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VIOLENCE in its various forms is a feature of the human expression that deeply disturbs sensitive people. There is something repellently ugly about unprovoked violence, the kind that strikes without warning, is brutally conducted and leaves its victims bruised, broken, raped and sometimes dead. The persistence of the assailants, regardless of pleas for mercy and mindless of the injuries sustained by those on the receiving end of the attacks, indicates a callous disregard towards suffering that is bewildering to those who cannot act in this way.

Human nature at the best of times is such a warm, enriching experience that flows with consideration, togetherness and good humour. Such a stark contrast to the behaviour that follows when violence is on the rampage. What makes such destructive releases possible? Regardless of the circumstances that lead to its expression, the propensity for violence is a latent possibility, to some degree, in every human mind, except in those who have been spiritually inoculated against its release. Children too are not immune to its impact and have been known to do surprising things. Perhaps adults have set too ready an example.

When the capacity for violence is in its quiescent state it gives no visible sign of its awesome potential. At such times, humans go about their business, laughing, working and showing an agreeable face to the crowd. Yet in humans prone to violence, there is a time bomb of sorts, primed with a fuse, long or short. It only takes the prodding of circumstances or experience, contact with disturbing challenges, or the devilish ingenuity of desire and thinking to light the fuse and the spark of impulse travels without restraint to the inflammable mixture of expendable violence. The result is a physical, verbal, emotional or mental explosion. Disruption or damage usually follows in varying degrees of intensity. When the disruption remains on the verbal level, people manage to cope, even though this may be for some, if sustained, extremely unpleasant, emotionally unbalancing and mentally draining. 

There is a violence that hides unnoticed in the crowd. It surveys the human scene like a spider spinning a web to trap the unwary. Its face is the ordinary face that humans wear. It may reflect a smile, talk in friendly fashion and give no indication of what lies beneath. Cold and calculating this kind of violence, unfeeling and merciless without the slightest touch of pity when it strikes. Out of its brutal expression come the most hideous murders, sometimes preceded by prolonged torture and before the perpetrators are caught, may lead to a series of multiple killings selected at random.

These are the murders that deeply shock society. People shake their heads in disbelief and psychiatrists reach out for some kind of reasonable evaluation to explain this kind of behaviour in rational terms. But there isn’t any kind of explanation that will calm the outrage people feel in the wake of such crimes, particularly for those who are close to the victims. The feeling of helplessness, the sadness of the loss, the unbelievable nature of the violence, the tragic impact of a combination of consequences are deeply felt by those who knew the victims well. And when the events settle and justice has had its way, those who were closely related return to face shattered lives left empty and devastated by a loss they do not understand.

Society contains the evildoers as best it can, either through long years of confinement or through execution, depending on the laws in vogue at the time. Still, we are left with the unpalatable fact that society has no protection against such outrages. In spite of police protection, modern psychiatric knowledge and laws to deal with the situations that arise, monsters in human form emerge to strike at unsuspecting victims, regardless of any consequences.

Must society always wait until these crimes happen, always be on the receiving end before it can act with protective measures that defuse this ugly potential before it manifests physically? Is there any kind of education that offers humans at least the possibility of understanding and dealing with its early stages in the human expression before it explodes on the social scene? These are questions that trouble those who are concerned with human behaviour, who long to see an improvement in human relationships.

But the most difficult thing to understand is why? Why are people so prone to resort to violence, to brutal, barbaric violence? In its most violent aspects there can be no doubt in sensitive minds as to the morally degrading nature of what is happening. Surely even those who at times perpetrate the most cowardly and savage attacks on fellow humans, without cause, must at some time realise the wrongness of what they do. They may camouflage the results with prejudice fashioned to support their brutal activity, yet deep down there must be a spark of acknowledgement that what they do is beyond acceptable human behaviour. Particularly when they look at the battered victims, at the results of their unrestrained attacks.

How they live with the guilt, with the vivid images, and continue to plot more of the same shows a debasement beyond human credibility. Are some born with this capacity or does it develop through some derangement of the mind under pressure of disturbing and disagreeable experiences? Many are capable of verbal violence, even a blow or two, but the majority would shrink from murder, rape or extreme forms of violence. Except during wartime when killing and the destruction of property are condoned, even legalised to protect the national boundaries and the interests of the nation. The physical training and mental indoctrination undergone by men and women encourages people to accept and express violence and destruction for the duration of war.

So much so that there appears to be little hesitation in carrying out the necessities of duty even if this means the annihilation of civilians via mass shelling of cities or saturation raids by aircraft. Somehow, killing from a distance depersonalises the whole ugly business and does not involve human sensibilities to the same extent as hand to hand encounters whereby combatants are in close proximity and must face each other’s final moments with no weakening of intention.

What those involved think and feel about the taking of human life when the passions raised by war have subsided is a matter of some interest to those who follow the human expression through the changing aspects of its behaviour. The brutal nature of war is explained by necessity, by the national and personal need to survive intact. Reluctant or otherwise, members of the armed forces accept the logic of a kill or be killed attitude. This hardens the heart and protects the mind from doubts about the causes it is committed to.

Once released, the destructive power of technology in the hands of organised intent is awesome to behold. What the long-term effects of prolonged expressions of violence are on the human psyche even long after hostilities are over is a matter that requires deep introspection, not only by combatants but also by those who help those suffering the after effects. Many put aside the effect of years of licence to slaughter and return to civilian life without disturbing psychological reactions. Others wander in a no man’s land of unsettled behaviour, disturbed by what they have seen and done.

Occasionally, there are suicides by those who cannot condone the part they played in past destructive activity. Also outbreaks of a senseless slaughter of innocents by others unbalanced by wartime experiences who still carry the scars of combat deep inside. Yet when it has been analysed and studied from all angles, after conclusions have been formulated, we are still puzzled by the arousal and continuance of violence. Why its persistence, the acceptance of it as a necessary expression by those who undertake to carry out its directives whatever these may be? Particularly when a gentle, caring life has so much to offer in comparison.
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SELF DEFENCE is a compelling argument in its favour. What then of those who initiate it, who under no immediate threat to themselves become like brigands on the prowl, killing where the mind directs? Violence must serve an imperative need in the lives of those who act in this way. A twisted need it must be, yet still a powerful and compelling one, else why would they give way to it?

How would we eradicate such a powerful bent in the human expression? Not with violence which only feeds the fires of this kind of misdirected energy, but with the unfolding of a different order of understanding if this is at all possible. In dealing with the lesser forms of violence that happen in society, those in control do what they can by enacting laws that define its expression, the degree of severity and the penalties to be paid by those who transgress. But this is a measure of containment, of removing the violent from the social scene for a time. It is not an inducement towards total eradication. Society's means are limited until definite acts of violence are committed. Unless threats by one person against another are such as to raise the conviction in the mind of a judge that there is a danger to innocent people, society does not act until after the outbreak. By then, it is too late for the victim.

Societies have systems of education and legislative frameworks that seek to provide the means whereby
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