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IN spite of its rather grandiose Read-
er’s Digest title, which promises far
more than social science can currently
offer, given the diversity of things to
be explained and variation in the con-
texts where violence emerges, Ted Gurr
has produced a major piece of work
with which anyone doing systematic re-
search on political violence must come
to grips. Its significance lies not in its
wealth of new data or interpretations
but in its systematic integration of ma-
terials from various disciplines, meth-
odologies, countries, and time periods
into hypotheses about the source, mag-
nitude, and form of political violence. It
is a thoughtfut and erudite work, bring-
ing some coherence and order to an area
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badly in need of these. However, this is
sometimes at the cost of a very high
level of generality, offering some hy-
potheses that border on truisms and cir-
cularity, ignoring contradictory evidence
and some crucial variables, and encour-
aging the uncritical reader in psychologi-
cal reductionism. Its careful presenta-
tion of testable propositions and sug-
gestions for operationalizing variables
will stimulate research, and although it
does not make for lively reading, it is
useful as a teaching device in summariz-
ing much work done on political vio-
lence.

Propositions are offered which deal
with three basic questions: What are
the psychological and social sources of
the potential for collective violence?
What determines the extent to which
that potential is focused on the political
system? What social conditions affect
the magnitude and form of violence
when it occurs? Gurr differentiates a
“potential for collective violence,” which
is based on the extent and intensity of
shared discontents, from the ‘“potential
for political violence,” which is a func-
tion of the degree to which such dis-
contents are focused on the political sys-
tem. This is conditioned by factors such
as the extent of cultural sanctions re-
garding overt aggression, the extent and
degree of past political violence, the
presence of symbolic appeals justifying
violence, the legitimacy of the political
system, and its responses to feelings of
deprivation. Whether and in what form
politicized discontent is actually ex-
pressed is influenced by patterns of coer-
cive control and institutional support
within a political community.

Discontent emerges when value ex-
pectations exceed value capabilities.
When this occurs, men become frus-
trated, and “men who are frustrated
have an innate disposition to do violence
to its source in proportion to the in-
tensity of their frustration.” Thus the
causal link between conditions of the
social structure generating discontent
and political violence lies in frustration-
aggression, an idea which, we are told,
is “analogous to the law of gravity.”

Such an approach focuses attention
away from crucial questions of a social
process and system nature and encour-
ages one to move too readily from ob-
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served behavior to presumed motives.
Discussions of frustration and aggres-
sion, even if preceded by a consideration
of social conditions conducive to these,
tell us little about the struggle for power
and interaction among competing social
groups which is so crucial to the oc-
currence, magnitude, and consequences
of political violence. Nor do they tell
us anything about the synchronization
of discontent among separate groups
(such as the peasantry and parts of the
urban working and middle classes)
which have been so crucial to many of
the major revolutions.

Gurr’s scheme tends to ignore the im-
portance of official definitions and media
treatment in giving us our ideas about
the occurrence of violent events, With
criteria that are not as clear as they
might be, Gurr differentiates between
“turmoil,” “conspiracy,” and “internal
war.” Some of his most original hy-
potheses relate to the correlates of these
types of violence. One, of course, doesn’t
need a weatherman to tell when a so-
ciety is torn asunder by civil war. But a
category such as turmoil (“violent politi-
cal strikes, riots, political clashes, and
localized rebellions™) is very much con-
ditioned by official labels and behavior.

The meaning and “occurrence” of vio-
lence must be seen to lie partly in a
process of social interaction and defini-
tion. We are as much in need of a theory
of labelling, explaining how various sub-
groups (government, the media, seg-
ments of the public, even academics)
come to define certain kinds of behavior
and groups as violent, as we are of a
theory explaining the behavior. This is
all the more true given the self-fulfilling
effects that can flow from such defini-
tions. To explain why the original Black
Panthers in Oakland became involved in
political violence, while other similar
groups in that city did not, one must
look not so much at the personalities of
the Panthers as to how the government
came to define them as a threat, and
their subsequent labelling and treatment
as a dangerous revolutionary group.
Governments through expansion of their
control forces, increased surveillance,
agents provocateurs, the passage of laws
increasing the kinds of protest activities
seen as illegal (such as the US anti-riot
bill or France’s anti-casseur bill) and
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discretionary law enforcement may play
a crucial role in increasing the ‘violent’
events of certain groups.

What to those in power may be
minority violence, to the group in ques-
tion may simply be self-defense. What
to the media may be a civil rights riot
simply because blacks are involved, to
the participants may be a brawl or tradi-
tional school rivalry. To use media re-
ports as a data base, as Gurr and others
do, is thus a technique open to question
unless other issues are attended to.

A theory of political violence should
ideally have room for both violence as
protest and violence as repression. Yet
Gurr’s focus on the frustration of those
rebelling overlooks the fact that a size-
able proportion of twentieth century in-
ternal political violence has been carried
out by those in positions of authority.
The occurrence of violence among dem-
onstrators at mass protest meetings, for
example, is often almost an epiphenome-
non, owing far more to the nature of the
official response than to the degree of
frustration brought to the demonstra-
tion.

Even Jooking only to the psychologi-
cal level, I think little is to be gained
by dredging up worn-out frustration-ag-
gression theories which, once appropri-
ately qualified (as they must be, given
the research cited even by Gurr), per-
mit us to say little more than that frus-
tration may lead to aggression expressed
through political violence. The link be-
tween individual frustration and group
political violence is far from linear.
The decision to use (or to stop using)
violence may well be a tactical one;
and the person doing it need not experi-
ence frustration-aggression, as these are
usually understood from studies of ani-
mals and children at summer camps.

In moving too uncritically from ob-
served behavior to presumed motives,
one may fail to see that some of what
may appear to be violence generated by
political frustration is occasionally some-
thing else. Some violence, whether en-
gaged in by oppressed or by oppressors,
is ritualized and expressive or simply
personally instrumental. In some Asian
countries, depending on who is paying,
an individual can be seen rioting for dif-
ferent sides, even on the same day. A
part of the fire-bombing by black youths

during American riots was initiated by
merchants themselves for insurance pur-
poses, and some instances of organized
crime burning out non-cooperating stores
were also present. Agents provocateurs
may sometimes play an important role
in political violence, as the American
labor struggles, Tommy the Traveler
among New York students, and rumored
CIA-sponsored upheavals in various
countries would seem to suggest. This is
certainly not to deny the overwhelming
importance of protest sentiment in poli-
tical violence. However adequate un-
derstanding of violent events requires
consideration of those led to violence as
a result of felt deprivation, of those
whose motivation lies elsewhere, and of
the interaction between types of par-
ticipants at different stages in a move-
ment’s development.

Two conclusions which Gurr draws
from his data have important policy and
value implications. They are (a) repres-
sion doesn’t work, and () violence
would disappear if only governments
would meet men’s aspirations. Here I
think he errs in trying to justify, in the
name of science, the liberal values which
most of us hold. With respect to repres-
sion, the historical record unfortunately
reveals too many examples to the con-
trary. The consequences of repressive
strategies are highly diverse and condi-
tioned by numerous variables. The ugly
truth is that sometimes repression does
‘work.” Elsewhere in his book Gurr even
offers hypotheses specifying conditions
under which repression is likely to be
most successful. Gurr’s argument that
public order can only be maintained
when means are provided for men to
work towards the attainment of their
aspirations is correct, but it ducks the
question of the extent to which scarcity
of resources and ideological incompati-
bilities generate conflicts, as well as the
tendency for aspirations to rise. Making
it possible for blacks to obtain their
aspirations may mean a decline in their
political violence, only to be matched
by an increase in political violence on
the part of threatened whites. The grant-
ing of deserved rights to Catholics in
Northern Ireland has led to increased
violence from Protestants. The strongest
grounds for arguing against repression
and in favor of meeting the aspirations
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of deprived groups are moral and not
necessarily in terms of the inefficacy of
repression or the disappearance of dis-
order.

The usefulness of Gurr’s work to a
researcher will depend upon the ques-
tions and methods that he is concerned
with., What gives it its interest and
power is his ability to draw out from
a vast literature the multidimensional
properties of a number of key variables
(too often treated as uni-dimensional),
and the presentation in a logical and
testable fashion of their determinants
and likely effects on several forms of
political violence.

IN marked contrast to the rather for-
mal social scientific style of Gurr, Paul
Bullock attempts to give some sense of
the human meaning of the conditions
and experiences which can inspire politi-
cal as well as traditional violence, by
offering an edited version of taped in-
terviews with young Watts residents.
Still we learn little about violence, as
such, from this book. “The people of
Watts” (as defined by a non-random
sample of people Bullock knows) report
a range of opinions and experiences.
Many of the basic themes characterizing
black communities in the late 1960’s are
presented, such as an emphasis on equal-
ity rather than integration, the need to
develop pride and organization in the
face of severe internal and external
problems, the search for status, genera-
tional conflict, and ambivalence toward
whites and violence. Unrelated chapters
cover topics such as “police,” “pot and
pills,” and “welfare,” and consist of an
introductory statement by Bullock, fol-
lowed by the stringing together of ex-
cerpts from his interviews. Strewn
throughout its several hundred pages is
an occasional marvellous bit of candor,
humor, or insight, but for those familiar
with research and personal accounts of
race and poverty, these hardly seem
worth the time taken to find them.

ALLEN GrRmMsHAW hopes to introduce
readers to “the history of racial violence
in this country and to some of the more
central scholarly attempts to understand
that violence.” With his wide knowledge
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of the historical and social science lit-
erature, he succeeds in doing this, though
one would have hoped for more in the
way of integration and synthesis, more
attention to the consequences of vio-
lence, and more comparisons to the phe-
nomenon elsewhere in the world, and to
violence involving social categorizations
other than race. Is there anything dis-
tinctive about American racial violence,
and why does racial violence seem to
have a more bloody and macabre po-
tential than that involving questions of
social class or political belief?

The volume offers some little-known
historical accounts and some classic es-
says and research. An historical section
is followed by sections on “patterns in
American racial violence,” “causation:
some theoretical and empirical notions,”
and “the changing meaning of ‘racial’
violence.” Efforts at explanation vary,
from Sterba’s “penis envy” interpreta-
tion of assaults by whites on black-
owned automobiles during the 1943 De-
troit riot, to more sociological (and no
doubt to many readers more plausible)
approaches focusing on the breakdown of
“an unstable accommodative pattern” in-
volving white dominance and black sub-
ordination. From the latter perspective,
violence (by whites as well as blacks)
has emerged primarily when blacks come
to question the status quo. The occur-
rence of violence by communal groups
is shown to be greatly conditioned by
the willingness and ability of authorities
to control it and the nature of their re-
sponse. In a concluding essay, Grimshaw
raises some important questions about
guilt and responsibility for racial vio-
lence.

ASSASSINATION AND Porriricar Vio-
LENCE is one of a series of task force
reports prepared for the National Com-
mission on the Causes and Prevention
of Violence. It is a compilation of di-
verse materials on assassination and a
vaguely defined “political violence.”
These materials vary greatly in quality,
freshness, method, and style. They lack
integration and a conclusion, and they
overlap somewhat with other task force
reports of the same and other commis-
sions. Of most interest to social scien-
tists is the cross-national data on as-

sassinationis, based on the work of
Leiden and the Feierabends, and a sur-
vey by Levy on attitudes toward politi-
cal violence.

Data from over 80 countries suggests
that a higher level of assassination (and
the general political unrest with which it
tends to be associated) is most likely to
be present in societies characterized by
“a low level of modernity, high systemic
frustration, a high rate of socio-eco-
nomic change, a high level of need for
achievement, moderate levels of coer-
civeness of political regime, a high level
of external aggression, a high level of
minority hostility, a high level of homi-
cide and a low level of suicide [p. 167].”
The United States as a developed so-
ciety with a high frequency of assassina-
tion (though not of other intense forms
of political violence) is something of a
deviant case here. The volume is useful
as a factual source book on assassina-
tions involving government officials, and
it offers a needed historical and inter-
national perspective, though much of it
is analytically fairly weak. More atten-
tion might usefully have been given to
assassination efforts directed at non-
governmental figures and to a considera-
tion of the contrast to nonpolitical homi-
cides. In a period where the distinction
between ‘protest’ and ‘crime’ is increas-
ingly blurred, this latter issue is im-
portant.

THESE volumes offer plausible retro-
spective interpretations, careful descrip-
tions, and general propositions of a
probabilistic nature. As such, they con-
tribute to our knowledge and under-
standing. Vet in reading over 2,000 pages
of materials on violence written by
those presumably desirous of seeing a
more just and less violent world (fac-
tors which in the short run may be
incompatible), one is sadly struck by
the fact that rather little is (or perhaps
can be) inferred from all this social sci-
ence material about specific policies in
concrete situations which might help ob-
tain these ends.

The crudity of our measures and the
diversity and complexity of situations
where violent political conflict is pres-
ent, make non-platitudinous policy sug-
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gestions difficult, It is neither possible
nor desirable to do away with intergroup
conflict. Yet certain things can be said
about reducing politically inspired vio-
lence in American society, beyond the
importance of a more equitable distribu-
tion of power and income and provision
for the pluralistic inclusion of excluded
groups. Among these are greater re-
straint in the use of official violence,
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impartial law enforcement, meaningful
channels for the redress of grievances
and strengthening of the right to dis-
sent, making the instruments of physical
violence more scarce through stringent
weapons-control legislation, and opposi-
tion of rhetoric (whether the ‘bums’ of
the Nixon administration or the ‘pigs’
of some segments of the Left) which
serve to dehumanize opponents.
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