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The purpose of this paper: to further a 
conversation 

1.Reflections on 
victimological 
theory/concepts 
2. Thinking about the 
victimologist as 
witnessing and bearing 
witness? 
 
H. Becker (1986: 143) 
Where do we situate our 
observation post? 
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Criminologists, for instruction on the bearing of witness, can become familiar with the many kinds of witnessing that are evident in a host of sources. Journalists, photographers, artists, social scientists, and many other writers report the sufferings throughout the world (Quinney, 1998: 59).As such Quinney (1998) considers that as social scientists, with an interest in harm and victimisation, we are compelled as ‘moral entrepreneurs’ to ‘see’ an ethical commitment in our scholarly work. This is achievable in many different mediums including books, literature, photography, and social research to name but a few. By engaging with what Peters (2001) refers to as ‘baggage’, as witnesses we are afforded a moral and cultural force that sees law and atrocity bound by notions of life, death, justice, trauma and suffering. Therefore as academic victimologists we witness. The issues presented throughout the pages of this book stand as a testament to our own interpretation of this witnessing; combining theory, case studies, photographs and personal testimony to highlight some of the ‘traumas of our time’ (qua Quinney, 1998).Through witnessing what we consider to be important social issues for victimology to address we can shed light on a variety of further harms, injustices, structural violence and vulnerability. Moreover - if we choose to - our non-violent action of witnessing can let us take a stand against forms of human wrongdoing that stretch from interpersonal violence to state and corporate victimisation (Quinney, 1998). These observations of ‘witnessing’ are made mindful of Elias’s (1986) advice that a rights based approach to victimology (as discussed in chapter 5) can make complimentary use of two resources for a critical appraisal of victimisation. Firstly, thinking about human rights offers the victimologist a wider imagination of what constitutes harm, and secondly victimology can provide a depth of analysis to investigate what human rights uncover (Elias, 1986). However it is the third pursuit of creativity and imagination within victimological work that we want to mobilise. This is what Peters (2001) refers to as ‘active’ rather than ‘passive’ witnessing. The active witness is someone who is at first passive, but becomes the privileged possessor and producer of knowledge to make visible what they have seen (Peters, 2001). As such we are indeed active witnesses to harm and victimisation, and as Ruggiero (1992) usefully points out, certainly not neutral observers of what we have presented throughout this book.Witnessing and Bearing Witness to VictimologyThere is something to delineate further here: the distinction between ‘witnessing’ and ‘bearing witness’. Spencer (2010) has previously advocated for a victimology that bears witness to the ‘event’ of victimisation of the self, the harms experienced by others, and the process of witnessing as a practice. We have advocated elsewhere for a similar view of victimological work that distinguishes between ‘witnessing’ what we ‘see’, and ‘bearing witness’ to see beyond what we ‘see’,it is important to set apart the complexities of the ‘witness’ from the simple onlooker. That is to differentiate ‘witnessing’ from ‘bearing witness’. The former is what we ‘see’ (such as the symbolic and figurative observations of victims and their experiences), and the latter involves ‘seeing beyond what we see’ (including the State’s political reaction to victimising events such as terrorist attacks). In doing so ‘witnessing’ becomes an integral methodological tool for a visual victimology (Walklate, et al, 2014: 265).



Tracing victimological thought 
• Using three conceptual pillars (trauma, testimony, justice) it is 

possible to trace different strands within victimological thought: 
• Positivist 
• Radical  
• Critical  
 
Parallel with criminology:  in each concept of victim contested with 

different understandings of choice, suffering, and power relations. 
 
Like criminology,  some recent interventions suggest the entry of the 

cultural in victimology: Furedi (1997), Valier (2004), Mythen (2007), 
Ferrell et. al. (2008). 

 
The foregrounding of suffering. 
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Mirroring developments in the criminological turn to the ‘cultural’, there has been a recent move towards cultural victimology (Mythen, 2007). This is ‘a victimology attuned to human agency, symbolic display, and shared emotion’ (Ferrell, et al, 2008: 190).  Elements of this cultural turn can be found in Furedi’s (1997) rather sardonic observations about the emergence of a compensation culture in which we are all victims now (though it should be noted that Quinney, 1972, highlighted similar concerns). The increasing importance of the cultural is also alluded to in Valier’s (2004) observations of a return to the Gothic: making public the suffering of the victim. Indeed the rising focus on such cultural pre-occupations cannot be divorced from the increasingly visual nature of social life which constantly and consistently places us beside the victim, encouraging us to feel what they feel. Thus Berlant (2004: 5) comments,members of mass society witness suffering not just concretely in local spaces but in the elsewhere brought to home and made intimate by sensationalist media, where documentary realness about the pain of strangers is increasingly at the center of both fictional and nonfictional events.So this turn to the cultural has (at least) two aspects. First, individual and/or collective experiences of victimisation and its aftermath and how those experiences are shared with family, friends, or symbolised more publicly (like for example in the roadside shrine or in the ‘on the scene’ reportage and/or other public media). Second the ways in which grief, loss, and trauma are mapped through the criminal justice process (se inter alia Ferrell, et al, 2008; Mythen, 2007). We offer extended thoughts on this in chapter 8, but for now suffice it to say that we recognise  criminal victimisation provokes a range of emotional responses that take their toll on individuals and is not new (see chapter 2 for a fuller discussion of this). Neither is it novel to observe that emotions pervade the workings of the criminal justice process (see for example, Karstedt, 2002; Green, 2008; Freiberg and Carson, 2009). Arguably what has been a more recent development is the public nature and public voice given to those emotional responses, the public dissemination of them, and the intermeshing of these processes with criminal justice policy. Thus McEvoy and Jamieson (2007: 425) have commented that ‘Suffering becomes reshaped, commodified, and packaged for its public and didactic salience’. One analysis of this intermeshing has been termed ‘courting compassion’ by Walklate (2012).Cultural victimology is very much a newcomer to the field of victimological studies, though there have been some tentative incursions into developing an agenda for this kind of work (see for example, Walklate, et al, 2011; Howie, 2012; Walklate, et al, 2014). This agenda carries implications for how we do victimological work (as we go on to discuss in chapter 8 in relation to the victimologist as witness) and what kind of concepts might inform that work. Carrabine (2012: 467), for example, has observed that ‘human suffering should not be reduced to a set of aesthetic concerns, but is fundamentally bound up with the politics of testimony and memory’. If we add ‘trauma’ to testimony, memory and witnessing, arguably cultural victimology has the capacity to offer something both creative and critical to the study of victims. Cultural victimology foregrounds suffering, our exposure to it, how it is presented to us, and what sense we make of it. It has less to say about choice either individual or collective (though much media coverage can and does deny the opportunity for choice-making decisions, as Tulloch’s, 2006, analysis of his experiences as a ‘victim’ of the bombings in London on 7th July 2005 illustrate in chapter 4). It does, however, afford the opportunity to think about politics and power relations. At every juncture in the public nature of suffering some voices are heard and others are silenced (as intimated in Wijk’s, 2013 discussion of the ideal victim of international crimes). Importantly silencing can frame events in particular ways to the exclusion of others (see Mathieson, 2004). Indeed, as Quinney (1972: 322) commented some time ago, ‘To exclude the Vietnamese civilian suffering from criminal war operations is to accept national military policies’, the absences can therefore be powerful. If we were to add to this appreciation of the role of the state an understanding of what Jessop (2010) has called ‘complexity reduction’, it is possible to connect the cultural with the critical. In some respects cultural victimology adds an important dimension to critical victimology insofar as it has the potential to extend the latter’s desire to situate victimhood within a wider political economy of the state in the context of the cultural.  More specifically the role of the media in all its forms in offering understandings of social reality contributes profoundly to a cultural political economy. From a point of view mediatised representations of the victims that we see and those that we do not see act as conduits for the interests that serve those of the powerful whilst simultaneously being multi-layered.



Mediated ‘suffering’ or is there 
more? 

9/11 effect (Roach 
2011) 
Impact beyond the 
immediacy of the 
event (Howie, 2012) 
Suffering behind our 
backs 
The problem of the 
westo-centric lens (de 
Sousa Santos, 2014) 
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Victimisation is frequently the result of violence of different sorts. Violence(s) that present often unexpected experiences of individual or collective trauma, engage various forms of victim personal testimony, and offer different ways of pursuing and achieving justice. When captured and communicated from the personal to the public, the ways in which these elements are represented, commentated on, and outlined frequently occurs via the national/global media, criminal justice mechanisms, or public platforms (Ferrell, et al, 2008). These are key imperatives for rendering different forms of victimisation either visible or invisible within the public psyche. The result of this visibility or invisibility frequently dictates the ways in which the State and its attendant services respond positively (or not) to certain types of harm (Mythen, 2007). There are of course further ways with which to think of victimology in culturally informed ways beyond the nuances of critical victimology implicit in this explanation, as this alone does not constitute a complete ‘cultural’ reading of victimological material. Most notably as O’Brien (2005) has rightly questioned of criminology, it is important to ask more fully what is actually ‘cultural’ about the strand of victimology being illustrated here? 



Tracing the influence of ‘suffering’ 

 
What is cultural about this? 
 1.   the fashion for suffering? Empathy as pathogenic (Fassin 2012: 26) 
2. Individual/collective experiences of victimisation and its aftermath 
shared with family, friends or symbolised publicly. 
3. Intermeshing with criminal justice policy 
 
Thus, McEvoy and Jamieson (2007: 425) can comment: 
‘Suffering has become reshaped, commodified, and packaged for its 
public and didactic salience’. 
Or as Fassin (2012: 222) the formation of victim subjectivities with 
political consequences have become conflated with what people think 
and feel. 



But: is there a case for a cultural 
victimology? 
• Is there a case for a cultural criminology? (See inter alia O’Brien, 

2005; Spencer 2010). 
• What would the conceptual framework of  a cultural victimology 

look like? Need to look outside of contemporary victimological pre-
occupations with measurement as though that equated with 
experience. 

• Back to the question of observation post? 
• Adds an interesting and important dimension to critical victimology, 

so long as we remain witness to: 
 

• 1. claims to suffering are political 
• 2. that do not necessarily deny individual/collective suffering but 

neither can they ‘know’ what either of the latter look/feel like 
• 3. and what of the global context? Whose suffering counts under 

what conditions? 
 



 Cover Image of Trinity Church 
• it is important to set apart the complexities of the ‘witness’ 

from the simple onlooker. That is to differentiate ‘witnessing’ 
from ‘bearing witness’. The former is what we ‘see’ (such as 
the symbolic and figurative observations of victims and their 
experiences), and the latter involves ‘seeing beyond what we 
see’ (including the State’s political reaction to victimising 
events such as terrorist attacks). In doing so ‘witnessing’ 
becomes an integral methodological tool for a visual 
victimology (Walklate, et al, 2014: 265). 
 

• As such this image encourages us to see beyond what we ‘see’, 
in Spencer’s (2010) terms, the altar is a space to think of the 
past but also to ponder the future.  
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