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Discourses of Violence: how violent offenders talk about themselves and their victims

Aung Myint
Senior Clinical Psychologist
Adult Community Psychological Services
Department of Justice

Western Australia

Language is thought to be the pinnacle of civilization. Without language we could
not have arts, science, culture, and highly developed societies. However, language is a
sign that represents, not the experience itself. For instance, a totem or a sculpture is a sign
of experience and so is the “ Sign language” of deaf people. To quote French philosopher
Jacques Derrida (1930-2004), everything is a sign whether a representation is thought,
spoken or written. When we experience something through our senses it creates the desire
to have more of it and make it last if it is pleasant. If the experience is unpleasant we hate it
and want to make it go away. Our greed for pleasure and hatred of pain make us wanting to
be in control of our experience. Thus, we created the concept of self to meet our desires.
This is why psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan (1901-1981) says it in many different ways that
desires are always in a state of “lack” and unconscious [desire] lacks the power and
wholeness of being desired by others. Discoursing language helps fulfill this desire. As
French thinker Michel Foucault (1926-1984) points out that discourse is not just meaningful
noises, it is desire and power in action.

We know that language is powerful. It can be Helpful as well as harmful depending
on how we use it. Today, | am going to talk about the harmful use of language in creating
biases and prejudices in committing crime against people within the same culture of people
from other cultures. The criminal use language in a particular way to initiate violence on
others, to defend their actions and to maintain the culture of violence among them. The
power of language can harm people at the local level as well as the global level. However, |

am not only referring to a pathetic offender who is abusing some unfortunate victims at a
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local village but also the global terrorists like Osama bin Laden, George Bush, Tony Blair
and John Howard who are committing violent crime against many cultures. To me, the
weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) are not nuclear warheads or dirty bombs, but they
Words of Mass Destruction criminals say to themselves to justify their actions and to talk
about their victims in particular way. These sophisticated criminals set their propaganda
machine in motion by using the Words of Mass Destruction to set the World on fire. This is
what | call structural violence against humanity.

However, | won't be dissecting the discourses of these global terrorists who are
visible like murderers, rapists and robbers. Instead, | am going to talk about the violent
offenders who violate other people’s rights and are not easily visible to us because they live
among us. They could be our religious leaders, our bosses, our workmates, our neighbours
or our relatives. They become visible only when they break the law and justice system
catches up with them. So, the types of offenders | am talking about vary from what | call
everyday “simple” or “regular” criminals to “sophisticated” or “super” criminals who can be
“Psychopaths in Suits” or “Psycho CEQ” (Chief Executive Officer of any company or
organization). The sophisticated criminals get caught when they can no longer dodge the
legal system for doing big crime. Of cause, the sophisticated does not think that they
belong to the culture of the simple. They don’t even think that are “Doing Crime”. In their
discourse, they are “Doing Business”. They plan their work and work their plan like any
other executive.

If you look at the table, | have arbitrarily divided adult offenders into three groups
according to the type of offences they have committed, namely Property Offences, Offences
against Person, and Offences against Property+Person. These offenders are the cohorts of
my psychotherapy clients who have seen me for at least three psychotherapy sessions.
They are on parole orders, that is, they are released from prison or they are on Community
Based Orders, that is, the court did not send them to jail, but they have to report to
Community Correction Officers regularly and attend psychological treatment. In this regard,
they are not voluntary clients, but are ordered to attend psychotherapy by the Parole Board

or by the court.
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The three groups of offenders totalling 156 subjects are further subdivided in term of
their age and sex. As you can see, the majority of offenders are aged between 26 and 37,
while 22 to 25 age group trailling behind. You can also see to offenders aged 66+ on the
part of the table who have sexually offended against under-aged children. At the bottom of
the table you can see the distribution of offenders for each type of offence. Majority of
offenders are males (130) and female are the minority (26), making up the total of 156.

You may interpret their offences from biological perspective of body type and
hormonal influence such as testosterone or from anthropological perspective of gender
roles, cultures and so on or from psychological perspective of the desire for power and
control to service their egos. If you look into the data further, you can also see that only very
few number of females have offended against person (5) and against person and property
(4). Against, the low rate of offences by female may be interpreted in terms of the relational
culture of females as opposed to the ideational or conceptually competitive culture of
males.

Now, let me talk about the case studies of each group. First, the hot topic of sex,
which is popular in all cultures from “primitive” to “postmodern”. Sexual offences against
adult males or females are more or less visible to all cultures. However, sexual offences
against minors or under-aged children are not easily visible across cultures. Incidentally,
child sexual abuses also violate the United Nation Declaration of Human Right, which
enshrines the rights of children. However, in this era of information technology and speedy
transportation, trading pornographic images of children over the Internet and child sex
tourism are exponentially promoting lust, greed, anger, hatred and corrupting the mind of
both suppliers and consumers of child sex industry. Again, we are looking at some visible
problems here. Most subtle and “sophisticated” child sex offences occur close to our
homes, within our family relationship networks and at work places. | will give you the case of
a child sex offender who is well respected as a religious elder and decent employer within a
local community. However, to observe the ethics of professional practice, the client's

identity has been disguised in several different ways.
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Discourse of an Offender against Person

The client is an owner of a business who employs junior staff aged less than 18
years as part of business practice. He is married and has a grand daughter and teenage
stepdaughter. He lives in a nice house, owns an expensive car and a boat, and belongs to
Rotary International Club who does charity work. In short, he is a decent of local community
in good standing.

His offence was indecent sexual assault against the 15-year-old employee by
grabbing her breast from behind and rubbing his body against her. An experienced social
work who initially interviewed him remarked that the offence community by the client was on
spur of the moment or an unplanned action and it was out of character. The client came to
see me in his best suit and spoke in his calm, modulated voice and presented himself as a
thoughtful gentleman who has a mistake in his lapsed moment. He admitted to touching her
breasts but denied rubbing himself against her. However, he also said quietly that she was
a “horny little whore who was asking to be initiated”. He qualified his discourse by
describing the way the girl “dressed seductively”, “walked like a model”, “talked with the
sweet voice like a child” to attract attention, and “stood close to him” whenever she had to
see him. You can see from his narrative that he was painting the picture of the girl as at
least partly responsible by representing that she was a “seductive little whore” who had
victimized his strong moral standing. By using language this way he consciously or
otherwise deceived his own perception and told the story that he was the victim of the
young girl not the perpetrator of the offence. In the words, the young girl was painted as at
least partly responsible or represented as a part offender. Thus, he not only accused or
blamed the girl for her seductive behaviours but also denied the responsibility for his
offence minimizing the impact of his grabbing and rubbing on his victim. No wonder why his
“sophisticated” narratives have fooled the social worker so successfully.

His “sophisticated” did not stop here. During psychotherapy sessions, it became
clear that he had been cheating on his wife since the day they started going out together.

Further still, he had never been honest with his parents, siblings or school mates as child.
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He almost always managed to con them or tricked them to get what he wanted. In fact, he
got excitement out of his successful conning effort and never felt a regret or remorse.

He did not come from unusual sociocultural background. His parents were ordinary
working people who follow the teachings of their religion and are law-abiding citizens. He
never experienced sexual traumas like some counsellors thought he would have if he were
to become a sex offender. In his youth, he was quite promiscuous because of his smooth
talk and good looks. To him, people are like objects of pleasure that is commonly know in
the language of psychotherapy as “objectification of woman”. Objectification is not an
uncommon word for social scientists. Michel Foucault (1961) in Madness and Civilization
talk about “dividing practices” of isolating the ‘mad’ in the very asylum where the lepers
were once kept, and the way criminals were tortured to death as a public entertainment in
the 18" century.

When my client was under 16 years of age, he sexually assaulted a teenage girl who
he referred to as a “town bike”, meaning everybody in town had ride on this bike, that is,
everybody in town had sex with this girl. Implication is that she is a morally loose girl who
likes sex. So, it's not a crime. On the other hand, he took difficult girls as a challenge to win
their hearts, but once he conquered their love, he no longer showed interest in them. He
had no guilt in manipulating the girls for what he wanted and had no empathy for others.
This does not mean that he had no feelings. Feelings are there, except that they are self-
centred. He gets angry very easily when other criticize him for what he does. There were
other offences where he crossed the family boundaries and digitally penetrated his grand
daughter. He “normalized” the violation of these boundaries by saying that his father always
touched and squeezed his sister's breasts or bottom as if it was the family’s cultural
practice. So, he sees his behaviours towards his granddaughter, the stepdaughter or his
employee as unusual but normal. He justified his to touch her through her speech and
behaviours. The offences that got him into real trouble was the one against his teenage
stepdaughter. But, he blamed his unhappy marriage to the stepdaughter’'s mother and
substituted her daughter as his “pseudo wife”. He said he was obsessed with the

stepdaughter and “groomed” her so well that she trusted him completely. He knew that he
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was breaking the trust, violating the family boundaries and the expectations of social and
culture norms. He also realized that violating stepfather-stepdaughter relationship and
entering into sexual exploitation mean psychological, emotional and sexual violence, but he
couldn’t stop it until it was found out.

When went to jail for these crimes, he have to be kept in a protected wing of the
prison because he was likely to be punished by the culture of other criminals. As the prison
stands as a separate institution within the community, the prisoners create their own culture,
rules and practices. If you are a robbing, a murderer or a rapist, it is acceptable, because
you have performed the rights and rituals of criminals and you qualify the membership of
the criminal community. However, if you are child sex abuser, a child molester, or a
pedophile, other criminals call you a “tamp” usually gets beaten up, stabbed or assaulted if
he is kept with the mainstream prison population.

You can see from his discourse how he lowers the worth of his victims and even
accuses them of lowering his moral standard rather than being responsible for his
behaviour. Thus, he blames his fault as being caused by others and minimize the impact of

his actions. He paints the picture the victim as inviting him to do something with them.

Discourse of a Combined Person and Property Offender

A 25-year old who has the history of convictions against others such as Common
Assault, Assault Occasioning Bodily Harm, Assault Public Officer, Deprivation of Liberty,
Unlawful Detention, Threatening Abusing or Insulting Words, Threatened to kill and Breach
of Violent Restraining Order and property offences including Fraud, Stealing, Receiving
Stolen Goods, Possession of Prohibited Drug as well as Possession of Unlicensed Firearm,
Possession of Article with Intent to Injure, Wilful Damage, Aggravated Burglary, Burglary
with Intent to Assault and Armed Robbery.

He told the story of his father as a strict disciplinarian and how he suffered severe
physical punishment as a child. When he was 13 years old, a male friend of the family

sexually molested him and parents did not believe his story, Even though the parents
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suspected that something might have happened to him they never took any action against
his perpetrator. Thus, he carries a baggage of anger and accused them of living a lie. He
still holds grudges against his parents and the perpetrator.

Anger and hurt had led him to seek and escape from emotional pain through both
prescribed and non-prescribed drugs. He abused benzodiazepines, heroin and
amphetamines. To maintain his drug habits, he had to “doctor shop” (went to different
doctors to get large amount of drugs) and wrote false scripts that led me to fraud charges.
He started dealing drugs and stealing goods including aggravated burglary, fraud and
receiving stolen goods. His relationships were fraud with mistrust and manipulations. He
has a co-dependent relationship with his girlfriend where they fought a lot for independence
and yet they depend on each other so much so that breaking up of their relationship was
unthinkable. He has been controlling of her and involved in domestic violence where he has
put her in hospital on two occasions. Among other property offences, armed robbery at the
local bank with his girlfriend made him infamous.

He was required to seek psychotherapy as part of this parole order after serving a
prison sentence. He presented himself as a man who was the victim of harsh upbringing
and deprivation of love and caring from his parents. He blamed his father for committing
suicide and mother for becoming alcoholic and marrying another man like the father. He
viewed his deceased father as “a weak piece of shit”, mother “a liar-dog” and stepfather “a
selfish dog”. He felt resentful and hated towards his parents for neglecting his needs when
he was young. He needed love and had “bought love” by giving away things he had stolen.
He is “stuck” with the thinking of “an eye for an eye” pattern of belief.

Again, we can see the negative discourse here like the first case. He saw his crimes
as being caused by external factors. For instance, Breach of Violent Restraining Order was
caused by his mother calling the police for arguing with her about the original VRO
regarding his loss of inheritance from his deceased father. He accused the police of
charging for offences he did not commit, e.g. someone’s belonging left at his house as
receiving stolen goods, accidental touching of police as an assault on public officer (this is

the discourse of denial) and police exaggeration his demand to victim to be quiet as
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abusive and threatening behaviour (discourse of minimisation). He blamed the justice
system for not understanding him as the victim of his unfortunate upbringing and unjust
treatment by society by giving him a severe sentence and marking him comply with parole
conditions as unfair (discourse of blame).

Calling his father a “weak piece of shit” degraded the dead who happened to be his
father. Labelling his mother and stepfather as lying and selfish dogs meant lowering their
human status compared to his righteous standing.

His angry and volatile reactions towards others and his relatives confirmed the
pattern of violent offenders who were quick to enter into negative emotional states such as
anger, hatred and greediness to sue other people who he perceived as caused his lack of
work and absence of wealth it always has been difficult for him to experience the positive
emotion of friendliness, generosity and forgiveness.

This pattern of emotions arises from “arousal in the body” and “social outcome”
through interacting with others. The pattern of emotions found among offenders suggest
that they modulate their emotions in terms of strict black and white categorises by sticking
to a rigid duality rather than in flexible awareness of both patterns of emotions. Their
emotional response seemed to be at odds with what society consider as distressing. For
example, some offenders reported that they felt well adjusted while they were in prison.
Their sense of insecurity and exerting of control over others may be the only way they know
how to create their sense of identity and security.

Looking at these findings, we may compare the similarities and difference between
Australia and Thai offenders. We can say safely that even without going into detail of
research Australia, UK and USA all offenders share the commonalities of hurting other
person, property that belong others or environment. However, we can safely assume that
there are diverse practice of crime within and between the UK, the United States and
Australia.

Like all researchers, | have more questions than answers to the questions of “Are
violent offenders born bred” This is the question of nature and culture. We know that violent

offenders exist across all cultures from “primitive” to “postmodern” times. So, violence is not
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only caused by cultural factors alone in its broadest sense. However, we also know that
historical and cultural factors of the person and the time shape the nature of violent action
against person, property and both person and property that belong to the person. These

actions arise from perceiving, discoursing and action on the discourse in a giving context.

Conclusion

In conclusion, a discourse is a double-edged sword. It can help harm oneself,
others or the world. Criminals use it to justify their greedy and violent actions or to defend
their positions, and to message their egos, some politicians the same. Scientists can also
fall into similar traps. The dualistic nature of language not only differentiates but also can
divide researchers into the nature camp and the culture camp. It would nice if things were
black and white like at how they feel, how they use language to discourse about themselves
and their victims in performing the act of violence.

What kind of methodology we may use to study their discourse, is opened to
discussion by all disciplines. Such discussion may require another conference like this. So, |

shall stop here. Thank you for your interest and attention.
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“ Just look at yourselves, sounding like a bunch of fools , who really don’t have
any true knowledge of self and knowledge of Hip-Hop culture and what it's all about
...... Let me tell you that the music(beats) that makes up hip hop comes from different
nationalities and races, especially from black people ,and if you think | am a brother
who don’t know what he is talk about, just check out many of the music, beats
,grooves and sounds that many of your rappers use to make their records or rap over.
Hip hop music in general is colorless and not racist.

Many who are into hip hop or part of hip hop culture throughout the world need

a check up. In fact, and in truth, the whole human family needs one. Everyone needs
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fo check up on their own roots and culture and seek the real truths on life on this so
called planet earth. Knowledge, Wisdom, and Understanding ,facts and truths about
black ,brown ,red ,yellow and white people and not that brainwash white supremacy
shit that white people in power have taught all over the world and their own people of
the so called Planet Earth.

Yes there are many wrongs in the worldwide hip-hop community, but there are
also many aspects of positivity within the hip-hop community that the media or trade
magazines rarely focus upon. Many of you in hip-hop culture don’t even listen to the
rappers who are trying hard to wake your asses up to what is going on in the bigger
scale than of what you see in your neighborhoods, their message goes in one ear and
out the other.

The media does play a big role in destroying the hip hop culture movement ,
but many of you in the hip hop community are the biggest enemies of hip hop and you
will be the ones who help the enemies of hip hop to destroy it . because of your
ignorance of knowledge of hip hop . this has started the difference between
“oldschool” and “newschool”. To myself there is only one school and that’s the learning
,evolving , going through the different phases or cycles school of hip hop. That is the
real hip hop school. A lot of you in the world of hip hop better start looking at the
problems in your backyard as well as the world, because while you are enjoying
yourselves etc. there are many plots being sprung to destroy hip hop in the world.
Because many People in government look at hip hop music and it's culture as a
radical music that get straight to the point and music that will wake up the youth and
young adults throughout the world. They can also use hip hop to backfire and destroy

itself.”

Peace be unto you,
Your Brother In music and Faith,

Afrika Bambaataa (Wax AT1He ITaALg)
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Type I: Clitoridectomy
(Yellow area indicates tissue to be removed.)

Type I1: Excision
(Yellow area indicates tissue to be removed.)
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Awilsznaui 3

Type I11: Infibulation (Yellow area to be removed;
dotted line indicates labial incisions.)
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Statistical Estimates
on FGM in Africa
Estimated prevalence
rates have been developed
from reviews of national
surveys, small studies and
country reports and from
the Hosken Report, Fourth
Edition, 1993.
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