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An occasional and apparently marginal, but increasingly common, form of collective violence in contemporary societies is the riot that erupts in minority communities following the death of a young member or members of that community in connection with police intervention. A spectacular example of this is the series of riots that occurred in November 2005 in what we might roughly call African-French immigrant (or "post-immigrant
) communities living in the urban periphery or banlieues of France. In Australia, smaller-scale riots with the same trigger occur periodically in Aboriginal communities, ranging from highly urbanised communities like that of Redfern in Sydney to more remote country town and island communities, such as that of Palm Island in the Cape York Peninsular.
 The stories of the deaths that provoke these riots are strikingly similar. Either the death is the direct result of police violence, as in Palm Island, or it occurs as a consequence of young men's fear of being apprehended by the police and their ultimately self-destructive efforts to avoid this.
 In all cases, the police involved reject the claim that they are responsible for the deaths. In a certain sense, this refusal can be justified with reference to the fact that such deaths are not isolated incidents flowing from the misconduct or corruption of particular police. Rather, they are arguably the inevitable consequence, not only of certain patterns of policing, but even more broadly of what Gyandendra Pandrey calls "routine violence," that is to say, a multitude of mundane interactions which combine to create an atmosphere of oppression which affects all aspects of life for members of these minority communities, and not merely their relations with the police. I would suggest that this is why these deaths have the power to provoke such violent reactions from a sector of the affected communities. The tragic loss of particular lives is only the most visible edge of the systematic loss of life opportunities in a social context which is saturated with the effects of racial discrimination. In both France and Australia, the roots of this racism can be traced to the violence and dispossession of colonisation.

This initial sketch of the common features of riots occurring in France and Australia leads me to pose two sets of questions:

1. How can one interpret the violence of these riots? In particular, how does such violence relate, or fail to relate, to the language of politics and discourses about justice?

2. Why has all the intellectual and governmental work done with the aim of addressing the social problems in communities where these riots occur met with such little success overall? Why do we see problems of injustice linked to post-colonial racism intensifying rather than achieving resolution in modern liberal states like France and Australia? In particular, does this have something to do with the form of the modern state and the nature of its power?

In this paper, I will begin to shape a response to these questions by drawing upon Etienne Balibar's work on extreme violence and counter-violence. I wish to argue that Balibar's discussion of these concepts, and its sources in a certain strand of Ancient Greek thought, can fruitfully be extended or adapted to provide a way of understanding the relations of power and powerlessness that underlie and are expressed in the violence of the riots.

Extreme Violence

What is extreme violence? Balibar emphasises the heterogenous nature of the acts and experiences that can be described using this expression: from mass destruction resulting from social or natural causes to strictly individual cases of physical or moral suffering; from the sudden brutality of catastrophic events to forms of violence that are imposed quietly and relentlessly, even invisibly, through the indefinite repetition of social and cultural techniques of domination. To speak of extreme violence implies on the one hand an acknowledgement that violence is a part of human experience that is inextricably linked to politics, aesthetics, morality, and so on, and on the other, the need to establish thresholds beyond which violence becomes intolerable. In order to suggestively characterise this limit, beyond which violence becomes "extreme," Balibar turns to Simone Weil's commentary on Homer's Iliad. This text provides a meditation on violence as the annihilation of the possibility of resistance, within the framework of the tragic world-view of the Ancient Greeks.

The tragic framework, as we shall see, provides a way to understand violence that ties it to relations of power and powerlessness in political life. Balibar, reading Weil, reading Homer, identifies three intertwined elements that make up the tragic vision:

1. "the reduction of the vanquished to the state of powerless "thing" at the moment of violent death,"

2. "the illusion of total power, which passes and passes back from one camp to the other in war, and causes the actor to lose the opportunity he had to escape his destiny,"

3. "finally, the moral equity that makes one feel the suffering of the enemy as one's own."

The third element relates to the way extreme violence escapes the control of those who wield it. In the Iliad, those who make use of violence are not spared from experiencing its effects. "For violence so crushes whomever it touches that it appears at last external no less to him who dispenses it than to him who endures it."

Before considering how the effects of extreme violence are distributed between the powerful and the powerless, let me focus on the question of what these effects are, or of what it means to reduce a living human being to the state of a thing. Extreme force achieves this end, not only by killing and thereby literally reducing human beings to corpses, but even more effectively, by subjecting them to the constant anticipation of imminent death. As Weil puts it, the "might which kills outright is an elementary and coarse form of might. How much more varied in its devices; how much more astonishing in its effects is that other which does not kill; or which does not kill yet. It must surely kill, or it will perhaps kill, or else it is only suspended above him whom it may at any moment destroy. This of all procedures turns a man into a stone."
 Those who suffer the effects of this kind of power "are not men living harder lives than others, not placed lower socially than others, these are another species, a compromise between a man and a corpse."

This definition makes it clear that we are not dealing here merely with the harsh effects of a system of oppression and inequality which might nevertheless include escape routes in the form of opportunities to improve one's condition. Rather, Weil emphasises the idea that the constant threat of violence creates a situation in which the most basic aspirations become futile. "That a human being should be a thing is, from the point of view of logic, a contradiction; but when the impossible has become a reality, that contradiction is as a rent in the soul. That thing aspires every moment to become a man, a woman, and never at any moment succeeds."
 This is a description of what happens to people under conditions of war: "That soul daily suffers violence which every morning must mutilate its aspirations because the mind cannot move about in a time without passing through death. In this way war wipes out every conception of a goal, even all thoughts concerning the goals of war."
 It equally applies to the condition of servitude: "In contact with might, both the soldier and the slave suffer the inevitable effect, which is to become either deaf or mute."

I would suggest that these effects of extreme violence can also be seen where the constantly renewed and repeated experience of institutionalised racism suppresses the capacity of a community or an individual to set and achieve goals for themselves. Consider the words of Alexis Wright, an Australian Aboriginal writer from the Waanyi nation of the Gulf of Carpentaria in far north Australia: "I have often thought that indigenous people cannot break through the deafness caused by the walls of the status quo that surround our containment, even if we wanted to, because of the layers in the maze of institutional violence." Wright sees the whole of the modern Australian nation as trapped in a cycle of fear. She traces the beginnings of this cycle back to the repressive techniques of colonisation and sees the same values at work in "the fear engendered in nation-building by boundaries that work for containment and control. This form of containment, built through aggressive fear, is also," she says, "how Aboriginal people are governed in the Australian psyche, as objects that are owned, while anyone outside is involved in the management of the contained area, eg the taxpayer." 

In the French context, Robert Castel, among others, has interpreted the lack of recognised leadership, structured organization or precise claims or objectives – in short the lack of any meaningful goals or aspirations - associated with the riots as revealing an "absence of any perspective on the future."
 Castel sees the youth of the banlieue as occupying a social space that is neither within nor outside French society. It is, like the banlieue itself, a margin placed close to the centre.
 By this, he means that the situation of these youth is at once the direct product of policies pursued by the state, and the overdetermination of its central activities, something which appears as an undesired excess, which needs to be suppressed or overcome. The individuals caught in this dynamic have a certain access to the goods and rights provided and guaranteed by their society, but nevertheless fail to occupy any recognised position within it, and seem unlikely to be able to create one. These are French citizens who share many of the values and aspirations that characterise mainstream French culture, but experience their membership of this society in the mode of impossibility or frustration – that is to say, with an awareness that the concrete realisation of many of the personal possibilities that liberal democratic society is designed to facilitate is barred to them.
 In concrete terms, they suffer high rates of failure in the school system, and subsequent difficulties in finding or keeping regular employment, associated with the repeated experience of discrimination. These failures then lead to high rates of delinquency. The result is a negative experience of citizenship, which takes the form of promises that are not kept, rights that cannot be exercised, shared goals that in their case cannot be accomplished. 
 In short, the "revolt of despair" that Castel sees in the riots flows from the conviction of these young people that for them the future is blocked. As Weil would say, the aspiration "to become a man, a woman," or to formulate meaningful goals, is wiped out.

Some might object that the situation of young people in the banlieues, and corresponding conditions in Aboriginal communities in Australia, is not so unremittingly dire as this account would suggest, and point out that this picture ignores the creative and constructive work done by young people and others within these communities. I do not wish to deny the existence or importance of such hopeful projects, and it must be admitted that the model of tragedy is not apt to draw attention to them. However, the tragic model does bring out another aspect of the lives of at least a sector of the youth in these communities, which is the fact that they are vulnerable, in a way that other young citizens are not, to being reduced to the state of "things" by the "routine violence" they endure – or fail to endure. In the more shocking cases, like those that spark off riots, young men are literally reduced to corpses. In more everyday cases, their sense of the future is curtailed by the experience and the expectation of institutional violence. From their perspective, this is a situation of extreme violence. If it is difficult for others to accept this perspective, this is because, as Weil puts it, the "possibility of so violent a situation is inconceivable when one is outside it, its ends inconceivable when one is involved in it. Therefore no one does anything to bring about its end."

Counter-violence

This brings me to the second form of violence identified by Balibar: "counter-violence." The nature of extreme violence makes it impossible for its victims to "respond," in the sense of making a proportionate response, which is to say a political response. Even extreme violence cannot, however, exclude certain modalities of resistance. These fundamentally include silence, but may also take the form of "counter-violence." The latter is often said to be "suicidal." Since the nature of extreme violence is to reduce individuals and groups to powerless "things," it is predictable that counter-violence on their part will lead to their own harm or destruction, rather than to the ending of violent relations in favour of more peaceful ones. In this sense, the emergence of counter-violence is compatible with Weil's remark that in situations of extreme violence, no one does anything to bring about its end.

Nevertheless, Balibar's analysis suggests that counter-violence is not properly interpreted as a sign of suicidal impulses. On the contrary, drawing on Spinoza, he sees it as evidence of an incompressible minimum in the human being that even extreme violence cannot abolish or turn against the individual's efforts to live and to think. Here, it is important to note that for Spinoza, individuality itself has a trans-individual character, and that it is this which gives individuals the capacity to resist violence. Transindividuality means that the "being" of individuals consists in the collection of relations that they always already hold with other individuals, who make up part of themselves, just as they participate in the being of others.

In the Greek world-view which informs the theory of extreme violence, transindividuality might be said to take on a particular form in situations of conflict, a form I shall call “tragic transindividuality.” Nicole Loraux observes that the Greek taste for symmetry leads to a tendency to equalise the two parties to a conflict, "to the point of rendering them interchangeable in their being and their speech."
 It is typical of the Greek language to repeat the same word to describe two antagonistic forces, "as if, in the heart of the division, there were only one possible language" and in the two camps "the same process at work, only redoubled (unless it is quite simply split)."
 This idea, that the one who wields violence and the one who suffers it are merely two parts of a single “tragic transindividual," explains the second and third elements of tragedy as they emerge in Weil's reading of the Iliad, that is the movement of "the illusion of total power" from one side of the conflict to the other and back again, and the final result that each side comes to experience the suffering of the enemy as its own. 

Balibar discusses the way in which opposing identities tend to merge or reverse in a situation of extreme violence in terms of the way victims can become contaminated by the violence that is inflicted upon them, for example in the case of the Sonderkommando, the Jews who assisted the Nazis in the concentration camps. I wish to lay emphasis instead on the opposite direction of identification between the state and those who suffer and resist its authority. Rather than focus on the way the violence of the state crosses over to become the violence of its victims, I am interested in how the impotence expressed in "counter-violence" mirrors and infects the state, revealing or becoming its own weakness. Balibar describes counter-violence as a form of resistance which takes place "at the limit of powerlessness and the illusion of total power,"
 and which redoubles the play of this illusion. On my interpretation, this means that counter-violence reflects or makes visible the illusory quality of the claim to total power which is projected in the violent actions of the state.

If the contemporary violence of the riots in France and Australia (and similar outbreaks of violence in many other countries) is interpreted as "counter-violence," provoked by the extreme violence of the state, this implies that the violence of the rioters might be said to illuminate not so much their own powerlessness, which is constantly reinforced and requires no illumination, but rather the impotence of the state. This is to say that these riots highlight the failure and apparent inability of the state to take effective responsibility for addressing the social problems and the legacy of historical injustice that provide the background conditions for the periodic eruption of such "counter-violence." The momentary illusion of total power that is created in the spontaneous outbreak of violence holds up a mirror to the illusory sense of total power created by systems of social control (and authoritative theoretical discourses). 

This helps to explain why governments in both France and Australia have responded to riots on the part of visibly powerless youths with exaggerated displays of quasi-military strength, out of all proportion to the material threat posed by their relatively disorganised, weak and politically unambitious opponents. The real threat to the State, we might suppose, is the symbolic one of having its own impotence exposed. This leads to the hyperbolic demonstration of the coercive resources of State power in response to the riots, which in turn provides dramatic scope for media coverage and encourages an interpretation of this violence as a serious threat to State authority, and a challenge to the principle of the State’s monopoly on the legitimate use of force. In his commentary on the riots in France, Balibar observes that "this is a dangerous game, prone on the one hand to ridicule, on the other to slipping dangerously out of its instigators' control…"
 We might add that it is a game that follows the rules of tragedy, in which the two parties tend to become "interchangeable in their being and their speech." In this case, the State's tactics closely resemble those of the young people whom it recognises as its enemies. On both sides we see impulsive and dramatically exaggerated acts of self-affirmation, which betray an undercurrent of fear and uncertainty. 

Conclusion

At the outset of this paper, I posed two sets of questions. In response to the first problem of how to interpret the violence of the riots and their relationship to the language of politics, Balibar's theory of extreme violence and counter-violence supports a reading of this violence as a form of resistance that emerges where political means are unavailable due to the level of state-sanctioned violence that shapes the social environment in which the riots occur. Such "counter-violence" is not political as such, but it operates to expose the impact and failure of political processes: we might say that it emerges out of the political, or is founded in the political. The second set of questions concerned a particular failure of politics in asking why, in spite of so much scholarly and governmental work aimed at resolving the problems flowing from post-colonial racism, we have not seen more progress in this area. On this point, we may say that a tragic vision of the riots suggests that this failure is not circumstantial. Rather, it would be linked to the very identity of the state, insofar as this depends on an illusion of total power of which the inevitable underside is a destructive form of powerlessness.
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