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Anger, hatred, or
just heartlessness?
Defining gratuitous violence
David Bruce*
dbruce@csvr.org.za

Violent crime in South Africa is sometimes said to be unusual, because it is perceived to frequently be
gratuitous. This article engages with the question of how to define gratuitous violence. If the term
gratuitous is understood to mean 'for nothing', gratuitous violence should be understood as violence that
is 'low on expressive and instrumental motivations'. Whilst the evidence is that much violence is
'instrumental', violence in South Africa may be unusual but it may be better to articulate this in terms of
the concepts both of 'expressive' and gratuitous violence. Gratuitous violence and the apparent cruelty
that characterises some acts of instrumental violence also appear to imply that 'empathy deficits' might be
a characteristic of many perpetrators of violence.

It is widely known that South Africa suffers from
high levels of violent crime. But concern about
violence in South Africa is not limited to the
frequency with which incidents of violence take
place. Many people appear to believe that violent
crime in South Africa is itself unusually violent.
This perception is referred to by different people
in different ways. For example, in a question to
the Minister of Police in parliament, a Member of
Parliament indicated that the key issue of concern,
for him, was the high level of 'cruelty'
distinguishing some incidents of violence.1 More
frequently, however, this idea is articulated as
being a problem of 'gratuitous violence'. The
concept of 'gratuitous violence' was for instance
given emphasis by government officials when they
initiated a study into violence in 2006.2 A 2006
article on violent crime states that violent crime
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often involves 'actions which seem to be sadistic or
gratuitous'.3 In another example, a 2010 Economist
special report on South Africa, released to coincide
with the opening of the soccer World Cup, stated
that '[m]ore than the level of crime it is the sheer
gratuitousness of the violence that is shocking.'4
It should be acknowledged that these ideas may
serve an idelogical function for some. In other
words, they may be a way of expressing or
reinforcing racialised beliefs that the cruel nature
of violence in South Africa is linked to the
attributes of some or other South African
population group. Whether ideological or not, they
may also be part of the 'mythology' of violent
crime in South Africa.5 The fact is that in the vast
majority of robberies people are not physically
harmed.6 Most robbers do not engage in actual
physical violence for no reason. Consistently where
people are killed or otherwise harmed in robberies
this is related to resistance or non-cooperation.7
Reports of robbery highlight the fact that many
robbers operate on a 'professional' basis. The threat
of violence is used to establish control over their
victims but once they have established control the
victims are not hurt.8
13
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But even if the general rule is that victims are not
harmed in robberies, and that most violent
criminals use violence in a largely 'rational' way
to achieve control or get cooperation, there are
nevertheless incidents where violence is used in a
way that seems disproportionate, excessive or
even purposeless. For example, in one incident a
man's ears were cut off by a group of robbers,
ostensibly to punish him for not having money or
a cellphone for them to take.9 In another incident
it was reported that a shopkeeper was shot after
'pleading with robbers to take everything he has
but spare his life.'10 These types of incidents are
among the incidents of violence which people
find most distressing and that contribute most to
feelings of fear and anxiety about violence.11
This article is therefore intended as a contribution
to exploring the idea that violence in South Africa
is 'unusual'. It does this by grappling with the
concept of gratuitous violence. In order to
differentiate violence that is gratuitous from other
violence it is necessary to define what is meant by
the term gratuitous violence. After referring to
'objective' definitions of the concept, the article
motivates for use of a 'subjective' definition, which
defines gratuitous violence in relation to both
instrumental and expressive violence. The article
argues that the perceptions that violence in South
Africa is unusual in some way would better be
articulated as a perception that much violence is
'expressive or gratuitous'.
Ultimately it may be very difficult to answer
questions about whether or not violence in South
Africa is disproportionately gratuitous or
expressive or unusual in some other way.
Nevertheless, this article is intended to take
forward attempts to answer this question, partly
because perceptions to this effect appear to be
particularly widespread. Answering the question
may also be helpful in efforts to address violence
and crime in South Africa. For instance, 'anger
management' programmes are provided to many
perpetrators of violent crime in prisons in South
Africa.12 But if the principal issue with many
perpetrators is something other than anger, this
would motivate for reconsidering the types of
rehabilitation programmes that are provided.
14

INSTRUMENTAL AND
EXPRESSIVE VIOLENCE
In analyses of violence, the standard terms that
are used to differentiate acts of violence from each
other relative to their motivation are
'instrumental' and 'expressive'.13 In discussing
definitions of gratuitous violence it is necessary to
refer to these and therefore necessary to define
them.
Instrumental violence is orientated towards a
practical purpose. For instance, during the course
of a robbery the robbers might threaten their
victims with the use of violence. Where they
actually use physical violence this is often for one
or other practical purpose, such as to defend
themselves against violent resistance from the
victim, or force the victim to cooperate with them
(for instance to provide information on where
valuables or firearms might be found), or to
defend themselves against police officers who are
trying to prevent their escape.
Expressive violence has been defined as
'emotionally satisfying violence without economic
gain'.14 Expressive violence may include violence
that expresses anger, hatred or the need to feel
respected or in control, or (particularly in the case
of sadistic violence) satisfies the urge to obtain
gratification by hurting other people.
As will be discussed further, a key issue in the
definition of gratuitous violence relates to the
understanding of expressive violence. It seems
valid to say that in the same way that
instrumental violence can be seen to fulfil a
practical purpose, expressive violence might be
said to fulfil an emotional purpose. The
emotional purpose that is fulfilled by expressive
violence may be more subconscious than the
more conscious practical purposes associated with
instrumental violence. For instance, research
indicates that people with 'unstable high selfesteem' are more likely to react aggressively in
relation to criticism or disrespect. This appears to
be due to the fact that this causes 'losses of selfesteem', which 'evoke negative emotional
responses such as shame and so these people
Institute for Security Studies

CQ No. 34 - Dec 2010

12/17/10

9:32 AM

Page 19

become aggressive as a way of warding off these
very unpleasant feelings'.15 It is not that that these
individuals decide to 'ward off unpleasant feelings'
but that aggression and violence fulfils a purpose
for them, even if they are not overtly conscious of
this. Violent behaviour by persons with 'unstable
high self-esteem', related to their anger at being
criticised or disrespected, is then not 'for nothing'.
If, as is argued below, gratuitous violence is
violence 'for nothing' then violence of this kind,
or other expressive violence, is not gratuitous
violence.
One issue that needs to be emphasised is that acts
of violence are not necessarily purely instrumental
or expressive but often involve a mixture of
instrumental and expressive motives. For example,
robbers may act in a way that is fairly controlled,
and not use violence in a way that is clearly
unnecessary, but still find the act of carrying out a
robbery exciting and get satisfaction from being
able to control, and have authority over, other
people through the threat or use of violence and
the sense of power derived from wielding a gun.
Individuals who are prone to 'explosions' of anger
and apparent expressive violence are often those
who have found that such explosions help in
intimidating and obtaining compliance from
other people. Their explosions of anger may in
fact not be completely uncontrolled but take place
in selective circumstances with specific people.
While they do in fact become very angry and
aggressive (they are not pretending), their
outbursts are directed to situations where it seems
to them (subconsciously perhaps) that it will be
productive for them to act in this way.16
This is important to the discussion of gratuitous
violence below, where it will be argued that, in a
similar way, violence might be partly gratuitous
whilst also being to some extent expressive or
instrumental.

OBJECTIVE DEFINITIONS OF
GRATUITOUS VIOLENCE
It appears that there is no established standard
definition of gratuitous violence. Analytical
literature using the term does not always define
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it,17 or does not do so in any detail. For instance,
one article on the subject merely indicates in
parenthesis that gratuitous violence is
'unprovoked'.18 A study that does provide a more
detailed definition defines gratuitous violence as
'excessive violence that went beyond the level that
would be necessary to accomplish the homicide
and/or caused the victim unnecessary pain and
suffering.'19 Another study indicates that the term is
used 'if the amount of violence clearly exceeded the
degree of force that that would have been necessary
to merely control the victim.'20 In the latter
definitions violence is not gratuitous if it seems to
be necessary to carry out a certain crime (the
principal offence), but comes to be seen as
gratuitous once it goes beyond that which is
necessary for this purpose.
The above definitions may be described as
objective in the sense that they assume that
whether violence is gratuitous or not is a question
that can be answered through knowledge of the
course of events of which the act of violence
formed a part, or through knowledge of the
physical details of the act of violence itself. Thus
Porter et al indicate that their methods for
establishing whether such violence was present
involved consulting 'official police, forensic/
autopsy, prosecutor, and court reports.' Though
these sometimes include information on the
offender's version of events, the information that
they regard as relevant to ascertaining whether
violence is gratuitous, is evidence of 'torture/
beating, mutilation or “overkill” and use of multiple
weapons' from the crime scene. Foreman-Peck and
Moore state that 'a person who resorts to gratuitous
or unwarranted violence will have a subjective
reason or “provocation” and that their definition of
gratuitousness 'stems from a notional dispassionate
observer'.22 In terms of their approach therefore the
'subjective reason' is not relevant to ascertaining
whether violence is gratuitous or not.
But if it is valid to say that much violence which is
not primarily instrumental nevertheless fulfils an
emotional purpose, then it may be argued that
these 'objective' definitions are in many ways
merely definitions of 'non-instrumental' violence
and that much of the violence that they are
15
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defining as gratuitous could be described as
expressive violence.23 These definitions could
therefore be criticised for failing to differentiate
between, and for conflating, 'gratuitous' and
'expressive' violence. Thus, for instance, Porter et
al indicate that 'sadistic violence' was indicated by
evidence that the 'offender obtained
enjoyment/pleasure from the homicidal act',
emphasising that this was 'enjoyment from
engaging in violence'.24 They go on to note that:

which they are 'instrumental or expressive'.27
Thus, using the graph provided as Figure 1:
•

•

•

A SUBJECTIVE DEFINITION OF
GRATUITOUS VIOLENCE
The subjective definition of gratuitous violence
that is put forward here is based on an
understanding of the word gratuitous as meaning
'for nothing',26 and therefore excludes violence that
has a well established purpose, whether this is
instrumental or expressive in nature. Knowing
whether an act of violence was carried out 'for
something' or 'for nothing', and therefore whether
it is gratuitous or not, seems to require, however,
that we understand the motivations of the
perpetrator. This raises the question of how
gratuitous violence is different from violence that
has instrumental or expressive motives.
Hypothetically, it is possible to map acts of
violence on a graph in terms of the degree to
16
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The implication then is that for them sadistic
violence is a type of gratuitous violence. Gratuitous
violence might be for sadistic purposes, but might
also serve other emotional purposes, such as
acting out rage. But if the motivation for violence
is 'pleasure seeking' or 'rage', this is its purpose.
The perpetrator is not engaging in violence 'for
nothing'. Though the emotional purpose here
might be seen as perverted or unbalanced it seems
reasonable to argue that these should be
understood as forms of expressive violence.

Figure 1: Gratuitous violence – graphic
representation

Gratuitous
violence

Low

For some cases of gratuitous violence (e.g., the
victim was stabbed numerous times with
inference of nonfatal intent), it is not possible to
determine whether the motive for the excessive
violence was pleasure seeking or to (sic) another
affective state such as rage.25

Acts of violence that are high in instrumental
but low in expressive motives would be
mapped on the top left hand corner of the
graph;
Acts of violence that are high in expressive but
low in instrumental motives would be mapped
on the bottom right hand corner of the graph;
Acts of violence that reflect some combination
of relatively strong expressive and
instrumental motives would be mapped on
the top right hand corner of the graph.

Low

Expressive

High

Acts of gratuitous violence would therefore be
acts of violence that fit into the bottom left hand
corner of the graph. They would be acts of
violence that are low on both instrumental and
expressive motives.28 Just as acts of violence are not
necessarily purely instrumental or expressive,
however, acts of violence are not necessarily
purely gratuitous. An act of gratuitous violence is
perhaps likely to involve (perhaps must involve)
some type of instrumental or expressive
motivation, but this would be relatively weak.
Whether or not an act of violence is gratuitous or
not is therefore a matter of degree. Some acts of
violence might be committed with very little
expressive or instrumental motivation (and
therefore be 'highly gratuitous') whilst others
might have moderate expressive or instrumental
motivations (and therefore be understood as
partially gratuitous).
Institute for Security Studies
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This approach to defining gratuitous violence also
raises the question of how to factor consideration
of the degree of violence used into an analysis of
gratuitous violence. In general it might be said
that the question of whether violence is gratuitous
or not becomes much more significant when the
violence involved is of a much higher degree
(such as killing or torture). Where violence is of a
more modest degree (such as restrained physical
punishment of a child), gratuitousness might also
be a factor, but an act of violence may potentially
only qualify as 'highly gratuitous' when a high
degree of violence is involved, accompanied by the
relative absence of distinct instrumental or
expressive motives.
Consider the example of cases where people are
killed in a robbery in which the value of the
money or property that is taken is relatively low.29
Some of these acts are not necessarily acts of
gratuitous violence. If the perpetrator is
desperately poor, there may be a strong material
motivation to commit the robbery. If, for instance,
the perpetrators' actions are shaped by emotions
such as anger, this may also be relevant to
understanding their motivation.
It may however be valid to characterise some of
these cases as acts of gratuitous violence if there is
not a strong motivation to acquire money or
property, or no other specific reasons for the use
of violence. If the person is hurt, or even killed,
for something which is of low value to the
perpetrator this may indicate that his or her
violent acts were without any substantial
motivation, though one would still have to
consider whether other instrumental or expressive
motives did not play a significant role. The
importance to the perpetrator of the goods to be
obtained is not the only factor defining whether
instrumental motives are present or not. In some
cases other factors shape the motivations of the
perpetrator to use violence during the course of a
crime, such as a robbery.30
But is there in fact any reason to believe that
gratuitous violence, as defined in this way, might
be part of the problem of violence? Does this
'subjective' concept of gratuitous violence in fact
SA Crime Quarterly no 34
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make any sense at all? Why would a person
engage in violence 'for nothing'? Does it not make
more sense to assume that violence which is not
essentially instrumental is then expressive in
nature?

The inhibition against
harming others
The answer to this question raises a more general
question of why violence is not more widespread
in society. Many of us experience similar
instrumental motivations or emotions to those
who act violently. Is it purely because of a concern
about social disapproval or penal sanction, or fear
of potential opponents, that violence in fact takes
place so infrequently? A comprehensive answer to
this question might acknowledge the relevance of
the aforementioned factors. However, in addition
to this it seems that most emotionally welldeveloped people have internal inhibitions against
using violence against other people. The
inhibitions against violence might also be
assumed to be much greater (for the emotionally
well adjusted) when it comes to acts of violence
involving the infliction of much greater levels of
pain or harm. A theoretical perspective that
would help to make sense of this is, for instance,
the idea that 'the main evolutionary heritage on
the biological level' is that 'humans are hard-wired
towards interactional entrainment and solidarity;
and this is what makes violence so difficult.'31
Confrontational tension and fear… is not
merely an individual's selfish fear of bodily
harm; it is a tension that directly contravenes
the tendency for entrainment in each other's
emotions when there is a common focus of
attention. We have evolved, on the
physiological level, in such a way that fighting
encounters a deep interactional obstacle,
because of the way our neurological hardwiring makes us act in the presence of other
human beings.32

Whatever the explanation, the idea that harming
others is not emotionally 'easy' for most people is
endorsed by others. One writer for instance states
that 'the findings of experiments in which the
17
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intensity of victims' suffering and pain are
systematically varied show that expressions of
pain typically inhibit rather than reinforce
aggressive conduct.'33 Another indicates that,
'Absolute cruelty – brutality inflicted on innocent
victims for sadistic pleasure – is rare.'34 A third
states that those who engage in the most violent
conduct are to some degree people with specific
pathologies. 'Aggressive-sadistic personality
disorder, which involves the derivation of pleasure
from another's physical or emotional suffering, or
from control and domination of others can be
related to “neuropsychological deficits”'.35

An absence of empathy
Where there are strong expressive or clear
instrumental motives for using violence these are
part of what enable some individuals to overcome
their inhibitions.36 But if it is true that humans are
'hard-wired' in such a way that they find violence
difficult, it may be that there are some who find
the barrier to violence easier to overcome because
their 'hard-wiring' for emotional entrainment and
solidarity is not strong. In other words, people
who commit acts of gratuitous violence may tend
to be people who have weak inhibitions against
using violence, and therefore act violently without
having strong motivations to do so. If Collins'
concept of 'emotional entrainment and
solidarity'37 can be equated with a natural
disposition towards empathy then it would make
sense that gratuitous violence tends to be
exhibited by individuals who have a personality
that might be described as callous and
unemotional or lacking in empathy.
Individuals who have personality profiles of this
kind might include those who would be classified
as, for instance, psychopaths, sociopaths or people
with attachment disorders or dissocial personality
disorder.38 The quality of empathy (or its converse
callousness or 'emotionlessness') is not uniformly
distributed in any population. People with
empathy deficits may not necessarily be restricted
to those afflicted by psychopathy or one of the
other pathologies mentioned. Social and historical
factors, as well as the cultural, community,
organisational or peer group context obviously
18

also play a role in shaping violent behaviour. Some
have argued that 'the capacity for empathy and
identification is merely a potential, and one that
may or may not be brought into being through the
appropriate facilitating environment.'39
Also, empathy deficits might not be general
attributes of an individual's personality but be
selective or situational. Thus with some offenders
the lack of empathy might reflect 'cognitive
distortions', which enable them to ignore the
distress of their victims though they retain the
capacity for empathy in their interactions with
others, an issue that has implications for the type
of treatment programmes which are appropriate
(if such programmes can be provided).40 If
'empathy' and 'sensitivity' are equivalent concepts
then evidence suggests that alcohol abuse might
also be an issue that should be considered here.
Thus Holcomb and Adams 'found that intoxicated
murderers had higher personal sensitivity scores
than did sober murderers, suggesting that alcohol
may help to nullify a person's sensitivity.'41
In characterising the motives of perpetrators of
violence it is therefore not adequate to distinguish
only between 'instrumental' and 'expressive'
motives, which provide a positive incentive to
commit acts of violence. It is necessary to add a
third dimension, potentially involving a 'lack of
empathy' or being 'callous/unemotional', which is
relevant to understanding the relative absence of
inhibitions against violence. Violence then often
involves some type of interaction, not only
between 'instrumental' or 'expressive' motivations,
but also the presence or absence of 'empathy'. It
makes sense that when a 'lack of empathy' is
prominent as a factor, 'instrumental' or 'expressive'
motivations need not be as strong.
But this does not mean that they would be entirely
absent. In a review of literature on the
characteristics of violence committed by
psychopaths, Porter et al cite evidence that
violence committed by psychopaths is often partly
instrumental in nature. Psychopaths are, for
instance, often 'motivated by material gain or
revenge and less likely to have been in a state of
heightened emotional arousal at the time of the
Institute for Security Studies
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violent act than non-psychopathic offenders.'
They also suggest that 'thrill seeking' may be a
factor in some psychopathic violence.42 However,
as indicated, it is not only these instrumental or
expressive motives that characterise psychopathic
violence, but also that it is 'unemotional' and
'cold-blooded'. Psychopaths 'consistently commit
more violence' and 'perpetrated the most severe
… acts of physical abuse.'43 However, it would
appear that the lack of empathy that characterises
psychopaths does not only, as they state, facilitate
'the perpetration of more extreme violence against
the victim.' This lack of empathy may be seen to
facilitate violence by psychopaths per se, whether
violence is extreme or not.
It is therefore likely that, when a lack of empathy
is a prominent factor, violence may to some
degree be gratuitous. The absence of empathy
would not necessarily manifest itself in 'excessive'
violence but might be significant in any incident
where it seems that violence is used for little
reason. As reflected in the following section, the
absence of empathy might not, however, only be
significant in incidents of this kind.

THE RELATIONSHIP TO CRUELTY
The idea that violence in South Africa is unusual
is not always expressed in relation to the concept
of gratuitous violence. It has also been expressed
in relation to the idea that violence in South
Africa is characterised by a high level of cruelty.44
If cruelty is defined as 'disregarding or taking
pleasure in the pain or suffering of others' it
seems that cruelty would be a prominent factor in
sadistic violence, where the perpetrator's
motivation is related to the pleasure or
gratification to be obtained from the pain of
others. Other expressive violence motivated by
anger or hatred might also include an element of
gratification at the victim's suffering and therefore
also be 'cruel'.
Is cruelty then more relevant to the
characterisation of expressive violence and less
relevant to instrumental violence? Violence might
be committed to overpower, subordinate, or force
compliance or cooperation, and therefore the
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•

December 2010

infliction of pain might not be a principal
objective. But this does not necessarily mean that
such violence is not cruel. If a person is tortured
because the perpetrators think the victim is
withholding information from them about money
which they believe is hidden in his home, the
motive for the use of violence is instrumental, but
the willingness to subject someone to torture still
reflects cruelty.
Cruelty, then, would seem to be a factor
associated with many acts of violence, whether
the violence is instrumental or expressive in
nature. Nevertheless, in many cases where
violence is used instrumentally, it might be the
case that 'indifference to suffering or pain' is
much more of a factor than malice or sadistic
pleasure. Such indifference might also then be
most significant in characterising the cruelty of
acts of gratuitous violence inflicted 'for nothing'.
If indifference to harm reflects a lack of empathy,
this in turn suggests that an absence of empathy
might not only be linked to gratuitous violence
and might have a broader relevance. A violent act
that reflects a high degree of cruelty, even where
there are clear instrumental motives for it, might
also be facilitated by an absence of empathy.

CONCLUSION
As indicated, there is a widespread perception
that violence in South Africa is in some way
unusual, that perpetrators are disproportionately
violent, and that they engage in violence
unnecessarily. This concern is often articulated
by means of a concept of gratuitous violence. This
terminology may be appropriate if an 'objective'
definition of gratuitous violence is used. However,
this article argues that the term 'gratuitous
violence' needs to be distinguished from
'expressive violence' – something that objective
definitions fail to do. If this is done, these
perceptions might better be articulated as beliefs
that 'expressive and/or gratuitous violence' plays a
prominent role in the overall phenomenon of
violence in South Africa.
However, even this formulation does not
necessarily fully capture the issues of concern,
19
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namely those extending to acts of instrumental
violence that appear to be characterised by a high
degree of cruelty. If it is true that gratuitous
violence is a significant aspect of the problem of
violence, both of these phenomena may reflect
the fact that 'empathy deficits' play a significant
role in violence in South Africa.
It is possible that there is some element of truth to
the idea that violence in South Africa is unusual,
in that expressive violence, gratuitous violence, or
empathy deficits make a relatively more
substantial contribution to violence than they do
in some other countries. At the same time it
should be remembered that among the narratives
of violence in many countries are stories of
extreme cruelty. Due to their exceptional nature it
is consistently the acts involving the greatest
degree of cruelty that receive the most attention.
Paradoxically, for this reason, they sometimes
tend to be seen as the norm and as representative
of violence more generally, and play a particularly
prominent role in contributing to public fear.
In order to engage further with the issues raised
in this article it would be necessary to understand
much more about the psychological attributes and
motivations of perpetrators of violence in South
Africa, and to access much better information
about the interactions of rationality, emotion and
personality that contribute to violence and violent
crime in South Africa. These questions might
partly be answered through better information on
the role personality disorders such as psychopathy
or dissocial personality disorder play in violent
crime in South Africa, information that might be
obtained through the resource- and skillsintensive process of systematic psychological
profiling of perpetrators. It should be
remembered, though, that such profiling might at
best provide an indication of individual
dispositions to gratuitous or other violence, rather
than answering the more specific question about
the types of interaction between instrumental or
expressive purposes, and the presence or absence
of inhibitions against violence in relation to
specific acts of violence. It should also be
remembered that there may be profound limits in
terms of our ability to 'obtain accurate
20

understandings of why people engage in cruel
and violent acts'.45
Our motives often elude us; many of us are well
defended against seeing ourselves in a bad light.
People who commit wrongful acts that are
blatantly against norms of a society are even
more likely to deflect their own motives.46
To comment on this article visit
http://www.issafrica.org/sacq.php
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