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From the Editor:
The Third International
Institute on Victimology

Violence and aggressive behavior have been present throughout
human history and have been recorded prominently from the scriptures
to today’s tabloids. Aggression is found in the simplest and in the most
complex forms of life. All the approaches to the understanding and exp-
lanation of human personality underline the aggressive component.

Similarly, the concept of victim appears among the most ancient
ones of humanity. Inextricably connected with the idea and practice of
sacrifice, the notion of victim belongs to all cultures. Most religions, for
example, are fundamentally sacrificial. Early religious literature from
all regions of the world offers abundant clues to the study of sacrifice
and its victims. The epics and mythological sources provide ample evi-
dence pointing to the existence of the different types of sacrifice and
victims, and contain a wealth of symbolic elements connected to those
rituals and practices.

Today, notwithstanding all the various efforts, violence, killings,
and aggression are still poorly controlled, not very well understood,
and on the increase. Crime continues to be an enormous problem for
American society. Almost 23 million households were touched by crime
in 1984. Thus, 26% of the nation’s households felt, in varying degrees,
the pain, economic loss, sense of violation and frustration that accom-
pany crime victimization. The high visibility of terrorism and of strife
in several regions of the world have also greatly enhanced people’s
awareness and concern about violence and crime.

This real life violence is magnified even more in television prog-
ramming. Millions of Americans see more violence during one evening
of prime time TV than they will experience, in person, in a lifetime.
The study Prime Time Crime (L. Lichter and S. R. Lichter, 1983) shows
that prime time TV programs distort reality by portraying life as far
more violent and crime-ridden than, according to FBI statistics, it ac-
tually is. For example, prime time entertainment TV averages 1.7
crimes per show. Also, TV crime is 100 times more likely to involve
murder than is real-life crime. Of course, it is also true that FBI statis-
tics are only an approximation of the real rates of crime.

Thus, on the one hand our society is fascinated and entertained by
violence and aggression while on the other it is paralyzed and frozen
by fear.

Fantasy and defense mechanisms lead most people to associate
crime and violence with the lower class, uneducated, and unsocialized
segments of the population. Stereotypes dominate the beliefs that
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many have about violence and those practicing it. That many acts of
violence instead take place in the households of respected and profes-
sional citizens escapes or is vehemently denied by most people.

The historical fluctuations associated with defining what is violent
behavior and who are legitimate victims show that the definition of an
act as violent, its evaluation as socially tolerable or not, indeed its very
surfacing in the consciousness of the population depend on a complex
interplay of several factors. Whether or not an act is violent and
whether or not that violence is appropriate or inappropriate depends,
for example, on who the actor is, the reasons and circumstances
prompting the act, who the recipient of the violence is, and degree of
harm inflicted. Thus, the act of hitting a child is perceived quite dif-
ferently if it is done by a stranger in an unprovoked situation, or in-
stead by the child’s parent driving home the point that one should not
run onto the street without first checking the traffic.

When it comes to the agent, if he or she is regarded as legitimate,
then the violent act will also be regarded as such. It is accepted that
certain individuals in society have the right to use force to make
others act in a certain way. Parents, police, and teachers may be in-
cluded in such a category of legitimate agents of violence.

Who the victim is, is also crucial in determining whether or not
violence is appropriate. Generally, throughout the ages and cross-cul-
turally, the higher the status of the victim, the less tolerated has been
any violence against him or her. In the Middle Ages, for example, a
serf attacking a knight would be dealt with much more severely than
the opposite situation would have entailed. A teenage child attacking
a parent, a pupil attacking a teacher, a citizen attacking a Supreme
Court Justice would today be condemned by most. In our society, the
classic high-status person is the white middle- or upper-class male.
Violence directed at such a person is strictly tabu. When violence in-
stead affects victims of lesser status—women, children, the poor,
minorities—then it is perceived, in different degrees, to be less censur-
able. Thus, while the physical act is the same, many would judge a
sexual assault quite differently depending on who the victim is: a pros-
titute, a respected matron, a child, an experienced woman, a woman
captured in a war zone, a divorcee, a nun, a seductively dressed
barhopper . . . Similarly, when it came to minorities, when they were
slaves, violence against them was seen as quite appropriate. Now, al-
though racism still exists, violence against middle- and upper-class
minorities would be seen as quite wrong.

The situation in which violence takes place also colors society’s
perception of its legitimacy. Self-defense is a clear case in point. Police
charging and shooting on peaceful demonstrators would be judged
quite differently than if the victims were armed and dangerous crim-
inals. In the case of sexual assault, if the assailant is known or un-
known to the victim can make a substantial difference in the outcome
of a court case.

What has unmistakably emerged in recent years is a keen reali-
zation of the victim as an integral part of the crime situation. Impor-
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tant developments in the study, research, and intervention activities
focusing on the victim/witness of crime have recently taken place.

First, criminologists began to examine the role of the victim in
criminal homicide and other crimes of violence. Second, other resear-
chers interested in the processing of criminal defendants began exa-
mining the -characteristics of the victim-offender dyad. Third, theorists
began to consider the role played by victims of crimes. Fourth, legis-
latures began passing statutes designed to compensate victims of crime
or to make restitution to the victim as an alternative to incarceration.
Fifth, victimization surveys were conducted first in the United States
to generate independent information on victims of crime, thus depart-
ing from the previous exclusive reliance on official police statistics. Be-
sides the United States, victimization surveys have now been con-
ducted in the Netherlands, Great Britain, Canada, Israel, and Sweden.
Finally, several initiatives have been undertaken in the United States
and several other countries beginning in the 1970s to provide for the
needs of the victims, to seek legal reforms, and to institute a system
that recognizes the vital role the victim/witness plays in the ac-
complishment of the aims of justice.

As it often happens after an initial period of rapid expansion, there
is now a need to structure the field, to give it a firmer foundation, to
channel growth along truly promising paths, to solidify what has been
learned to date; to reach some consensus on where the discipline is and
on where it should be going; and to compare in a systematic way the
information generated in various countries so that we can generate in-
ternational and comparative knowledge about criminal victimization
and also develop an international agenda for collaborative future ac-
tion and research.

The Third International Institute on Victimology was organized
and held in Lisbon, Portugal during November, 1984 to respond to
these needs and to provide the appropriate international forum for the
continuation of the ongoing dialogue and of the concerted effort to ad-
dress victimological concerns worldwide.

The First International Institute was held in Bellagio, Italy in
July 1975 and was very successful in initiating this process and in
gaining international visibility and recognition for victimology. (The
proceedings of the First Institute were published in the volume Victims
and Society edited by Emilio Viano (Visage Press, 1976; second print-
ing, 1981) and partially also in Victimology: An International Journal,
1 (1976) 1.) The Second International Institute was also held in Bel-
lagio, Italy in July 1982 and was instrumental in ensuring the con-
tinuation of this high level scientific dialogue and exchange directing
and clarifying the development of the discipline. (The proceedings of
the Second Institute were published in Victimology: An International
Journal 8 (1983) 3-4.)

The specific goals of the Lisbon Institute were to:

@ conduct an overall review of the state-of-the art in victimology utilizing his-

torical, philosophical, social science and cultural perspectives
e clarify the place and importance that a concern for the victim of crime
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should have among the competing goals, values and needs of contemporary
society

® explore how research on the characteristics of victims and on victim-offender
interactions in the dynamics of criminal behaviors can enhance our under-
standing of the causes and correlates of crime and provide support for pre-
ventive and victim-related efforts

® develop a comprehensive research strategy and agenda for the future, iden-
tifying research topics and areas of inquiry that promise a significant in-
crease in our knowledge and understanding of crime, victimization, and in
our ability to predict and prevent them

® lay the foundations for the development of policy, legislation, and programs
that truly serve the victims while also strengthening the fabric of society

® strengthen international communications among scholars and professionals
in the field leading to faster and better utilization of existing knowledge,
cooperation and coordination of efforts, and the development of appropriate
policies and programs.

Thus, the central concern of the conference was:

® what we have learned to date from research and intervention about victims
and the victimization process

® what we can do for victims at the international level on the basis of that
knowledge

e what fruitful directions of research and intervention scholars and profession-
als should pursue in concert in the future.

The Institute was held in Lisbon/Estoril, Portugal. It was spon-
sored and funded by the Scientific Affairs Committee of the North At-
lantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and by Victimology: An Interna-
tional Journal.

This issue of Victimology is an outgrowth of the Institute. The con-
tributions published here were all prepared for and/or presented at the
Institute.

My appreciation, as organizer and director of the Institute and as
editor of its proceedings, is first of all extended to the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO) and to Victimology: An International
Journal for sponsoring it and for providing the resources to plan and
organize it, and to publish its proceedings.

I also want to thank all those who attended the Institute for their
vigorous and intensive participation in its proceedings and those who
contributed articles in this volume for sharing their knowledge and in-
sight with the international community of scholars, professionals, and
practitioners.

Emilio Viano
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Transcending Our Social Reality of
Victimization: Toward a New Victimology of
Human Rights

ROBERT ELIAS
Tufts University

Historically, victimology has largely confined itself to studying crime vic-
tims and criminal victimization, usually accepting official or criminological def-
initions that may, in fact, do victims a disservice. Recently, some have ven-
tured beyond these boundaries, to again pursue victimology’s original objective:
the study of all victims. Our reluctance to more extensively transcend victimol-
ogy’s criminological framework stems from having devised no alternative, sci-
entific structure. A framework using universal human rights standards could
help create a “new” victimology that encompasses victims of both crime and op-
pression.

Well, my dear, you know the law is necessary, and what’s necessary and in-
dispensable is good, and everything that’s good is nice. And it really is very
nice indeed to be a good, law-abiding citizen and do one’s duty and have a clear
conscience

Eugene Ionesco, Victims of Duty

For many years, we victimologists have analyzed almost every as-
pect of victims and victimization. We have developed elaborate
methodologies, applied them, and produced a considerable and valuable
body of knowledge. And we have pursued a process of interdisciplinary
inquiry that may well be the envy of many other, more specialized
fields. Although we have much yet to accomplish, we have recently
reached some level of maturity as a scientific discipline.

Nevertheless, in many ways, our inquiries have been very insular.
Victimology has almost exclusively pursued a micro analysis, largely
ignoring broader, more macro questions. We have wisely and exten-
sively examined those issues, questions and problems internal to our
field, yet we rarely examine how we have defined and bounded it in
the first place.

How we define victimology profoundly affects victims, victimizers,
officials and us as scientists and advocates. In particular, as impartial
as we may want or pretend to be, how we bound our inquiries and the
assumptions it produces, have significant political consequences. As
Emilio Viano (1983) has suggested:

The problems researched, the way in which the research is conducted, and the
strategies devised to reach a solution tend either to support and reinforce so-
ciety’s status quo or undermine it. In this sense, social research is inescapably

6
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political, although usually (and ironically) only the research aimed at changing
the system is so labelled.

Unwittingly or not, victimological science may perform political func-
tions that we rarely consider and that we may not willingly accept. As
“good citizens,” we victimologists may do victims a disservice.
Besides their political implications, current definitions of crime,
criminals, victims and victimization may unnecessarily constrain vic-
timology’s scope and usefulness, and promote a limited “social reality”
of victimization which ignores considerable misery, suffering, and even
“crimes.” Instead, we might well reevaluate victimology’s scope and
impact, and consider new definitions and directions. In fact, by explor-
ing the relationship between victimology and human rights, we might
chart new boundaries for our science and our advocacy, and promote,
ultimately, a “new” victimology of human rights (Elias, in press).

OUR SOCIAL REALITY OF VICTIMIZATION

The year 1984 seems an appropriate time to assess and evaluate
a science that purports to study and advocate victims. Of the many
strands of victimological research and theories, the question of “victim
selection” holds no apparent special importance at first glance. If by
“victim selection” we mean the traits and circumstances by which of-
fenders “select” some people as targets, then we describe merely one
of many significant areas of inquiry. But, if by “victim selection” we
refer to how citizens and we as victimologists “select” those people to
whom we direct our sympathies, support, recognition, and science, then
we describe a most fundamental victimological question: how do we de-
fine and bound our scientific inquiry and our popular conceptions about
victims and victimization?

The definitions we have chosen, or at least accepted, represent
neither “natural” nor “scientific” nor “popular” boundaries. As Viano
has suggested, they are political by definition. But, intentionally or
not, they may be even more political than that: they may perform
political functions that may have little to do with victim interests, and
may even be counterproductive to them. If so, then we must confront
that politics, recognize its affect on our science, and consider new def-
initions and directions.

For some time now, some criminologists and other observers have
argued that both social scientists and the general public have absorbed
a limited crime conception which excludes much serious wrongdoing
that produces much greater harm than acts we do formally define as
criminal (Reiman, 1979; Quinney, 1970). We in victimology, however,
have rarely considered its implications for victims. If we experience
only a limited social reality of crime, then it also limits our social re-
ality of victimization. We may ignore not only serious offenders, but
(more importantly for our purposes) seriously harmed victims. We
rarely consider the victims of acts not formally defined as criminal,
and thus remain trapped within narrow, and not necessarily neutrally
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defined, boundaries. Besides ignoring many victims to whom we vic-
timologists should perhaps be paying considerable attention, we usu-
ally fail to consider and question the official definitions to which we
often so readily respond.

Defining Victimization and Victimology

If the criminal legislation process most directly establishes crim-
inal definitions, and thus our (as citizens and social scientists) prevail-
ing concepts of crime, criminals, victims and victimization, they are
significantly reinforced and intensified by enforcement patterns, offi-
cial crime statistics, the state’s criminal justice role, victim programs,
and media coverage.

The Criminal Law. We routinely conceptualize victimization from
definitions provided by the criminal law. Typically, we assume that the
legislative process which produces that law responds democratically to
public preferences. Yet, we may well question this assumption (Young-
Rifai, 1982). In the United States, for example, although formally we
have a political democracy, in practice many believe it works imper-
fectly. Research suggests that in most cases, public preferences and
opinions affect legislation minimally. Public interest groups have also
done little to counteract this general unresponsiveness (Scheingold,
1974, Neier, 1982). Much greater legislative influence comes from vari-
ous government bureaucracies, such as police departments and prose-
cutor’s offices (Duster, 1970, Silver, 1972). But, a relatively few,
economically powerful, special interest groups may exert the greatest
influence of all by predominantly setting the political and legislative
agenda, and then the content and substance of our most important
legislation (Chambliss, 1976).

This hardly suggests a monolithic conspiracy of identically minded
interests who invariably get their way, but rather only the predomi-
nant influence of narrow groups who wield considerable political and
economic power which often secures policies that support their goals
and activities (Miliband, 1969; Page, 1983; Parenti, 1982; Greenberg,
1974; Viano, 1983). Thus, in criminal legislation, we should not be sur-
prised if we rarely get criminal laws which seriously restrict or punish
the wrongdoing or victimization produced by those interests (Reiman,
1979), even if the public may view some of those acts as seriously as
traditional crimes (Schrager and Short, 1980).

But, the criminal law may do much more than merely formally de-
fine crime and victimization. It helps promote particular ideologies. As
Ivan Illych (1972) suggests:

The law is used to impose a given mind set on all participants. The resulting
content of the law embodies the ideologies of lawmakers and judges. How they
experience the ideology inherent in a culture become established mythology in
the laws they make and apply.

Similarly, Stanley Aronowitz (1971) argues that:

The hidden hand of the law is embodied in moral codes, administrative rules,



