality, escalating public concern
(resulting in intensified fear of crime and moral panics), the media, and —
most important — political rhetoric.” Although the constituents of this con-
struction are in interaction with each other, they, nonetheless, often func-
tion autonomously. For example, such is the impetus, that any decline in

6

“There is more than happy coincidence between the tendency to conflate the troubles
of the intrinsic insecurity and uncertainty of the late modern / postmodern being in a
single, overwhelming concern about personal safety — and the new realities of nation-
state politics, particularly of the cut-down version of state sovercignty characteristic
of the ‘globalisation’ era.” (Bauman, 2000: 215). “The limitations of the state’s abil-
ity to govern social life in all its details have become even more apparent in recent
times.” (Garland, 1996: 449). See also Young, (1999, especially chapter 1); Serassis
(forthcoming).

See Serassis (forthcoming: 376-377).

“The western world is faced with the highest rates of imprisonment and of socially
excluded segments of the population. Institutionalised control systems, such as the
Schengen Information System, meet no substantial reaction whatsoever. On the con-
trary, they are widely accepted together with other repressive measures, such as
harsher penalties, more prisons, intensive (“zero-tolerance™) policing, disregard of
human rights, and so on, all in the name of moral panic and fear of crime, masterly
fostered, to a great extent, by the dominant ideology and the mass media.” (Serassis,
2001: 75).

“Americans are being scared to death about crime. In a circle with no end, we are fed
distorted and misleading information and then told that the only solution to the prob-
lem (which has been manufactured by government officials in the first place) is to
spend more money on policies that contribute to the problem. We are becoming a
country obsessed with an imaginary plague, spending scarce resources on failed
remedies while refusing to recognize both the reality of the problem and the social
policies that do work. We must bring about a revolution in our thinking lest, too late,
we realize that our fears generated policies that created the plague we feared.”
(Chambliss, 1999: xi-xii). Stanley Cohen spoke of the ‘constructionist triangle’: “In
the first of its corners, there is the actual incidence, severity and risk of victimization.
In the second, there is the public perception of the seriousness of the crime problem
(crime is increasingly ranked a more important social problem than unemployment,
health care, nuclear risk, environmental damage, etc). And in the third, there is the
thetorical manipulation of the crime problem and public anxiety in media and politi-
cal discourse.” (1996: 8).
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crime rates tallies neither with the number of convictions or imprisonment
rates, nor with the feeling of insecurity or the panicking media discourse.®

A characteristic indication of the disconnection of crime in public and
media representations from the actual nature of the phenomenon is this:
while in 1996 only 18 percent of the households in the European Union ex-
perienced ‘vandalism or crime in the area’,’ according to a report of the
European Opinion Research Group,m in the same year 32 percent of the re-
spondents said that they felt unsafe in the street — a number that increased
in the 2000 survey (33 percent) and further in the 2002 (35 percent). As far
as Greece is concerned, the data are even more revealing: whereas Greece
is considered one of the safest countries — and this is expressed both in re-
corded rates of criminality and in the Eurostat survey with only 5 percent of
the households mentioning experiences of ‘vandalism or crime in the area’
— 28 percent of the respondents of the European Opinion Research Group
survey expressed feelings of insecurity, a rate that climbed to 51 percent in
2000, and 43 percent in 2002.

Another dimension of this discursive framework has to do with the fact
that crime is considered a major problem (and treated accordingly), regard-
less of its significance in each society, either in itself or in comparison to
other social phenomena. For example, ‘terrorism’ has come to dominate
Western societies as their principal concern, irrespective of its actual di-
mensions: If after 11 September 2001, there has been reason for alarm'! for
New Yorkers or residents of other North American cities, it was merely po-
litical manipulation — reinforced by media propaganda — that led to the cur-

¥ “Once established, this view of the world does not change rapidly. It is not much af-
fected by year-to-year changes in the recorded crime rate, even when these involve
reductions in real rates of criminal victimization. This explains the apparent absence
of a relationship between crime trends and fear of crime sentiments. Our attitudes to
crime — our fears and resentments, but also our common sense narratives and under-
standings — become settled cultural facts that are sustained and reproduced by cul-
tural scripts and not by criminological research or official data. The development of a
‘crime complex’ produces a series of psychological and social effects that exert an
influence upon politics and policy. Citizens became crime-conscious, attuned to the
crime problem, and many exhibit high levels of fear and anxiety.” (Garland, 2000:
368).

Eurostat, Living Conditions in Europe — Statistical Pocketbook (2000 Edition).
Public Safety, Exposure to Drug-Related Problems and Crime — Public Opinion Sur-
vey (May 2003).

Even in this case, though, the anxiety and the reactions — both domestic and interna-
tional — have been by far disproportionate.
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rent ‘fromo-phobia’ in the Western world, with all its consequences in eve-
ryday life — xenophobia, repressive measures, intensified surveillance, and
so on.'? Similar cases are: illegal arm and drug dealing; human trafficking
and organised crime in general, which has come to replace the Cold War
‘communist danger’;'"’ new definitions of and approaches to corruption;'*
and violent criminality, mainly associated with immigration (the ‘danger-
ous foreigner’) or sexuality (sexual harassment, wife battering, child por-
nography and molestation). Within this framework, a strategy can be traced
towards an association of various phenomena of late modernity: poverty,
economic and labour instability, immigration, cultural divergence, the de-
mise of traditional family ties, plus the ontological insecurity described by
Young."” In a social environment resembling the Durkheimian notion of
anomie, political discourse is attempting to establish a new status quo
based on punitiveness, zero tolerance and the new penality,'® rather than on
the welfarism of the first post-war decades, which has persisted as a mere
Jagade of the rhetoric and proclamations of party programmes and pre-
election campaigns."’

As mentioned above, crime has also superseded most other issues related
to risk and insecurity in late modern society. These include not only the on-

2 For example, although the terrorist organisation ‘17 November’ ceased to operate,
since most of its members have been arrested and brought to trial, there still exists a
public concern for ‘terrorism’, freely combined with racism and xenophobia. The
coming Olympic Games (Athens 2004) also offer good justification both for intensi-
fied repressive measures. willingly and eagerly accepted by the public, and for bla-
tant foreign interventions. On that, and the economic implications involved, see Ser-
assis (forthcoming: 386, 387).

It is no coincidence that the rhetoric does sound very similar to the one used during
that period, and also that it is the same agencies — mostly intelligence and security
services, rather than police — that are mobilised against organised crime. See also
Cohen (1996: 9, 11-12).

See Serassis (forthcoming).

As Melossi wrote, in a parallel line of thought: “The fact is that in a society obsessed
with anxieties, in which many traditional identities having to do with class, politics,
ethnicity and gender are rapidly declining, the criminal presents respectable society
with the gift of ideological, if not social and economic, recomposition.” (1997: 67).
Garland (1996, 2000, 2001). See also Downes (2001); Young (1999).

As welfarism was promoted and canonised by both conservative and progressive
governments in the post-war era, so is neo-liberal discourse and politics embraced by
social-democratic or right-wing political powers nowadays. On the politics of law
and order in the United States and Great Britain, see, among others, Ryan (1999);
O’Malley (1999); Brownlee (1998); Downes & Morgan (1997); Chambliss (1999,
especially chapter 2); Beckett (1997, especially chapters | and 7); Platt (1994).
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tological insecurities related to poverty, unemployment, and exclusion, but
also several (and pretty lethal in themselves) risks which remain irrelevant,
at least officially, to criminal activity per se.

“In any given year almost 90 percent of Americans are not the victims of
any criminal offence. The risk of being a victim of a violent crime is even
less: In any given year fewer than 3 percent of Americans are victims of a
violent crime. Every year 50,000 people die and hundreds of thousands are
injured in automobile accidents. There are fewer than 20,000 homicides
every year, and violent crime does not approach automobile accidents for
the number of injuries caused.” (Chambliss, 1999: 2).

In the European Union, according to Eurostat,' in 1998 there were 42,290
traffic deaths — a rate of 11.3 per 100,000 population — compared to 5,677
homicides — a rate of 1.8 per 100,000 population. For Greece the contrast is
even more overwhelming: 2,380 traffic deaths (22.5 per 100,000) compared
to 176 homicides (1.9 per 100,000). According to the same survey, in an
even more crucial field, work safety, the rate of fatal work accidents in
1996 was 5 per 100,000 employed for the European Union, and 4 per
100,000 employed for Greece. In simple words, this means that for some-
one living and working in Europe the chances for being killed in a traffic
accident are more than six-fold compared to the risk of death due to crimi-
nal victimisation (in particular for Greece it’s almost twelve times as
much), and it is almost three times more likely to die in a work accident.
The list could be expanded to include extensive loss of life due to lack of
adequate or timely medical care, due to physical disasters, such as floods or
earthquakes, as well as due to starvation, excessive heat or cold.” Never-
theless, people do not consider such risks so significant (not even indi-
rectly, in reference to quality of life, infrastructures, medical care, or road
and work safety), let alone bring them to the top of the list. Accordingly,
such issues hardly ever enter the political agenda — with the exception per-
haps of small left-wing parties — and in no case do they threaten the pre-
eminence of criminality in political discourse.

Crime is employed in late modern governance as a cohesive element in a
society “of pluralism, debate, controversy and ambiguity” whose “compass

® Eurostat, Living Conditions in Europe — Statistical Pocketbook (2000 Edition).
These are not ‘third-world phenomena’; they are experienced — with increasing fre-
quency — even in developed Western countries.
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has failed” (Young, 1999: 2);* a discursive practice aiming at moving the
focus away from social phenomena such as unemployment, poverty and
exclusion, and even interweaving them with criminality itself. Hand in
hand with this strategy, new crime control policies — of purely punitive and
exclusionary nature — prevail globally and become legitimised in a social
setting characterised by moral panic and lack of tolerance.

“Unlike the penal-welfare strategy, which was linked into a broader politics
of social change and a certain vision of social justice — however flawed in
conception and execution — the new penal policies have no broader agenda,
no strategy for progressive social change and no concern for overcoming of
social divisions.” (Garland, 1996: 466).

In fact, law and order politics seek to deepen social divisions and set
stricter boundaries than already exist. This is accomplished to a large de-
gree by constructing various categories of ‘otherness’. Such ‘otherness’
may be based upon nationality, religion, culture, social, economic, even
marital status, or usually a combination of them. In an era characterised by
ambiguity, diversity and lawlessness, there is an appeal to ‘eternal values’
and ‘traditional principles and traits’,?' in a strained attempt at constructing
new identities and new consensuses.

“[The] ‘demonisation of Others’ is at work in many different European
member-states, notably in the treatment given immigrants and other outsid-
ers who want to be part of the new market Europe (refugees, asylum-seckers
and others). This demonisation of Others, of course, works to legitimise the
denial or withdrawal of national or European support and services from
these ‘Others’ [...] and it may also contribute to the ascription of these Oth-
ers into a specifically criminal or villainous category, both in media reports
and in commonsense descriptions.” (Taylor, 1998: 25).

The politics of exclusion literally create ‘deviant others’, thus reifying the
phantom of ‘dangerousness’. In an impressive regression, crime is once

% Again, the whole framework appears very ‘Durkheimian’ in its conception. See
Melossi’s analysis of the role of crime and social control vis-a-vis the constitution of
New Europe (1997: 66 fT.).

2! For example, “the most publicised attempt at redrawing moral lines more rigorously
is the “back to the basics’ initiative of the British Conservatives in 1995, which was a
replay of the Back to Family Values campaign of the Bush administration.” (Young,
1999: 15). There is little doubt that similar policies were followed by both the Labour
Party in Britain and the Democratic (Clinton) and Republican (Bush Jr.) administra-
tions in the United States, as well as by conservative, liberal, and social-democratic
governments all over Europe.
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more considered the outcome of personal and/or familial pathologies. Per-
haps more than in any other field, neo-liberal ideals are herewith employed
to construct new stereotypes that shift the focal point from social dysfunc-
tions to individual traits: Crime is associated with immigration, racial and
religious diversity, unemployment, disrupted families, and so on. Political
discourse and the respective penal and social policies™ construct new ‘im-
ages’ of criminals, which in turn are projected in the media and impressed
upon the public, thereby forming part of the late modern mythology: the
‘Arab (or Muslim) terrorist’; the ‘Albanian (or black) criminal’; the ‘psy-
chopathic murderer (or rapist)’; the ‘deranged paedophile’; and so on. Im-
migrants are bad because ‘they take our jobs’, but also because ‘they steal,
rape and kill’. Aithough, at the political level, only a few ultra-right-wing
groups explicitly adopt such a standpoint,? these views are quite popular
among the public, as confirmed by opinion polls, but they also smoulder
within the whole political spectrum.?* It seems that, in the present state of
affairs, electoral success depends largely upon the rhetoric about criminal-
ity and criminal policy, and accordingly no political party can afford to dis-
appoint the electorate in this field. Regardless of their ideological stance,
political parties find themselves obliged to wheedle the public, responding
to both media and political pressures.”> And very often they excel them-
selves in reassurances about their ability to guarantee law and order:

2 Even through ‘affirmative action’. For example, the categorisation of the target
groups of the national and European ‘programmes against social exclusion’ very of-
ten functions in a stigmatising and further exclusionary manner.

Sometimes quite successfully too, if one takes into account the electoral success of
nationalist and ultra-right-wing parties in Europe. -

The role of ‘specialists’ ~ in particular criminologists — ought not to be underesti-
mated (see Serassis, 2001). The fact is that ‘managerial criminology’ has considera-
bly influenced law and order politics not only in the United States, but also in
Europe.

“Crime has been raised to the level of a national crisis by a coalition of interests
(sometimes strange bedfellows, to be sure) including (1) conservative politicians
concerned primarily with repressing civil rights activism and political dissent; (2) the
media, ever hungry to attract readers and viewers with issues that captivate the
imagination and fears of the public; and (3) the law enforcement establishment, with
an insatiable appetite for public funds and public approval.” (Chambliss, 1999: 27-
28). Another factor are the vast economic interests invested in the “crime-industrial
complex”. This has been further intensified by the privatisation processes in the
criminal justice system. See Serassis (forthcoming).
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“In the 1997 general election the Labour Party highlighted the issues of
crime and fear of crime in ways quite unprecedented in its history. Rather
than merely trying to neutralise their opponents’ traditional electoral advan-
tage on this issue, Labour campaigned to establish itself in the public’s mind
as the party most likely to instigate ‘tough’ and effective measures against
law-breakers.” (Brownlee, 1998: 313-314).

Similar practices can be observed all over Europe. In Greece, the governing
socialist party (PASOK) managed to overcome the advantage of the con-
servative party (‘New Democracy’) in criminal matters, by making law and
order one of the top items in its 2000 electoral agenda.”®

One of the most celebrated accomplishments of the Greek socialist gov-
ernment’s second term was the unravelling of the terrorist organisation ‘17
November’, which was hailed with great contentment both in Greece and
abroad, and was publicised as one of the major achievements of the ad-
ministration. On the whole, the government has been promoting a stricter
framework of control — including intensified surveillance — on the grounds
of the ‘high risks’ of terrorism, organised crime and illegal immigration,
and in view of the 2004 Olympic Games. Such policies are not only gener-
ally accepted, but to a large degree encouraged by the public, in spite of the
given sensitiveness of the Greek people vis-a-vis repressive measures, due
to the turbulent history of the country.”’

26 In an opinion poll by the private firm Metron Analysis, a few months before the 2000
general elections (July 1999), ‘criminality and foreigners’ (sic) were considered the
second most important problem of Greece, with 22.8 percent, close to ‘economy’
(23.4 percent) and unemployment (21.5 percent). There followed ‘foreign policy’
(16.7 percent), ‘education’ (3.5), ‘lack of organisation and infrastructures’ (1.6) and
*health and welfare’ (1.3). The message was conveyed and Prime Minister Konstan-
tinos Simitis stressed his government’s determination to ‘combat crime” and ‘guaran-
tee order and security’. During the presentation of his electoral programme, he stated
that “the elimination of crime, delinquent behaviour and hooliganism is a condition
for the subsistence and prosperity of society”, a position which he repeated during
his pre-election rallies (“We are determined to get it over with crime. We are relent-
less against criminality.”). After his re-election, he reaffirmed this standpoint in his
Statement of Policy before the Parliament (22 April 2000): “We want a better quality
of life for all our fellow-citizens, and this is a priority for the next four-year term.
Fighting crime and establishing a sense of security at home and in the neighbour-
hood, in the city and in the countryside, are elements of this quality of life,”

In its short history, Greece has experienced a Civil War ( 1945-49) and two dictator-
ships (1936-41 and 1967-74). See Serassis (forthcoming: 379). All things considered,
the situation is quite similar in Germany, another European country with acute de-
mocratic reflexes due to its recent history.

2

~
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In Greece, as across the whole of Europe (and probably all over the
world), the criminal issue is being incorporated into political discourse to
such a degree that one cannot really “spot the difference” between crime
and politics, to use Cohen’s perceptive remark. In this respect, it is hardly
surprising that we are even witnessing the criminalisation and demonisation
of political views and activities, such as the ‘anti-globalisation’ movement
or even civil rights activism. This situation has obvious negative effects on
society and puts in jeopardy such fundamental principles of Western cul-
ture as freedom, equity and human rights. It therefore goes without saying
that Europe needs to resist such a course, if it really stands for a free and
open society. Otherwise, the European dream may too easily degenerate
into a nightmare.
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White Integrity

A Speculation on Images of Sovereignty in a Belgian
Parliamentary Inquiry Report

RONNIE LIPPENS

Bataille and Dutroux

One picture of Dutroux, the indicted child abductor and child molester (his
trial has been scheduled to take place in 2003), will probably have been
etched in the mind’s eye of Belgians and, possibly, of many more. The pic-
ture was taken shortly after his arrest in 1996. It shows an unshaven face,
tangled hair, a drooping mouth, and eyes that, glancing somewhat awry,
appear to be looking away from anyone to communicate with, looking
alvay to some marginal, dark space. There were other pictures of Dutroux,
to be sure. But this is the one that has dominated newspaper coverage and
newsreels, and therefore public imagination, ever since that day in August
1996, when Marc Dutroux was arrested by the police. There is something
animal-like about the image in this photograph. Perhaps it’s in the wildly
unfocused eyes. Perhaps it’s in the roaming absent-mindedness that seems
to ooze from the picture. Perhaps it’s in the absence of what some of us
would recognize as clean-shaven, orderly rationality, or as communicative
openness. Or perhaps it’s something around this drooping mouth that seems
to suggest unfettered lust and desire. The picture, according to the newspa-
pers, showed an “evil beast”, a monstrous entity that, as we were told soon
after Dutroux’s arrest, dwelled in shady dungeons where young girls were
sexually abused or otherwise tortured, or left to die.

Now let us focus a little on this beast-like character. One could of course
consider a wild, untamed, unordered beast that lustfully dwells in marginal
darkness as a useless and expendable thing. But to someone like Bataille
for example, the “beast” Dutroux, like de Sade, is well on “its” way on the
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road to sovereignty. This is perhaps the place to expand on Bataille’s writ-
ings. One of Bataille’s theses (1988 and 1992), particularly in the volumes
of The Accursed Share (La Part Maudite), holds that what he calls the “re-
stricted economy”, i.e. the economy of scarcity, utility, focus and process,
is not really all that important for an adequate understanding of the ways of
the world. Underneath the thin veneer of the restricted economy lurks the
dark but very real force of the world. This force, a “general economy” of
energy, according to Bataille, is what really matters. Now real sovereignty,
although impossible to reach, if anywhere, should be looked for in this
general economy of energy, that is, as far away as possible from the stric-
tures of social and economic utility and dependency. Real sovereignty, at
least according to Bataille’s “heterology”, cannot be found in centres or
cores. It dwells not in the light of day, but rather lurks in the shade of dark-
ness, in marginal spaces, at or beyond the limits of ordered, focused, disci-
plined, restricted life. Real sovereignty then is not so much a quality of cen-
tred power as is it something that dwells unreachably at or even beyond the
limit of the strictures of restricted life, that is, beyond the strictures which
we depend on in our manifold illusions of sovereignty. Real sovereignty is
not dependent on anything and as such it is out-of-this-world, where utter
and absolute independency is impossible even to imagine. Real sover-
eignty, writes Bataille, does not reside in the greatness of plans and pro-
Jjects, nor in the power in and through which machineries of domination and
control are established. Great plans and projects, powerful machineries, and
so on: they all are utterly dependent. They are dependent on all that allows
them to remain in a state of dependency. They are dependent on the stric-
tures of domination/submission in a restricted economy. The greatness of
real sovereignty, in Bataille’s scheme, is to be reached for — an impossible
task, to be sure — in the infinite smallness of the limit, that is, in that space
of unrestricted infinity that, unreachably, stretches out beyond plans, pro-
jects, schemes, centres, and strictures. Now this space cannot be reached.
Indeed, that kind of real sovereignty is “wholly other” to life as we know it
— there seems to be no dependency there. But one could read Bataille’s
work as an attempt to imagine, think, or write this limit, and this would ex-
plain his relentless explorations into marginality, excess, desire, lust, and,
more conspicuously so, the pornographic, the vile, the beastly, and the sa-
distic. It is during such imaginative explorations in what Foucault (1986)
was later to call “heterotopia” that something of sovereignty, real sover-
eignty, independent sovereignty, can be sensed. Says Bataille.
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And here is where we need to go back to Dutroux. Marginal Dutroux.
Excessive Dutroux. Lustful Dutroux. But also pornographic Dutroux. Vile,
sadistic, beastly Dutroux. This is the Dutroux who figures on the photo-
graph that has been etched on so many a mind. But if we were to use
Bataille’s language here, then, in a way, this Dutroux — the Dutroux on the
picture — had, just possibly, been caught somewhere on the road towards
the limit, the road towards a marginal space of excess and real (albeit unat-
tainable) sovereignty. The case could be made for a Bataillean reading of
Dutroux. As it quickly transpired after Dutroux’s arrest, the man (with the
help of a few accomplices, including his wife) managed, for quite some
time, to successfully avoid apprehension by either the police or social ser-
vices, despite their watching him closely after his release from prison a few
years before. Hiding in the dark cellars of his many properties (a fact that
escaped the gaze of his unemployment benefit officers), where he abused
the kidnapped girls, and where some of them were left to die, in these mar-
ginal, smallish places, shadowy limits (“dungeons”, the newspaper would
later claim), Dutroux appeared to have lived something approaching a life
of sovereign, unbounded, unrestricted excess. None of the systems that are
usually in place to restrict excessive desire and unbounded energy (state
apparatuses in particular) seemed to have been able to prevent this.
Dutroux’s may have resembled de Sade’s sovereignty — something ap-
proaching real, infinitely small, marginal, dark sovereignty. Now this, sov-
ereignty, or, more specifically, the loss of state sovereignty, and the appar-
ent surfacing of sovereignty in the form of beastly practices in shadowy
dungeons, and in photographs in newspapers, is an important issue. It cer-
tainly was an important one in mid-nineties Belgium, a country that, during
the 1980s and 1990s in particular, was in full social and political transition.
Much has been written on the “legitimation crises” of Western states al-
ready (whether in a Habermasian vein or not) and it is certainly not my in-
tention here to rehearse these discussions and debates. But something about
the peculiarities of the Belgian situation need to be said here, as they will
hopefully shed a light on why the Dutroux case (which some have called a
“fait divers”) had such a tremendous impact on Belgian minds and lives
and, through CNN, on the rest of the world as well, and why the Parliamen-
tary Inquiry that emerged in the wake of the affair produced reports (1997
and 1998) that were imbued with a particular, though implicit, imaginary of
sovereignty. I will try to say something, briefly, about all this in the next
section.
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Whiteness and Integrity

In September 1996, just a few weeks after Dutroux’s arrest, it became clear
that a popular magistrate who was involved in the investigation of the case
had accepted to take part in a dinner that was organised by one of the civil
parties in the case. He had therefore shown to be less than completely “im-
partial” in his investigations. The highest judicial authorities, against severe
popular protest, and discarding public warnings from politicians, saw no
alternative than to assign a new magistrate to the case. This decision ignited
a massive amount of popular unrest that had been culminating for a number
of weeks. It led to the biggest demonstration Belgium had ever witnessed,
when around 350,000 demonstrators gathered in Brussels to form a silent
protest march. All participants were dressed in white and marched silently.
One may wonder why a “fait divers” and a legally defensible High Court
decision managed to bring the country in a “pre-revolutionary climate” (as
it said in the newspapers) whereby “politics”, the police as well as the judi-
ciary, in the popular imagination, all came to be associated (and often
graphically so) with phrases like “underground activities”, “darkness”,
“corruption”, “false”, “unworldly”, “bad”, “corrupt”, “lies, deceit, and
cover-ups”, “crime”, “closed”, “chaotic”, “cold and impersonal”, “hiding
behind a screen of silence” and therefore “arrogant”, and “untruthfully”
“hiding behind legal abstractions”, such as “professionalism” or “impartial-
ity”. The law, and the forces of order, thus came to be imagined as shad-
owy, dark forces, who “hide”, “corrupt”, “cover-up”, and who “deceitfully”
deploy “lies”, “abstractions™ and other tricks to go about their unsavoury
practices. Not unlike Dutroux himself, in a way, who also seemed to have
wallowed in a kind of absent, though very real, hidden, slimy, and ulti-
mately unaccountable and non-restrict-able sovereignty. Indeed, already by
the end of October 1996, rumours spread that particular politicians and
magistrates were either involved in Dutroux’s affairs directly, or were pro-
tecting him from prosecution. In order to understand this, a few notes on
the political and social landscape of Belgium during the 1980s and 1990s
are necessary.

Dutroux entered the stage at a time when the country was, socially as
well as politically, in full transition. The countr