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ABSTRACT   ▪  This paper discusses the concept of a violent career and demonstrates 

its explicative value for biographical research and the sociology of crime. Relying on a 

study grounded in intensive interviews with young repeat offenders, it distinguishes 

between trajectories of violence and disrespect suffered in the family on the one hand 

and violent action schemes on the other. After reconstructing the first phase of violent 

careers – characterized by victimization within the family and presaging a violent re-

acquisition of power and recognition – the paper identifies biographical turning points 

and explains them using the concept of epiphanic experiences. These turning points 

bring about an identity-promoting switch in roles from victim to perpetrator. Finally, 

three essential aspects of violent action schemes are discussed that are characteristic of 

the second phase of violent careers: interpretive regimes, which can shed light on the 

long unanswered question of how violent relations in families are transferred to young 

people’s social environments; intrinsic motives for violence, which arise from exhila-

rating experiences of the use of physical force; and mythologies of violence that enable 

young people to glorify violent behavior and its effects. 
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Violent offenders mainly figure in sociological research as individuals who plan and act 

rationally: they wish to gain power over others, seize material possessions by means of 

force, protest against discrimination and exclusion, come to grips with deprivations, 

earn the recognition of their opponents, honor their value commitments, or simply show 
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who they are. Whether they are safeguarding their interests, complying with their nor-

mative orientations or expressing their identity, they act deliberately, and their actions 

are oriented to the future – this is the way they are usually portrayed in sociological 

research on violence. They pursue behavioral goals and in doing so exercise a degree of 

control over themselves and their environment. At first glance, talk of violent careers 

appears to build on this image of an individual who acts methodically. However, as this 

essay intends to show using young repeat offenders as an example, the biographical 

developments that can be described with this concept have an additional dimension, one 

that is determined by adversity, strokes of fate and experiences of suffering. This thesis 

emerged from a study I have conducted, one that supplies the underpinnings for the 

following conceptual reflections (Sutterlüty 2002). 

 This study, carried out between 1996 and 2000, used the method of grounded 

theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss and Corbin 1990) and was based on two 

qualitative interviews1 with eighteen Berlin youths aged fifteen to twenty-one. The sam-

ple comprised fifteen young men and three young women of different ethnic back-

grounds and group affiliations.2 With the exception of three participants, who were in-

cluded for comparative purposes, all the youths had repeatedly committed serious vio-

lent crimes. The following sections outline a developmental pattern that is typical for 

violent careers. 

On the concept of violent careers 

Several decades ago, Edwin M. Lemert (1967) criticized talk of ‘deviant careers,’ ar-

guing that the term was too closely linked to role models from the professional world 

and that it wrongly suggested that deviant persons went through specific stages in a par-

ticular sequence. Indeed, the developmental stages through which young violent crimi-

nals pass cannot be grasped using a ‘career’ concept that presumes set opportunities and 

structures within which they methodically and strategically move forward. Although 

their violent careers are characterized by phases of goal-oriented action, the young peo-

ple also go through phases in which they feel they are ‘buffeted about’ by circumstances 

and lose control over their lives. At the same time, biographical ruptures play an im-

portant role in their life stories. If it is to be applied to the formation and progression 

patterns of youth violence, the career concept must take into account discontinuities and 

contingencies as well as the individuals’ temporary inability to control the course of 
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their lives. This is how ‘addictive careers’ – to name just one example – entered into the 

language of both quotidian and scholarly discourse. This type of process, shaped by 

conscious decisions, compulsive behavior and tragic suffering is more closely related to 

the concept of a violent career than it is to the traditional concept of a professional 

career that follows an institutionally defined structural and behavioral pattern. 

 David Matza’s (1964) analysis of youth delinquency introduced to the sociology 

of crime the figure of the ‘drifter,’ an individual who, in a process that begins unnoticed, 

successively slips into a subculture of delinquency. The drifter gradually adopts a life-

style that oscillates between the loss of control over his life and attempts to regain con-

trol. In describing these young delinquents, Matza speaks of a ‘mood of fatalism’ that is 

tinged by their perception of themselves as the victims of external forces and not as 

human beings who are capable of actively influencing their environments. Matza’s en-

during service to the sociology of crime and sociological action theory lies not only in 

the fact that he called attention to an element of passive drifting and deliberate yet de-

railed efforts to control action by these individuals. He also showed that drifters commit 

crimes to combat their sense of fatalism and to recreate a ‘mood of humanism.’ In this 

way, they can perceive themselves as instigators, that is, as individuals who are acting 

to make things happen and can demonstrate their self-efficacy. The loss and recovery of 

the capacity to act are also predominant themes in the biographies of young offenders. 

 What Matza describes as a constant oscillation between two poles, between effec-

tive action and a loss of control, applies to the violent careers of young people insofar as 

their careers unfold between the same two poles. However, these careers do not pro-

gress in alternating shifts between these two extremes. Rather, they consist of two 

clearly delineated phases: the first, which sets in at an early age and is ignored by 

Matza, is a period in which the youths suffer violence and disrespect within the family, 

and in which their experiences of powerlessness and humiliation are determinant fac-

tors. This is followed some time later by a phase in which they themselves use violence 

and which focuses on the recovery of the capacity to act and the acquirement of recog-

nition. To quote Fritz Schütze, in violent careers, a ‘trajectory of family violence and 

disrespect’ is supplanted by an ‘action pattern’ (Handlungsschema) that involves the use 

of violence, even though, as we shall see, each phase contains specific elements of the 

other. Further, Norman K. Denzin’s concept of epiphany can be employed to more ac-

curately define which experiences typically bring about the shift from the role of victim 

to that of perpetrator, the segue from the trajectory of suffering into the pattern of vio-
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lent action. The three elements mentioned above – the trajectory of family abuse and 

disrespect, the epiphanic experience of a role reversal, and the pattern of violent action – 

are constitutive of the concept of violent careers. 

 These three elements of violent careers do not imply a teleologically oriented de-

velopment in which one stage follows the other in a prescribed manner. Yet they do call 

attention to the fact that the violent acts of young repeat offenders are interconnected 

and integrated into a recognizable developmental process as opposed to being isolated 

events. This type of developmental process, ascertained ex post, is not dominated by 

causal necessity. Rather, violent careers depend on contingent events and consequences 

of action, which function as direction-setters and social barriers in an individual’s life. 

In this sense, a violent career is a path-dependent biographical development. 

 Fritz Schütze (1995) criticized both the sociological mainstream and interpretive 

sociology for their focus on individuals who are rational and capable of action, who 

cognitively structure their surroundings through order-creating interpretive work, and 

who actively appropriate these surroundings in their lives. As regards the phenome-

nological tradition of Alfred Schütz, this criticism of interpretive sociology may be jus-

tified, but it must be relativized in the case of the Chicago School of Sociology and 

Symbolic Interactionism. After all, the trajectory of suffering that Schütze introduces as 

a counter-concept to that of action patterns stems from this tradition (Glaser and Strauss 

1970).3 Whereas the concept of action patterns is based on the model of a rationally 

planning and acting individual (Sutterlüty 2004), the trajectory concept describes bio-

graphical and interactive processes that are marked by painful experiences of suffering. 

Individuals who are caught up in this trajectory are unable to cope with specific events 

in their lives and lose their capacity to act. They are swept along by the current instead 

of exerting control, and they react more than they act. Trajectories have destructive ef-

fects on identity-building processes and alienate individuals from previous self-images. 

The first phase in the violent careers of young people – which is dominated by family 

violence and disrespect – represents this type of trajectory of suffering. 

Experiences of family violence and disrespect 

As the interviews in my study show, the young people who became repeat offenders 

were, almost without exception, victims of violence for longer periods of time in the 

early phases of family socialization (cf. Alfaro 1981; Pfeiffer and Wetzels 1999).4 For 
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these youths, childhood can be described as a trajectory of violence whose characteristic 

feature is powerlessness. Insofar as there was no person of importance in their lives who 

could offer effective protection or represent their rights, abuse in the family, according 

to the interviewees, went hand in hand with the feeling of being physically threatened 

and defenseless. A similar process can be observed among youths who were forced to 

witness their mothers being battered by their fathers, or a sibling being beaten by one of 

their parents. They, too, said that they regarded themselves as helpless witnesses who 

were condemned to powerlessness (see also Jaffe, Wolfe and Wilson 1990; Osofsky 

1995). ‘I couldn’t do anything, I was just a child,’ is the phrase that several interviewees 

used, in nearly identical fashion, to describe the experience of being physically abused 

and of witnessing family violence.5 

 If children are direct victims of physical violence, an experience of powerlessness 

results from their physical defenselessness. The victimized children learn that they are 

at the mercy of their parents’ or their siblings’ blows. Often this experience is intensi-

fied by the unpredictability of the abuser, who is often an alcoholic, or by the limited 

control that they had over the recurring violence, which they could do little to prevent. 

For instance, Kilian, a twenty-one-year-old skinhead, recounted how, as a child, he was 

beaten again and again by his mother for incidents that were beyond his control – for 

coming home with dirty clothes, for a broken toy, for not immediately understanding his 

homework, and so on. In response to the hopelessness caused by these situations, the 

children develop adaptive strategies: in many cases they adopt the perspective of the 

abuser and conclude, with their childlike logic, that they are beaten because they de-

serve punishment. This can be seen in the case of Murat, a sixteen-year-old of Polish 

descent who recalled situations in which his stepfather beat him for no reason at all: 

‘Yes, it was strange, he just hit me. And sometimes I thought there was a reason for it, 

or he hit me because I deserved it.’ 

 In the case of indirect victimization caused by observing scenes of family vio-

lence, the experience of physical defenselessness results from the children’s inability to 

protect an important figure from the violence of a more powerful abuser. The children 

are made into powerless witnesses and forced to view violent acts without the power to 

act. When the youths describe situations in which their fathers battered their mothers or 

one parent beat one of their siblings, they often narrate the story as if they themselves 

were the ones being hit. This experience of powerlessness involves a moral injury, par-

ticularly when children are forced to witness violence within the family. It stems from 
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the perception that, due to their physical inferiority, they cannot act as they deem fit. 

They are unable to behave in the way they believe is appropriate – that is, they cannot 

help the person they love and undo the injustice. Since they are constantly kept from 

carrying out the action they intuitively feel to be correct, they not only regard them-

selves as powerless in a physical sense, but they also feel undermined as moral beings. 

This has destructive consequences for the way they relate to themselves. Murat provides 

an example of this when he describes his response to his stepfather’s violent treatment 

of his mother: ‘I always saw it, and I always thought that if I was older, I would hit him 

right off, but I couldn’t do anything because I was too small. And sometimes I hated 

myself for not doing anything and for him hitting my mother.’ 

 This remark not only reveals the deep self-hatred that can result from witnessing 

family violence without the power to act. It also calls attention to the fact that the 

thoughts of children who have no power to end family violence are quickened by the 

fantasy of striking back. Such projections of counter-violence are characteristic of chil-

dren who are directly and indirectly victimized by violence. For instance, when de-

scribing afternoons on which his mother ‘slapped both cheeks’ because he was unable 

to do his homework – afternoons that became seared in his memory – Kilian comments: 

‘And then I hated my mother for a time. Once I even wanted to poison her. But I didn’t 

know what to use, ha ha.’ A careful examination of the young people’s stories shows 

that these violent fantasies crop up at an age when children have no way to defend 

themselves against their hopelessly superior abusers. These fantasies stem from their 

desire to one day overcome the aggressor and despot within their families, to violently 

call him to account as soon as they have the requisite physical strength. In cases like 

these, childlike fantasies of counter-violence help forge a self-image that is borne by the 

idea of becoming a perpetrator in the future. 

 Among children, trajectories of ongoing family violence are always associated 

with states of fear that are sustained by the expectation that they will once again be 

beaten or forced to witness the physical abuse of another family member. The fear of 

violence causes their sense of powerlessness to permeate situations where violence is 

not used directly. This becomes evident in Murat’s memories of the nights in his child-

hood when he was unable to sleep because he found himself ‘waiting’ for his stepfather 

to return, wondering ‘whether he’s going to act up when he does, whether he’s going to 

beat my mother.’ Children like Murat internalize their powerless position within the 

context of family violence. It occupies a great deal of their thoughts, and at some point 
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the experience of powerlessness turns into fantasies of counter-violence. This is a con-

sequence of family abuse observable throughout the sample, and it adds the characteris-

tics of an action pattern to the trajectory of victimization. The ‘trajectory projection’ 

(Strauss 1993: 55) – that is, the vision of continued violent interaction within the family 

– is shaped by the idea of violently seizing power. 

 Young people who repeatedly commit violent crimes have usually not only been 

victims of violence, but also targets of massive disrespect within their families. Whereas 

a sense of powerlessness may result from experiencing physical vulnerability in violent 

situations, disrespect represents a nonviolent violation of the need for, and the claim to, 

recognition.6 Experiences of powerlessness and disrespect can empirically mesh, as is 

vividly captured in the phrase ‘pain of the soul’ which Bebek, a sixteen-year-old Kurdish 

girl, uses to describe the wounds inflicted by the brutal, humiliating blows of her elder 

brother. Even so, one must conceptually differentiate between these two types of experi-

ences, which are attributable to various types of interaction and characterized by a differ-

ent physical proximity: experiences of powerlessness are directly related to the body inso-

far as the individuals in question, if they do indeed become victims of violence, have an 

immediate physical experience of their inability to act. Or, if they are forced to witness 

violence, these individuals are confronted with the fact that they are incapable of a physi-

cal response that suits their affective and moral impulses. Experiences of disrespect are 

based on family interactions that nonviolently violate the children’s need for recognition 

and claim to attention, respect and appreciation. In this sense, experiences of disrespect 

can damage the trust that young people place in themselves and the world, which has 

bearing not only on their physical, but also on their emotional and social integrity (see 

Honneth 1996; Todorov 2001). 

 From the interviewees’ narratives, we see that experiences of disrespect emerge 

from a variety of interactions that have often hardened into entrenched forms in family 

life and impacted decisively on the youths’ socialization. They range from the privi-

leging of siblings to intra-family marginalization, from negative classifications to true 

humiliation rituals, from parental neglect to a fundamental rejection by other family 

members. As such, experiences of disrespect can be rooted in active humiliation, that is, 

in actions by other family members that aim to humiliate the children and injure their 

feelings of self-worth; or they can result from a passive refusal to grant recognition, 

including not only a failure by other family members to acknowledge and support a 

child, but also neglect or a lack of attention, which need not be deliberate to be per-
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ceived as extremely degrading by the children. In most cases, a dynamic of disrespect 

inheres from the start in the family socialization of young people with violent careers. 

 Two slightly different examples can illustrate this point. The biography of twenty-

one-year-old Xaver, who was active in the skinhead scene for a time, is peppered with 

experiences of active humiliation by his mother. At a very early age, his mother let him 

know that she ‘didn’t want [him] anymore.’ According to Xaver, she missed no opportu-

nity to belittle him – for instance, by making him and his sister feel that they were only a 

burden or demanding of both schoolchildren that they pay for food and clean clothes. 

When Xaver began having trouble at school, his mother called him the ‘black sheep of the 

family.’ He was condemned to play this role ever afterward, and when, at age thirteen, he 

painted a swastika on a school wall, his mother responded by sending him to a children’s 

home – or ‘shunting him off,’ as Xaver perceived it. In response to Xaver’s other misad-

ventures and crimes, which in fact seem to be paradoxical attempts to gain the acceptance 

of others (Winnicott 1956), she engaged in additional name-calling, predicting he would 

become a ‘drinker’ and ‘convict’ like his father and finally abandoning him altogether. 

 Like Xaver, fifteen-year-old Fabian, who participated in the violent rampages of 

German and Arab gangs, experienced disrespect and humiliation throughout his life. 

However, in his family socialization, active shows of disrespect were less dominant than a 

passive refusal to grant recognition. Fabian’s aggressive father, who worked as a long-

distance trucker, was often absent during his childhood, and he had to cope with his con-

stantly drunk mother. What he perceived as particularly ‘bad’ at the time was his mother’s 

inaccessibility. When he wanted to tell her something, she would at best give a laugh. 

With this failed communication, his most legitimate claims on her as a child were re-

buffed. When he started school, a love affair blossomed between his father and his half-

sister, who was ten years older than him and had been raised by his maternal grand-

parents. After a tumultuous period in the family’s life, Fabian’s father separated from his 

mother, and his eighteen-year-old half-sister took her place in the home. Yet, as he re-

called, she was never able to show the ‘right love’ for him and his three brothers. She 

never really understood them and never had the ‘proper attitude’ for a mother. These re-

marks betray the injuries Fabian suffered in this special family constellation, ones that 

continued to torment him at the time the interview was conducted. 

 Both types of disrespect mentioned above produce negative self-images. At a very 

early age, the children’s identities are destabilized, and their self-image is shaped by 

humiliation in the family. Children whose worth is constantly being questioned within 
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their families are given the impression that they do not deserve the affection and kind-

ness of others and that the contempt with which they are treated is justified. As a result 

of the degradation and disdain, they lose trust in their own abilities and their own value. 

Highly significant are the negative labels used by parents or other family members, 

which assign the children the future roles of ne’r do wells, failures and criminals. Such 

classifications become integrated into their self-image. For instance, Xaver was never 

able to shake off his ‘convict’ image and was in fact imprisoned twice for a total of 

three years for committing several violent crimes, burglaries and muggings. The ‘decent 

kid’ he had always wanted to become in defiance of all his mother’s predictions was 

now just a ‘criminal’ who, according to Xaver, had to ‘come to terms with pouring sev-

eral years of [his] life down the drain.’ The biographical narratives of the other young 

people also contain this fatalism, which lends the belittling labels the character of self-

fulfilling prophecies. Since they loathe themselves, the youths comport themselves in a 

way that ultimately causes others to reject them – not only their parents and siblings, but 

also their peers and teachers (a finding confirmed by Engfer 1986). In accordance with 

labeling theory (Becker 1963), children who are treated with disrespect are unable to rid 

themselves of these negative labels well into their adolescence. They inherit a specific 

problem: that of intersubjective recognition and – the reverse side of the coin – intra-

subjective self-respect. Trajectories of disrespect and the resulting negative self-images 

play just as important a role in the subsequent use of violence in adolescence and young 

adulthood as do both the trajectories of powerlessness in violent family contexts and the 

fantasies of counter-violence resulting from them. In the process, a characteristic pattern 

governs how these trajectories of suffering are transformed into patterns of violent ac-

tion. 

Epiphanic experiences and biographical turning points 

The young people who were interviewed attributed to certain violent acts which they 

themselves had committed a lasting significance for their development. This phenome-

non can be analyzed using the concept of epiphanic experiences which Norman K. Den-

zin (1989) introduced into biographical research in the field of sociology. Epiphanies, as 

Denzin uses the word, describe revelatory moments in a person’s life that show his or 

her character in a new light in unique, often critical situations. The experience that peo-

ple have in such situations leave an indelible mark on their lives. Since they are the 



 

 

 

10 

source of transformational potential, Denzin links epiphanic experiences with the con-

cept of turning points that originally goes back to Everett C. Hughes (1971). After an 

epiphanic experience, or so the concept implies, a person is irrevocably changed. In 

subjective terms, he goes through a status passage and relates to himself in an entirely 

new way. 

 Young repeat offenders talk in surprisingly similar ways about violent acts that 

give their lives a new direction. They characterize these acts as events that form the 

prelude to a new perception of themselves. These epiphanic experiences of violence 

often crop up in descriptions of situations in which the youths cast off the role of victim 

and strike back at the physical abuser in their families. In most cases, this occurs when 

they are threatened with a beating or humiliation and raise their hand against their 

mother or father for the first time, overpowering the person who had hitherto beaten 

them. Long-harbored fantasies of violence provoked within the family are realized in 

this role reversal. It is often a kind of ‘coming out’ as a violent offender and accompa-

nied by a new definition of the self, which is based on two key ingredients: their ability 

to defend themselves and their willingness to use violence. The stories of biographical 

incidents to which the youths attribute threshold experiences of an epiphanic nature 

have a very specific structure: the corresponding acts of violence create a clear division 

between ‘before’ and ‘after’ – as if they had a distinct life before and after the narrated 

event. The young offenders are able to view this event as a structuring element in their 

biographies because, in the epiphanic experience of a role reversal, they are suddenly 

given an opportunity to end their role as victims. 

 Kilian describes how his mother often ‘put him down’ with the words: ‘You’ll 

never get anywhere or achieve anything!’ He finally tells her his opinion, letting his 

fists ‘do the talking.’ In Killian’s eyes, the fact that he ‘punches her’ just when she is 

about to hit him indicates a fundamental reorientation. His pithy comment that, through 

this act, he ‘finally stood up’ to his mother emphasizes the reversal of the previous re-

lationship – as does his remark that ‘she’s been afraid of me ever since.’ Wearing his 

Springer boots, Kilian leaves his mother’s home, only to return with his skinhead 

friends to complete the job he had just started. As he relates it, he ‘took’ the apartment 

with his mates, ‘beat’ his wailing mother and later ‘threw her out.’ The entire situation 

is orchestrated as if he wants to make a deliberate show of the role reversal, present his 

‘authentic’ self to the public and finalize this biographical turning point. By attacking 

his mother, Kilian does indeed bring about a final break with her, and from that point on 
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he devotes himself wholly to his ‘substitute family,’ as he puts it – to the radical right-

wing skinhead scene. 

 An incident described by another skinhead, nineteen-year-old Kai, also serves as a 

biographical turning point. Kai was beaten for trivial reasons by his father, and at the 

age of twelve or thirteen, after his father, in a drunken state, attacked him with a knife, 

Kai took hold of the weapon with the intention to stab him. Up to that point, Kai, who in 

his own words was ‘raised on violence,’ had ‘put up with’ his father’s beatings. After-

ward he ‘struck back.’ The ‘awesome feeling’ that Kai associates with the violent dis-

empowerment of his father was a frequent theme when, in the interview, he discussed 

his violent acts outside the family. Murat also tells of a similarly dramatic situation in 

which his step-father once again beat his mother, and Murat wanted to attack him with a 

knife for which he had saved for a long time ‘to protect’ himself from the man. How-

ever, he was held back by his older brother. The true role reversal comes later, when he 

is fourteen: in response to blows he himself suffers, Murat overpowers his step-father 

with his brother and strikes back at him. The family then separates from the hated man. 

 Yet this type of role reversal is not limited to acts of counter-violence against the 

abuser within the family. It can also occur in entirely different contexts. Not only does 

the youths’ family history of victimization provide them with a ‘key’ for interpreting 

situations in which they respond violently to threats by others outside the family. It also 

transforms these violent acts into epiphanic experiences of a role reversal. Regardless of 

whether the youths have this experience in or outside the family, it falls under the cate-

gory of a cumulative epiphany (Denzin 1989: 71). In distinction to a major epiphany,7 

which results from a singular unannounced event and forms a turning point par excel-

lence in an individual biography, a cumulative epiphany emerges from events in which 

a long previous history of violence gradually assumes critical mass. This is the case 

when the youths’ new behavior in the role of perpetrator is a consequence of the experi-

ences that they have had for years as victims and that enable them to perceive the role 

reversal as an epiphany in the first place – as a liberating act that turns the trajectory of 

suffering into a pattern of violent action. 

 When young people construct their biographical narratives around special experi-

ences of violence and interpret these as turning points in their lives, they confirm the 

sociological concept known as the Thomas Theorem: ‘If men define situations as real, 

they are real in their consequences’ (Thomas and Thomas 1928: 572; Merton 1949: 179 

ff.). In addition, they demonstrate that life stories characterized by violent careers repre-
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sent ‘interpretive patterns’ in the truest sense of the word (cf. Alheit and Dausien 1992). 

Biographical narratives like those told by the interviewees not only comprise a sequence 

of events, but also have a deep structure that is apparently firmly rooted in Western 

culture. In Christianity and other religions, an individual’s efforts to understand his life 

in relation to a single event or a decisive turning point have a long tradition. A biblical 

model for this structure can be found in the figure of Saul, who sees a bright light from 

heaven, falls off his horse and experiences his true calling as an apostle. He is then 

transformed into a wholly new person with a new name – Paul (Acts 9). This type of 

biographical interpretative pattern can be found in a large number of conversion and 

awakening stories, and its outlines can also be seen in the young interviewees’ descrip-

tions of their violent careers. Just as Paul’s transformation from a persecutor of Chris-

tians to a preacher of the Gospel is always manifest in his deeds, so too is the young 

peoples’ rebirth as violent offenders always manifest in theirs: they continue to have 

‘minor epiphanies’ of violence8 long after their first key role reversal is concluded. The 

biographical interpretative pattern continues to be confirmed and consolidated in indi-

vidual acts. 

 The epiphanic or revelatory character of certain acts of violence can largely be 

explained by the fact that the young people regain the ability to act that they have lost 

within the context of family violence. Of course, the consequences of a trajectory of 

suffering are not eliminated through a single violent act. They continue to have an im-

pact: the young people want to go on demonstrating their capacity to act, which is in-

tended to end their previous history of physical abuse and denied recognition, or even to 

allow them to forget it. The particular patterns of violent action thereby established are 

controlled by an ‘interpretive regime’, in which the long-term effects of family trajecto-

ries of powerlessness and disrespect are manifested. 

Interpretive regimes with an affinity for violence 

Interpretive regimes that bring forth violence are perceptual patterns acquired in family 

socialization. They render the youths particularly vulnerable in situations that evoke 

their early experiences of powerlessness and disrespect. The youths are quick to make 

out, in the behavior of their interaction partners, an intention to humiliate or attack 

them. This perception determines the way they define a situation that leads to violence. 

Often all that is required to cause this perception is a glance that they interpret as being 
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contemptuous or aggressive; a single false word suffices to trigger their violent ‘de-

fense.’ Here we see an internal connection to their experience of victimization within 

the family, one that can be traced into the subtle twists and turns of their narratives. In 

the practice of violence, dichotomous interpretations are at work that, like the comple-

mentary negative experiences within the family, circle around the semantics of power 

and powerlessness, of recognition and disrespect. 

 We are justified in speaking of interpretive regimes in this case because the 

perception of an interactive situation that leads to violence is an interpretation – just as 

every action is based on an interpretive definition of the given situation, and just as in-

dividuals always act based on the meaning that objects possess for them (Blumer 1969). 

These interpretations can be characterized as interpretive regimes because they do not 

spring from the youths’ conscious decision to process interactive situations in any par-

ticular way. Rather, the young people interpret the situations in light of paradigmatic 

events in the past without being able to explain this to themselves or to others. They are 

under the sway of their experiences as victims; they are subject to the regime. For bio-

graphical reasons, the corresponding situations are overdetermined – not only in terms 

of the way they are interpreted, but also in terms of the way they are responded to. In-

terpretive regimes in this sense have an affinity for violence because the young people 

view situations through the lens of interpretative patterns that make a violent response 

seem the most logical. They do not want to remain the victims of violence and humilia-

tion, and since they project their family’s hostile world onto other behavioral contexts, 

they believe they must constantly defend themselves in order to preempt attacks by oth-

ers. Finally, these interpretations have an affinity for violence because they need not 

always lead to its use. Even if they provide an impetus for violent action, there is no 

automatic mechanism. At issue are proclivities for action whose fulfillment depends on 

the most diverse situational conditions and on existing opportunity structures. 

 An incident from the interview with Bebek, a sixteen-year-old Kurdish girl born 

in Berlin, shows how interpretative regimes with an affinity for violence work. It begins 

when she tries to enter a room in her youth club to talk to a few friends who are danc-

ing. At the door, there is a verbal exchange between Bebek and an Iranian girl of her 

own age who does not want to let her in, as the dance exercise is already underway. The 

girl first claims to have this authority herself, then refers to instructions from the social 

worker. After a short argument, Bebek hits her opponent so hard that the girl is taken to 

the hospital with a skull trauma and broken ribs; Bebek will later have to answer in court 



 

 

 

14 

for her actions. The escalating tension between Bebek and the girl draws its force from 

the theme of exclusion. Bebek, who at the start of the narrative emphasizes that she had 

previously gone to the youth center ‘almost every day’ and enjoys ‘privileged status’ 

there, sees her membership challenged by her opponent. If one recalls Bebek’s experience 

as a victim, it becomes clear that there are antecedents to this conflict in the family, where 

Bebek always had the role of outcast and was forced to knuckle under to the male family 

members’ violent patriarchal regime. 

 The theme of exclusion has a powerful presence in the passage in which Bebek 

describes how her family used to try to convince her she was a foundling whom her par-

ents had discovered in a ‘garbage can.’ Despite her tears, the family members would con-

firm this story, pointing to her ‘white skin’ as proof, which differed from their own brown 

complexion. The theme of skin color is also present in the interview when Bebek, in re-

sponse to a question by the interviewer, briefly describes her Iranian opponent in the 

youth center, saying: ‘She has brown skin herself.’ It is indeed striking that this detail 

should recur in an incident that centers on exclusion – it was, after all, the dark skin color 

of her family members that provided a clear sign of affiliation with the family. Prior to 

Bebek’s violent outburst, one question becomes increasingly important in the dialogue 

between the two girls: whether Bebek’s opponent is entitled to determine who is allowed 

in. Before striking her opponent, Bebek exclaims, ‘You don’t have any say here!’ – an-

other telling statement, since Bebek herself was forbidden to speak in the family, and this 

ban plays a central role in her descriptions of its interactive structures. For instance, when 

she wanted to voice her opinion at the table, Bebek was either not listened to or silenced 

by her father or older brother, who said: ‘You’re too small, shut up!’ Whereas in her fam-

ily any protests she dares to make remain ineffectual, her newly acquired ability to defend 

herself breaks new ground in her violent response. The semantic horizons are the same in 

both cases: what is at stake are special forms of exclusion and affiliation. The interpretive 

pattern to which Bebek is subject, which overshadows and shapes the situation in the 

youth center, has been in place for quite some time. She perceives her opponent’s be-

havior in light of old problems whose semantic traces are clearly visible in the interview: 

the problem of intra-family marginalization, of her treatment as a stranger on her home 

turf, and of her constant sense of subjugation. 

 Another factor determines Bebek’s violent behavior, namely, her female identity. In 

this case, too, the semantic subtleties of Bebek’s descriptions shed light on the evolution, 

within her family, of her situational definitions. A telling example comes in a story she 
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tells of punching a boy in the face for calling her girlfriend a ‘whore’ in a subway station. 

This situation turns on the issue of honor, that is, on her friend’s virginity and good repu-

tation. On several occasions, this issue provided grounds for her father and bother to beat 

or humiliate her. When she entered into friendly relations with boys or talked to a female 

neighbor of ill sexual repute, she was even forced to submit to a true humiliation ritual: 

her brother made her lie on the ground before him, and he beat her legs with a stick.9 As 

Bebek’s description of the subway incident makes clear, she felt implicated in the label 

applied to her friend – as if this label were aimed at herself and she were the one who was 

called upon to defend her identity. Reflecting on the blow she gave the boy, she remarks 

that, in contrast to other girls, it is not enough for her to know what kind of person she is. 

She won’t put up with being called a ‘whore.’ She often displayed this defiant attitude of 

‘not putting up with anything,’10 which can only be understood as an inversion of her 

experiences within her family, in situations where an external observer would fail to see 

any challenge, threat or intended injury on the part of another person. 

 On the one hand, the concept of interpretive regimes points to a special sensitivity 

in situations in which experiences that the youths know from their homes threaten to 

recur. On the other hand, it is linked to their willingness to use violence in such situa-

tions. These interpretive regimes make violence a likely option since the young people 

project the adversity they have experienced in their homes onto other social spheres. As 

their web of social relations widens, so too does the space in which they again and again 

‘discover’ the aggressive rejection and ignorance that they have known in their families 

since their childhood. Along with cumulative epiphanies, the concept of violent inter-

pretive regimes is thus able to address the long unanswered question of how violence is 

transferred from the youths’ family life to their life-worlds.11 It posits a biographical 

continuity that permits one not only to speak of ‘violent careers,’ but also to see their 

beginnings in trajectories of physical abuse and disrespect. Just as the dimension of an 

action pattern enters into trajectories of family abuse by means of projections of 

counter-violence, so too is the aspect of a trajectory of suffering brought into patterns of 

violent action by means of an interpretive regime with an affinity for violence. Unbe-

knownst to the young people, their history as victims asserts itself precisely in those 

situations in which they demonstrate their capacity to act and defend themselves. The 

trajectories of suffering are canceled out in violent action: they are precariously over-

come and preserved at the same time. 
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Intrinsic motives for violence 

As violent careers progress, motives mostly come into play that can no longer be re-

duced to the situational definitions and interpretive patterns described above. The vio-

lence becomes excessively cruel and takes on a dynamic of its own, one that is not suf-

ficiently accounted for by a ‘dispositional’ explanation based on the offenders’ bio-

graphically determined behavioral tendencies. In this case, the explanation for the vio-

lence and its motives must be supplemented by ‘situational’ analysis, which is far less 

developed in the sociology of crime (Birkbeck and LaFree 1993). After all, the descrip-

tions in the interviews repeatedly show that the young people associate a direct subjec-

tive gain with their violent acts, a gain that consists of an especially intense experience. 

In one form or another, the youths describe the use of violence as a fascinating experi-

ence that not only creates a disinhibitory dynamic, but also becomes a motive for addi-

tional violent acts. The violence becomes an end in itself and follows intrinsic motives 

for violence – that is, motives that emanate from the experience of using violence and 

do not require any objectives or purposes external to the situation. We can identify three 

aspects of the violent experience that lead to such intrinsic motives: the triumph of 

physical superiority, the victim’s pain, and the break with the daily routine. 

 The young perpetrators associate with victorious violence the intoxicating experi-

ence of triumph, of being stronger than and having power over others. This can became 

an independent motive for violence and in extreme cases develop a dynamic of its own, 

one that leads to a desire to bring others to the brink of death and sit in judgment over 

their lives. No matter how cruel the violence is in individual cases, perpetrators with 

such motives are aiming for much more than self-assertion. They desire the physical 

subjugation of others, they want to see them literally below themselves in order to feel 

powerful and important. When the youths emphasize that their opponents are below 

them and they stand above, when they stress their own lack of injury and the others’ 

wounds, when they mention their own freedom to act and the others’ inability to move, 

they demonstrate how closely the feelings of strength and omnipotence are linked to the 

coordinates of bodily experience. These feelings draw on the direct physical presence of 

the victim and the sensory evidence of his being broken. When the youths say that vio-

lence brings an ‘incredible feeling of power’ and ‘the thrill of victory,’ they are de-

scribing what drives them to their acts and what they see as the source of the intrinsic 

attraction of violence. In this case, the motive for action is based on what occurs in the 
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perpetrators’ relationships to themselves when they use violence. What is at stake is a 

sense of the self, even if this is based on a specific, extremely asymmetric relationship 

to another person: an exhilarating self-perception that feeds on the irrefutable certainty 

of one’s own grandeur and strength. 

 This point is illustrated in an incident related by Murat. It begins at Murat’s school 

in West Berlin, when an Arab youth spreads the news that, at his school in East Berlin, he 

and his black friend were cursed out as ‘shitty foreigners’ and beaten by a group of skin-

heads. After emphasizing that the ‘Nazis’ challenged them to a fight, the youth is ulti-

mately successful in persuading Murat and a few Turkish classmates to avenge the skin-

heads’ crime. The group of sixteen, armed with clubs, sets out in search of the skinheads, 

and after a verbal exchange, a pitched battle ensues during which two Turks in Murat’s 

group draw their knives and stab one of the skinheads several times, causing life-threat-

ening injuries. Murat’s description at first appears to leave little doubt as to the purpose of 

the fight – to call the skinheads to account for their racist words and actions and, beyond 

this, to take up the challenge to fight. However, as the dynamics of the situation unfold, 

an additional motive for action surfaces, one which Murat describes as follows: ‘We 

really wanted to beat them to a pulp. We wanted them to grovel on the ground before us, 

saying: “Stop, please! We’re sorry for what we said.” We wanted to beat them to a pulp.’ 

According to this description, Murat and his gang wanted to create a situation in which 

their opponents were completely subjugated and they could gloat over their horror. The 

violence aims not only at the physical subjugation of the opponent, but also at a verbal 

concession of his inferiority and the perpetrator’s malicious pleasure in his terror: the 

group wanted the skinheads to tremble with fear and beg for mercy. They were supposed 

to fall to their knees and confirm the power of Murat and his group in a formal act of 

submission. Here, the triumphant experience of proving oneself superior by physically 

subjugating an opponent in a violent undertaking becomes the decisive motive for action. 

 A comparable web of motives led the skinhead Kai to embark on a nearly routine 

search for persons to be the target of his violence. When he got up in the morning, Kai 

explains, he would often have a premonition that ‘something would happen’ that day. The 

behavior at which he took offense in his randomly chosen victims merely seems to serve 

the purpose of identifying them as the objects of his violent intentions. Kai’s talk of a 

‘feeling of power’ reveals the driving force behind his attacks, which at first glance seem 

fully irrational. He has this sense of power when he views his victims beaten and often 

motionless on the ground before him. One incident after a visit to a disco with a girlfriend 
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and a few male friends provides a gauge of the exact nature of this feeling, which con-

stantly recurs in Kai’s stories. When leaving the disco, they meet, as Kai puts it, a ‘Yugo-

slav or a Turk,’ who makes a ‘funny remark.’ Kai punches him in the face, kicks him and 

throws him in front of an approaching streetcar, which is able to brake in time. Kai’s 

comment is that his opponent ‘unfortunately survived’ and afterward ran off. Referring to 

the incident later on, Kai says: ‘And he was almost run over, and I would have committed 

my first murder. Not that I wanted to. Then I had this feeling of power again.’ The am-

bivalent feelings of regret that Kai expresses over the non-fatal outcome of his violent 

crime result from his desire to invest himself with godlike powers and ultimately to savor 

the survivor’s triumph over the dead (Canetti 1962: 227 ff.). 

 The second aspect of intrinsically motivated violence, the pleasure in inflicting 

pain, does not aim for a heightened sense of the self. Rather, it is linked to what happens 

to the ‘other’ – to the perpetrator’s victim or inferior opponent. The fact that violence 

means pain and torment to those on whom it is inflicted is ineluctably tied to the corpo-

ral existence of a human being. At the same time, for the young offenders, the physical 

suffering of another person is often not only an unintended side-effect of violence, but 

the very thing they are striving for (see also Baumeister and Campbell 1999: 211 ff). 

They take pleasure in the pain and injuries of their victims. The direct experience of 

their victim’s vulnerability can exert such an attraction that the offenders cannot refrain 

from their beatings until the victim doubles over in pain. For instance, Kai compares 

himself to a ‘pit bull’ that must be ‘whistled back’ by others before he will stop pum-

meling his grievously injured opponent. If the victim’s pain is the driving force behind a 

violent act, it presupposes a certain empathy with the victim on the part of the perpetra-

tor, as was first observed by Georg Simmel (1900) and later emphasized by Hartmann 

Tyrell (1999: 272). The latent process by which the perpetrator – who enjoys his vic-

tim’s suffering – comes to identify with the victim can be seen in the passage of Kai’s 

interview in which, alluding to a violent act by a friend, Kai says that, just once, when 

jumping on a person’s head, he would like to ‘hear it crack.’ Asked by the interviewer 

what he means by this, Kai brings the victim into play, saying: ‘It’s brutal, absolutely 

brutal. If you do that to a person – it must be brutal for him.’ When offenders like Kai 

are forced to admit to themselves that, while fully aware of their victim’s vulnerability, 

they feel pleasure in his pain, their own behavior appears eerie to them. As a result, they 

occasionally pathologize themselves because they feel the need to exonerate themselves 

of guilt. One example can be seen in Kai’s description of himself as having a ‘perverse 
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streak.’ Kai does indeed have scruples, and at times he counters these by externalizing 

moral standards and delegating responsibility for his violent acts to the spectators who 

in most cases exist but fail to intervene. These ‘neutralization techniques’ (Sykes and 

Matza 1957) allow the perpetrators to pursue their pleasure in others’ pain; and in their 

narratives this pleasure is expressed by a symbolism of intoxication. It is only this moti-

vational basis that can explain the extreme brutality and excessive violence that often 

mark the young offenders’ attacks on victims who are physically inferior to them. 

 This dimension of the violent experience comes to light in a story that Kai tells 

about an extremely cruel beating he gives a man in a Turkish fast food restaurant. In 

describing his victim, he at first says that he was an ‘awful braggart,’ but later admits 

that the man simply had the bad luck of being ‘at the wrong place at the wrong time.’ 

Kai says that his cruel act gave him ‘a nice feeling’ that was based on ‘inflicting pain.’ 

Concluding his story, Kai once again offers an explanation for what he feels when he 

hits and torments his victims: ‘For me it was awesome to see all the things you could do 

to a person.’ Kay derives pleasure from making others the object of an experiment that 

takes them to their pain barrier. Furthermore, as in Kai’s talk of a ‘perverse streak,’ the 

attribute that he uses in German to describe this experiment – ‘geil’ – has a double 

meaning (awesome/horny) that sexualizes his cruelty. 

 Joe, a seventeen-year-old German youth who committed most of his violent crimes 

together with his Arab and Turkish friends, is also familiar with such motives, even 

though his crimes were less serious than those committed by Kai. Joe tells about an inci-

dent that centers on a Thai youth who borrows a video from Joe’s Turkish friend Ural and 

then gives him back the wrong one. Joe and Ural accost the Thai in front of his apartment, 

a scuffle ensues, and finally Joe, joined by Ural, begins kicking the youth until his nose 

begins bleeding. He does not stop until the hallway is ‘full of blood.’ Up to a certain 

point, the progression of this situation can be grasped by the interactive dynamic derived 

from the need to resolve the conflict over the video cassette. However, the excessive use 

of force explodes the original scope of the two’s intentions and their desire to put their 

opponent in his place. The following remark by Joe suggests why the conflict suddenly 

escalates the way it does: ‘It’s just so – gratifying. And you’re glad he hurts. He keeps 

saying: “Stop, stop!”, and you keep hitting him.’ Here Joe links the positive experience of 

the violent act with his victim’s cries of pain, which appear to incite him to additional 

blows, even though his opponent has admitted defeat and is begging for mercy. The ex-
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treme violence of this situation springs from the fact that the objective of Joe’s behavior is 

his opponent’s pain. 

 The third dimension of the intrinsic motive for violence – breaking with the every-

day routine – results from the relationship between the violent situation and the offend-

ers’ normal lives, which are experienced as a great deal less intense. The appeal of vio-

lence lies in its capacity to produce an exceptional situation that radically differs from 

the youths’ everyday existence. The young people relate that, in the act of violence, they 

experience moments of great intensity that are focused on the present and the immedi-

acy of the action (cf. Katz 1988; Buford 1991). This exceptional state is created both by 

the tension that grips all their senses the moment they exercise violence, and by the fact 

that violence suspends, even scorns, the usual rules of human coexistence. Thus the 

desire to create this exceptional sensory state can be just as strong a motive for violence 

as the wish to produce an exceptional normative situation in which the offender deliber-

ately violates the fundamental rules of civil interaction. In both cases, the spell cast on 

young people in violent moments renders all other motives secondary. In such moments, 

the reflective distance between the subject and his actions dissolves; the moment is re-

duced to pure speed and action. The youths lose sight of the possible ramifications of 

violence for themselves and the physical and mental consequences for their victims. As 

can often be observed, the offenders are so enthralled by the experience of violence that 

they act in contravention of their own moral feelings. They reach a state where they are 

unable to reflect on their action and even temporarily abandon self-control. 

 An episode from the life of seventeen-year-old Cruse, a Lebanese youth born in 

Berlin, illustrates this point. Cruse, who has been a member of various violent street gangs 

in the past and at the time of the interview regularly met with a group of young Arabs on 

the street, describes ‘a nice fight,’ yes, ‘the best fight of all,’ which occurred when he and 

several gang members returned from a swimming excursion. After they entered the sub-

way car, two of his friends turned up their ghetto blaster, which led to a skirmish with 

‘four pretty big Germans’ and ultimately to a tumultuous brawl that spilled out onto the 

platform in the next subway station, where several passers-by intervened. The enthusiasm 

with which Cruse recounts the incident shows the exhilarating dynamic of his violent 

action, which is not held in check as long as he is protected by his group. He leaves out no 

detail of his unrestrained violent behavior, describing, for instance, how he punches one 

man ‘in the face and the nose,’ drawing both blood and tears, and how he butts his head 

into anther’s ‘Nazi nose’ and ‘kicks him again, again and again.’ The phrases, which are 
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meant to capture his feeling of euphoria, come thick and fast, culminating in the remark: 

‘Attacking at the same time, that’s awesome, really awesome, that’s better than any trip.’ 

The attack on one of the four men in the subway, to which Cruse refers here, creates an 

ecstatic state that in his eyes is better than any drug-induced high. It is obvious that such 

violent experiences, which give the youths a taste of the extraordinary, will have an im-

pact on them and motivate additional violence. The fascination of immorality and Diony-

sian excesses leads precisely to those acts that are often described as blind, as without 

reason and sense.12 

Mythologies of violence 

The repeated use of violence affects the self-image and normative ideals of the young 

offenders. If the experience of using force is appealing because it is linked to states of 

ecstasy and feelings of power, it will have permanent consequences for the youths’ 

value systems. This has already been shown in the analysis of epiphanic experiences of 

violence which the young people regard as key to their new self-conception and as an 

authentic expression of their identities. The self-image that emerges from these 

epiphanic experiences takes on an everyday normality, and the young people make vio-

lence into a positive value. For them, posing a physical threat to others and being con-

stantly willing to fight are ideals. They take steps to achieve these ideals and suffer if – 

due to a lack of courage or physical strength – they fail. They fight, train and suffer for 

their values. 

 Here ‘values’ is used in the strong sense of the word to mean moral ideas that 

have a motivating character and that, according to Emile Durkheim, are identified by 

the attribute of ‘desirability’ (Durkheim 1953; Joas 2000: 65 ff.). If the concept of val-

ues is used here to analyze tendencies toward violent action, it is meant to convey the 

fact that the idealization of violence among young people not only represents one im-

pulse among others, but is given a priority that allows the young people to assess their 

violence-inhibiting norms as subordinate or impermissible. This means that, in the name 

of ‘strong evaluations’ (Taylor 1977), the youths abrogate the restrictive and imperative 

dimensions of the moral rules which Durkheim defined using the characteristics of 

‘duty’ or ‘obligation.’ The practice of violence gains a mythic content as it is norma-

tively charged. 
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 As regards the young interviewees, there are two reasons one is justified in speak-

ing of mythologies of violence.13 In the first place, the term captures the diverse ways 

they glorify power and strength. The young people expect violence to bring them a pre-

viously unknown recognition and to lend them an undreamt-of grandeur. The promise 

of ‘an easy, quick, almost magical way of achieving power and prestige’ – as Lewis 

Yablonsky (1962: 4) fittingly expresses it – prompts the young people to view violence 

as desirable. In the second place, the young people expect violence to have effects that 

in fact either do not materialize or come undone over the long term due to its negative 

consequences. Only the older interviewees are at times aware of the fact that the posi-

tive effects of violence last only for a short period of time and are in part chimerical. Its 

negative effects range from stigmatization in the youths’ private lives to negative school 

or professional consequences and even to legal repercussions. It is in this sense that the 

glorious effects of violence are a mere myth. 

 The central expectation associated with mythologies of violence – namely, that 

violence and victory in battle will bring recognition and a positive self-transformation – 

is typified by Murat. His idealized image of himself is closely linked to his ability to 

deliver blows without moral inhibition. He wants to be like the most brutal criminals he 

knows. His idols the other members of his Turkish gang, some older, who are willing to 

commit acts of extreme violence. He explains: ‘That’s the way I’ll be one day! Pow, no 

hesitation, really physical! If I keep on working out, my hands will get really strong. . . . 

And I want people to take notice of me first. I want them to talk about me, to say: “He’s 

bad news, we don’t want to pick a fight with him!” Well, one day I’ll get them to re-

spect me.’ In order to achieve his idealized image as a fighter, Murat not only works 

out, but plans to undergo military training. Inspired by the Rambo films, he even ex-

presses a desire ‘to go to Vietnam.’ Ignorant of the history of the Vietnam war, even 

believing it is still being fought, he explains that he’s going to acquire ‘street-fighting’ 

skills in the bush and to learn how to ‘fight fear.’ Imagining himself in the role of a 

Vietnam fighter who risks his life to come to his friends’ aid, Murat identifies the driv-

ing force behind these bold fantasies, the idea that his deeds will make him a decorated 

hero. ‘Someday I really want to be No. 1, to be known or famous or something like 

that!’ he says, adding: ‘I don’t want to be someone no one knows exists in the world.’ 

He appears to know no middle ground between fame and obscurity. The glory in battle 

that excites his imagination is intended, in one fell swoop, to bridge the divide between 

the threat of being or remaining a nobody and the chance of being a winner. In his eyes, 
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violence and fighting hold out the promise of being seen and recognized. The manner in 

which Murat mythologizes violence, which extends to an affectively charged, aggres-

sive physicality, is inseparably linked to such expectations. He idealizes the image of a 

young man who has an aura of violence that strikes fear into others’ hearts and forces 

them to respect him. A result of such idealizations is that the mere existence of a chal-

lenge, the mere question of who is stronger, creates a kind of compulsive need to re-

spond with violence. 

 As is shown by Murat’s explanations above, the groups to which the young people 

belong often supply role models and action arenas for their fighting ideals. The young 

people share with the group the same values and ideals. Hence, their immediate reality 

supports the mythologies of violence that make the youths believe that physical 

strength, fighting skills and violence will bring them recognition. Within the group, the 

youths try to gain recognition by demonstrating power and strength; outside the group, 

by violent acts that are intended to force their opponents or victims to express their re-

spect. A phantasmagoric codification of violence plays a crucial role in this context. 

One example is the way the skinhead Kilian proudly identifies with the ‘bad guys,’ the 

Nazis, who ‘gassed six million Jews’ and made the whole world quake in its boots. He 

overlays his violence with a symbolism that serves to rescue himself and his group from 

insignificance. For Kilian, the positive functions of identifying with evil, which the 

Nazis epitomize, lie in a wondrous enhancement of his self and his actions. However, 

the semantic gain which Kilian draws from both the National Socialist codification of 

violence and the fear of others always remains ambivalent, situated somewhere between 

phantasm and reality. 

 The grand effects that they hope to wring from violence run counter to the insight 

– had in lucid moments – that it is all just a fatal error. The youths’ knowledge that they 

are not only feared but also hated by their victims joins the expanded sense of them-

selves that results from subjugating others and coercing them into obedience. The myth 

is robbed of its magic by the awareness that fear has nothing to do with respect and that 

recognition granted under duress is worth nothing at all (see also Straub 1999: 99). 

Hence, when answering the question of what it feels like when others are afraid of him, 

Kilian says: ‘It’s a feeling of power, a feeling of pure power. You feel good, you think: 

you’re the boss here and you can tell them to do anything you want, and they’ll do it. 

Yes, that’s how it is! A feeling of power! A thrill! You just feel good. Although, when 

you’re at home or alone, sometimes you think about the consequences. And what you 
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actually gain. I mean, the fact is, they actually think you’re an asshole. That’s the way it 

is! . . . So, sometimes, in a quiet moment, you think: what good is it? Or you can’t say 

what good it is. I don’t know. The fact that they’re afraid and only do what you say out 

of fear.’ In this passage, Kilian clearly describes the ambiguity he feels toward the sub-

missive behavior of others that is rooted in fear. His invigorating ‘feeling of power’ has 

a bitter aftertaste that comes from his awareness that he is in fact rejected by others. The 

gratification of violence comes with worrisome side effects, including, not least, Kil-

ian’s inability to distinguish between real respect and anticipatory obedience among his 

victims. 

 As the example of Kilian shows, this awareness may remain dormant for a long 

time because the youths do everything in their power to prevent others from making 

negative comments about them. Their fear of rejection forces them to latch onto prac-

tices that, even if they do not bring recognition, at least silence others. This vicious cir-

cle remains intact as long as the biographically acquired problem of recognition and 

self-respect is not resolved and a violent interpretive regime remains in effect. Up to this 

point, idealized, mythically charged images of violence endure – images that are re-

sponsible for making the fruits of violence, both perishable and regenerative, appear so 

desirable to the youth. However, with the insight that recognition cannot be acquired by 

force, this period of violence takes on the characteristics of a trajectory. The youths may 

quickly realize that the phases in which they wielded the greatest power are in fact times 

when they wasted opportunities and destroyed social relations. They are forced to real-

ize that their action patterns do not make them immune to new forms of suffering. The 

young offenders remain marked by biographical paths that are paved with points of no 

return. 
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Notes 

 
1 During the first interview, the initial questions concerned the different social contexts in which the 

young people lived at the time of the interview and in earlier phases of their lives. The three fields cov-
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ered by these questions were: 1) school and work history, 2) family socialization, and 3) current recrea-

tional activities, friends and group affiliations. The next part of the interview sought to document the 

violent experiences the young people had had in the course of their lives. In this narratively structured 

section, each of the youths was asked to tell about the incidents in which they had come into contact with 

violence, either as observers, victims or perpetrators. On the one hand, the second interview encompassed 

specific questions on different thematic fields that extended beyond those in the first interview; on the 

other, it contained questions that addressed topics in the first interview from a different angle. With this 

combination of thematic repetition and variation, the interview not only explored new thematic fields 

relating to lifestyle, everyday perceptual patterns and normative attitudes, but also gathered more details 

of the youths’ biographical experiences discussed in the first interview. 
2 Measured against the statistic distribution of violent crimes among the sexes in the corresponding age 

group in Germany, there is a slight overrepresentation of female interviewees in the sample (cf. Pfeiffer 

and Wetzels 1999: 14). Nine youths were of German descent, and the other nine came from immigrant 

families: six were Turkish, two were of Arab descent, and one interviewee came from Poland but was a 

member of a Turkish gang. Four of the interviewees were in the skinhead scene, and five were members 

of a violent Turkish or Arab gang. The others were on the fringes of the above-mentioned groups, had 

been members of such groups for a short time, had shifted between different groups, or had never been 

members of a violent group. Contact with the young people was arranged by a Berlin secondary school 

and by several facilities that had been charged by a juvenile court with carrying out ‘educational meas-

ures’ under Section 10 of Germany’s Jugendgerichtsgesetz – the penal code for young offenders. 
3 It must be noted, though, that individual authors in the symbolic interactionist tradition define ‘trajec-

tory’ differently than Strauss and Glaser or Schütze. For example, in the work of Andrew Abbott (2001), 

trajectory refers to a consistent sequence of events within the framework of a master narrative. It enables 

individuals to cognitively structure all the incidents in a specific phase of their lives as part of a single 

developmental process. According to Abbot, a trajectory is simply a series of events that, in a biographi-

cal narrative, is based on a specific progression and action pattern which is for the most part institution-

ally defined. The conceptual counterpart to the trajectory in Abbott’s work is the turning point, defined as 

a pivotal point in biographical narratives that marks the transition from one trajectory to another, such as 

the shift from the ‘school’ to the ‘occupational’ trajectory. Thus, Abbot’s use of ‘trajectories’ is closer to 

Schütze’s concept of Handlungsschemata (action patterns) than it is to Schütz’s concept of a Verlaufs-

kurve des Erleidens (trajectory of suffering). 
4 It is by no means the case that physical abuse in families inevitably leads to violence in adolescence and 

young adulthood, yet there is overwhelming empirical evidence of the opposite: a significantly large 

percentage of adolescents and young adults who physically abuse others have themselves been victims of 

family violence (cf. Lewis, Mallouh and Webb 1989). 
5 Nevertheless, this is a second-order construct (Schütz 1953) that does more than just duplicate the young 

people’s stories. In the interview, some of the youths even explicitly denied any link between family 

socialization and their subsequent affiliation with a violent group. This was the only way they could pre-

sent their lives as a product of their own free will as opposed to being a consequence of inevitable de-

velopments. Despite such arguments, the family-related narratives of the same youths were always per-

meated by an interpretative pattern that allowed them to see themselves as the powerless victims of fam-

ily violence. At times the narrative and interpretive passages of the interview contradict each other, with 

the result that the self-interpretation of the individuals does not always follow a consistent ‘causal attribu-

tion’ (Nollmann 2003: 126 ff.). Nor is it always entirely congruent with the trajectory of suffering por-

trayed here, which at a later point in life turns into violent action. If an interpretative pattern reveals itself 

in narratives but is argued against by the narrator, its force is all the more apparent – and it can be cleared 

of the suspicion of any justificatory intent. In such cases, it is up to the sociologist to diagnose a phase of 
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passive victim status. This is particularly true of its connection to a later phase involving an active, violent 

re-appropriation of the power to act, especially since the young people themselves rarely see this 

connection. It is only revealed by a sociological analysis of the semantics incorporated into the young 

people’s patterns of biographical depiction. 
6 See Sutterlüty 2002: 147 ff. regarding the distinctions made in this passage between ‘experiences of 

powerlessness’ and ‘experiences of disrespect,’ and between the ‘need for recognition’ and the ‘claim to 

recognition.’ 
7 Experiences of this type can also be observed among young people with violent careers. They represent 

epiphanic experiences that have no direct connection with the previous history of suffering violence in the 

family. Such ‘major epiphanies’ are based on violent acts that result from contingent, situational condi-

tions and usher in a new stage of violence by bringing the perpetrator into a previously unknown context 

of violence and by permanently tearing down his moral inhibitions. This was the case with eighteen-year-

old Sven, whose violent career was propelled forward when, at age fifteen, he and two friends chased 

down two Vietnamese cigarette dealers, beat them brutally, and finally tore the goods out of the hands of 

the screaming men. Sven said he experienced an ‘adrenaline rush’ and ‘broke through his inhibitions.’ He 

also explained how, after this ‘first time,’ he joined the violent ‘escapades’ of his friends since he wanted 

to relive this intoxicating experience of superior power in entirely different contexts. In several instances, 

the victims of his violence were what he called Glatzköppe, or skins. The effect of violence on sixteen-

year-old Jacques, who is of Turkish descent, was the exact opposite. He was involved in a fight between 

immigrant youths and a group of skinheads that culminated in extreme violence, but although he regarded 

the fight – in which Murat (see section 4.2) also participated – as a ‘major epiphany,’ it was one that 

horrified him and made him turn his back on violence. Interestingly enough, Jacques grew up in a family 

marked by positive interpersonal relations. His stories about his family contain no references to violence 

or shows of disrespect. 
8 This reference to conversion narratives is meant to provide insight into the cultural historical origins of 

the interpretative patterns that inform the depiction of violent experiences as biographical turning points. 

In addition to offering the evolutionary thesis that the model for such depictions stems from religious 

contexts, the reference is meant to call attention to a homology: Bernd Ulmer (1988) has discussed the 

three-stage temporal structure of conversion narratives, which always contain the ‘temporal marker’ of a 

conversation experience as well as a pre-conversion and a post-conversion biography. This structure can 

also be found in biographical narratives of violent youths. The comparison between conversion narratives 

and stories in which individual violent acts function as biographical turning points is based on this struc-

tural analogy. By no means does it mean to imply that the epiphanic experiences of violence that are 

interpreted as turning points are religious or quasi-religious experiences like moments of conversion. 
9 Her mother also largely supports the family order. Contrary to Bebek’s expectations, her mother does 

not stick up for her rights or even recognize the injustice done to her. This is an important detail, as can be 

seen by a comparable case from the interview material. Seventeen-year-old Janet, one of seven children in 

an Arab family, was beaten by her father for the same reasons that Bebek’s father beat her – once when 

he noticed her talking to a boy on the phone. From the start, though, the family formed a broad alliance 

against her abusive father. He was despised by all and largely excluded from communication processes 

within the family. Here the violent perpetrator is marginalized, and his victim enjoys the solidarity and 

protection of the other family members. Significantly enough, Janet did not experience powerlessness in 

the same way as Bebek, who did not have an intercessor or guardian within the family but was always at 

the mercy of her violent father and brother. It is certainly no coincidence that, in contrast to Bebek, Janet 

did not develop a violent career. 
10 This earned her the reputation of being a ‘fighting lady.’ Bebek rejected the label, not because it did not 

apply to her, but because she did not want others to hold her to this image in situations where she wanted 
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to play a different role – at a festive wedding, for instance. The image of a violent girl capable of defend-

ing herself did not wholly take possession of her in all situations, mainly because it conflicted with her 

gender identity – a conflict that could probably not arise among male youths (cf. Bruhns and Wittmann 

2001: 61). Joachim Kersten (1997) has pointed out that, in our cultures, violent actions by young men are 

regarded as a fulfillment of their masculinity, even if they are not always considered legitimate or are at 

times demonized. Women, by contrast, have no cultural pattern at their disposal to interpret violent action as 

a fulfillment of femininity. Rather, violence brings women into conflict with gender-specific cultural expec-

tations. This cultural restriction is probably the reason that, even if young women are beaten and treated with 

disrespect in the family, they turn to violent action much less frequently than their male peers. 
11 The line of research dealing with the ‘cycle of violence’ has repeatedly demonstrated a statistic link 

between violence in the family and violent crime in adolescence and young adulthood, but it has not been 

able to account for the mechanism by which violence is transferred from one area of life to the other; see 

Jaffe, Wolfe and Wilson 1990: 60 f., as well as Sutterlüty 2002: 209 ff. 
12 For clarification: even if intrinsic motives for violence bring to violent careers a strongly physical 

dimension that cannot be explained in its entirety solely by the young offenders’ family history as vic-

tims, such motives remain embedded in biographical processes. The young people with developmental 

stories as described above have had diverse opportunities to come into contact with the experiences that 

lead to intrinsic motives for violence. Furthermore, the only youths who are able to integrate the euphoria 

of using violence into their self-image are victimized individuals with a biographically acquired disposi-

tion to violence. As is shown by a comparison with the three interviewees without violent careers, other 

youths immediately reverse course when they start discovering similar sides to themselves. This is why 

the thesis of the existence of intrinsic motives for violence has little to do with the theories of violence 

proposed by Elias Canetti (1962) and Wolfgang Sofsky (1996), who regard the pleasure in violence as an 

anthropological constant and deny the explanatory power of biographical factors (for a detailed discus-

sion, see Sutterlüty 2002: 98 ff.). 
13 Hans Joas (2003) uses the concept of a mythology of violence to characterize efforts to positively 

reevaluate violence in wars between states and in struggles within society. He particularly stresses the 

‘myth of regeneration through violence.’ 
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