VIOLENCE AS A SOCIAL PROBLEM1
In recent years research on juvenile delinquency and aggression has turned into a veritable
knowledge industry. We have been inundated by dozens of research reports, treatment plans,
literature studies, trend analyses, television programmes, expert meetings, pilot projects,
scholarly symposiums and policy memorandums. The deluge is comforting on the one hand,
as it indicates that widespread popular concern about issues such as senseless violence quickly
gives rise to research and policy plans. On the other hand, it is confusing, as the diagnosis is
anything but straightforward, and proposals for intervention vary widely.
The prevailing view
Nonetheless, a measure of consensus is becoming apparent in these publications. Many
researchers have come to believe that developmental psychology is the best way of dealing
with the issue. Their view is justified. The empirical research refutes the general opinion that
violent or criminal behaviour relates primarily to social circumstances. Factors such as low
socio-economic status, divorced parents or living in underprivileged neighbourhoods come
into play but are minor and often indirect influences. Factors related to personality, early
education and the personal preferences of juveniles matter more.2 Early onset of serious
aggressive behaviour is therefore the best indicator for predicting violent offences later in
life.3 Consequently, the intellectual debate has shifted gradually from the social circumstances
that lead to aggression toward individual problems dominated by psychological and biological
factors.4
This trend is very fortunate. In addition to putting an end to an overly general
sociological approach, it has yielded new insights. We have learned that juvenile delinquency
results from bad breaks rather than from inevitable causes. It boils down to a accumulation of
risk factors.5 Such factors include impulsive behaviour and concentration disorders. At home,
cold or inconsistent parenting is often detrimental. At school, repeated truancy and disinterest
are warning signs. The leisure pursuits concerned are frequent use of drugs and alcohol. In the
cities delinquent friends raise the risk as well.6 While these characteristics do not inevitably
lead to a life of crime individually, their combination increases the likelihood considerably.
Curtailing these risks and intervening immediately at the first signs of criminal development
will be very beneficial. As Rolf Loeber has emphasized, therapeutic interventions are never
too early or too late.7 The development is individual and will always respond to proper
guidance.
In my book I deal extensively with this approach. The second part contains a summary
of the chief findings in developmental psychology.8 This perspective has three shortcomings
as well. First, it focuses on serious and violent juvenile delinquents, as indicated by the title of
the broad and thorough study that Loeber et al. presented a few months ago.9 The problem
lies in the inability to draw an absolute distinction between the small group of hard-core
juveniles and normal ones who manifest fairly innocent but nevertheless frequent forms of
aggressive behaviour. In fact, the spectrum ranges from juveniles who never engage in antisocial conduct through the ones who commit an offence to the small group responsible for the
most serious problems. Although this group causes a disproportionate share of all offences,
this does not mean that the more mundane forms of aggressive behaviour are insignificant.
My main interest concerns the large middle group comprising juveniles who have
become increasingly aggressive and anti-social in recent decades without turning into fullfledged criminal or pathological cases. The second problem with a deeply psychological
analysis is that it focuses heavily on the perpetrator rather than on the situation underlying the
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aggression. That situation is paramount. Some juveniles may do very little wrong as long as
they are in school or stocking shelves at the supermarket but can suddenly lose all self-control
once they enter a disco with their friends. Such incidents are not attributable to psychological
factors but to sociological ones. The third problem is that psychological theory fails to explain
the strong rise in violence among juveniles in recent years.10 This would require a historical
review of the way society has evolved and how this process has affected juveniles. In my
view, the pattern of senseless violence calls for historical and sociological analysis in addition
to the approach based on developmental psychology. In the following paragraphs I outline
such an analysis.
Aggressive behaviour on the rise
The rise in violence among juveniles in the past three decades is indisputable. Every indicator
reflects a disconcerting trend in all respects.11 Table 1 reveals that the number of minors
interrogated by the police for homicide increased tenfold between 1970 and 1995. During the
same period the number of juveniles interrogated for abuse rose nearly fivefold. Vandalism
grew more than threefold. Only sexual offences remained virtually the same. Incidents of such
offences committed by adults increased as well, but the rise among minors was considerably
greater. The figures of the Dutch central bureau of statistics (CBS) reveal an unquestionable
rise in violence among juveniles in recent decades. The widespread concern is
understandable.
Table 1
Incidence of violent crimes per 100,000 minors, 1952-1995
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------HOM
ABU
VAN
SEX
1952
0.6
43
89
98
1955
0.4
38
69
80
1960
0.6
57
76
75
1965
1.6
49
105
60
1970
2.1
55
129
46
1975
3.6
59
195
33
1980
6.2
98
388
39
1985
6.7
114
417
40
1990
8.9
133
412
33
1995
26.3
256
456
58
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Source: K. Wittebrood, Cijfers, pp. 126-127, 138. The data reflect the number of suspects
interrogated by the police per 100,000 minors (ages 12-17). Our breakdown reflects
homicides (= HOM), abuse (= ABU), vandalism (= VAN) and sexual offences (= SEX).
Still, we need to interpret these figures with caution. The police statistics – which are the
foundation for the CBS data – are not necessarily representative of the actual trends. More
active investigation, improved registration and automated record-keeping practices might just
as easily have led to the increase in the number of suspects.12 Criminologists have long been
debating the reasons for the aforementioned increase in violence figures. In my book I
conclude that two trends are in progress.13 On the one hand, the number of acts of aggression
has risen gradually since 1970.14 On the other hand – possibly due to this increase but
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probably for entirely different reasons as well – public concern has become widespread. The
consequent impact on the policy of law and order forces in turn led to an increase in reports –
especially since the early 1990s.15 This does not mean that the problems with juveniles are
trivial. The increased tendency of juveniles to resort to aggression, combined with heightened
public awareness, means that the problem is far greater than it was three decades ago.
In my view, this twofold trend is attributable to the expansion of an assertive
lifestyle.16 The sweeping changes in the Netherlands – and in other countries in the West –
since the 1960s are common knowledge. At all levels citizens demanded greater freedom of
movement. They no longer submitted blindly to the authorities, discarded the role patterns and
standards imposed on them, claimed the right to determine how they lived their lives,
defended their personal interests vehemently, expressed their opinions clearly and emphasized
respect and independence in their interactions. More than ever, they became autonomous
citizens with little consideration for others. While this new lifestyle first emerged among the
upper middle class, it has penetrated all layers of the population. Everybody manifests
considerable self-esteem. In all cases we command respect as individuals and take offence if
we do not get it.
This lifestyle has two seemingly contradictory consequences. First, a highly developed
sense of self-esteem increases the likelihood of aggressive behaviour. Aggression and
assertiveness are very closely related. The American psychologist Roy Baumeister has
asserted that perpetrators of violence often feel superior. They place their own interests or
desires first and do not tolerate opposition. The more imbued they are with self-esteem, the
sooner they will lose their self-control. People with large but sensitive egos become
aggressive at the slightest provocation.17 This is one of the main backgrounds to the pattern
that we have identified as senseless violence for several years. The violence is both sudden
and excessive and targets fellow citizens at random. Such conduct is often associated with
nightlife in the media, although it occurs just as frequently among drivers, at stations and in
public.18 At such sites the conduct, glance or mere presence of others is considered annoying.
Individual freedom of movement is also greatest in these settings. Our assertive lifestyle
coaxes us into more aggressive types of behaviour along these lines. The far lower level of
aggression in societies that impose a much stronger social code on individuals is thus not
merely coincidental.
Higher expectations
Moral or political condemnation of the pursuit of personal autonomy and assertiveness is
pointless. It is intricately linked with the modernization that has affected social life in the
Netherlands in recent decades and is irreversible. In fact, the highly developed sense of selfesteem among the public today is very justified, given the major individual and collective
investments. Many parents devote more attention, time and love to the personal development
of their offspring than their predecessors did a few decades ago. Collective investments in the
education and personal enrichment of juveniles are immense. As a result, we deeply respect
each person’s intrinsic value and disapprove of countries or cultures where individuals do not
matter.
This modernization of social life has had some unforeseen consequences as well. Our
more assertive lifestyle has gradually raised our sensitivities and expectations. Certain
remarks or types of conduct that used to be commonplace have become unacceptable. The
current concept of unwelcome intimacies is an obvious example. We experience unwanted
sexual advances as a violation of our physical integrity. Involuntary passive smoking is
another example. In the 1960s a lot of men smoked, and people had to go outside for a breath
of fresh air. Nowadays, the opposite applies, and smokers have to withdraw to a designated
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corner to indulge in their bad habit. Over time, standards of social conduct have risen in many
areas. The same holds true for what is expected of employees. Eligibility for paid employment
is subject to rigid normative and social criteria.19
Perceptions of juveniles have changed as well. Conduct deemed characteristic of
young people three decades ago is now considered annoying or aggressive and is more likely
to inspire irritation or insecurity. Over the years, social and normative pressure on juveniles
has increased and – once adopted by law and order forces through more active intervention –
given rise to a higher number of registered suspects. In this respect the rise of violent crime
among juveniles in the 1990s reflects both the actual increase and the reduced tolerance for
anti-social behaviour. Juveniles have higher expectations to meet. Those unable or unwilling
to do so raise considerable concern.
Family life has changed as well. Many believe that parenting has become more
permissive, and that parental authority has lost ground, while negotiations with children have
become more commonplace. Although the latter is certainly the case, it does not imply a
reduction in normative pressure on children. Research on the changes in everyday life in
Sassenheim show
Table 2
Frequency (in percentages) of parental punishments of their children in Sassenheim, 19501993
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------nobody
father
mother
both
1950
25
23
20
32
1960
22
20
19
39
1964
20
13
19
48
1970
23
12
16
49
1976
23
11
16
50
1980
18
10
14
58
1986
12
4
11
73
1995
10
2
6
82
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Source: K. Schuyt et. al., Sassenheim - de verandering van het normale.
that children today are actually punished more frequently than they were a few decades ago
(see Table 2). Whereas in 1950 a quarter of all children was never punished, this was true of
only 10 percent by 1995. The share of children punished by both parents rose from 32 to 82
percent! The gradual rise in standards and expectations obviously carried over into family life
as well. Remarkably, patterns for rewarding children underwent a similar transition. My
conclusion is that parenting did not necessarily become more permissive but intensified. This
correlates with the idea that self-esteem has risen among juveniles. The ambiguities that
characterize modernization in general also apply with parenting. On the one hand juveniles
have more freedom of movement and independence than they did a few decades ago, but on
the other hand they need to live up to higher standards and expectations.
The importance of supervision
Above I have reviewed the historical trends that have instigated the considerable rise in
aggressive behaviour among juveniles. I do not assume that an assertive lifestyle consistently
and inevitably culminates in perpetration of violence. Fortunately, most citizens have
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adequate self-control and pursue their desires in a civilized manner. Simultaneously, however,
those lacking self-control encounter far fewer restraints. This is all the more true for juveniles
subject to several risk factors by virtue of their predisposition or personal development.20
Because of the highly assertive social climate, they have no incentive whatsoever to restrain
themselves or to show consideration for others.21 As a consequence, their behaviour will
easily get out of control. The same holds true for the substantial number of juveniles that –
without developing truly pathological behaviour – has considerable trouble meeting the high
demands of their social surroundings.22
This observation leads me to the second element that I would like to add to the
perspective of developmental psychology. Certain juveniles may indeed turn aggressive
quickly, but whether they actually resort to violence also depends on the social situation. A
systematic study of the different domains of juvenile life and the extent that these domains
influence aggression would shed more light on this subject. Since no such study is available at
this time, I have compared six situations in my book: corporate industry, school, family life,
public space, nightlife and leisure pursuits.23 According to the hierarchy in these domains,
corporate industry and school impose considerable self-control on juveniles, while the
opposite applies for public space and nightlife. I have used the term ‘impose’, because selfcontrol does not depend exclusively on personal attributes but reflects concrete circumstances
as well. Here, the measure of supervision or social control is relevant and entails the outside
pressure on juveniles. In addition, actual standards come into play, such as the question as to
which behaviour most juveniles expect in that setting. My view is as follows: in situations
with extensive social control and high standards, juveniles will be less likely to resort to
aggression than in ones with little social control or normative pressure.
I will provide two examples (nightlife and school) to illustrate my point. At school,
teachers know their students and are in a position to supervise them. Moreover, the rules and
expectations are common knowledge, with respect to both the intrinsic educational
achievements and their social interaction with students and teachers. While occasional
problems will occur, the social context is conducive to rapid identification and rectification. In
this manner the school pressures the students and offers them a choice between adjusting to
their surroundings or refusing to do so and seeking out another environment. Clearly,
aggression is associated with the second
Table 3
Conduct in education and among friends (in percentages) among juveniles in the ZaanstreekWaterland police district, 1999
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------non
kick
violent
core
education
attends school
99
94
92
87
occasional truancy
20
41
42
59
occasional tardiness
54
73
72
72
friends
extensive contact
63
82
85
88
pressure exerted
13
23
34
43
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Source: H. Ferwerda et al., Jeugdcriminaliteit, pp. 39-57. The breakdown indicates nondelinquent juveniles (= non), juveniles whose delinquency is for kicks (= kick), violent
juveniles (= violent) and hard-core juveniles (= core).
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option, which comprises the notorious truants. Table 3 reveals that 20 percent of the nondelinquent juveniles has skipped school. The rate is twice as high among juveniles who
perpetrate violence and three times as high for the group identified as hard-core juveniles.
More serious delinquent behaviour correlates with lower educational involvement. Their rates
of school attendance (line 1) and tardiness (line 3) convey this pattern as well. These juveniles
clearly prefer other surroundings.24 The average amount of time spent with friends is greater
for those committing more serious offences (line 4). The corresponding pressure from friends
increases as well. Among non-delinquent juveniles, 13 percent has been pressured to break
the rules, compared with 34 percent of the violent perpetrators and 43 percent of the hard-core
juveniles (line 5). The data illustrate how important the social surroundings are. The
surroundings where juveniles spend most of their time and the way they influence their
behaviour are decisive.25
Insufficient self-control
Thanks to the combination of social control and clear rules or expectations, serious aggression
is rare at school. The contrary applies for nightlife. Supervision there is much lower, and the
expectations are entirely different. The whole idea is to get a kick out of the experience, and
juveniles are more likely to relax their inhibitions.26 Heavy drinking, possibly together with
the use of illicit drugs, reinforces the feeling. As a result, people have far less self-control than
during the day and are quick to enter confrontations. In this respect, aggressive behaviour
thrives in surroundings like nightlife. Studies have shown repeatedly that the measure of
drinking or the frequency of going out on the one hand is related to the likelihood of engaging
in acts of violence on the other hand.27
Table 4
Participation (in percentages) in nightlife by juveniles in the Zaanstreek-Waterland police
district, 1999
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------non
kick
violent
core
exuberant nightlife
disco
70
83
84
85
house party
40
48
59
57
hash bar
18
34
48
57
average
43
55
64
66
sedate nightlife
restaurant
cultural event
school activity
average

69
32
87
63

65
22
78
55

67
18
73
53

55
14
67
45

role of violence
visits to nightlife sites
49
72
79
86
witness to a disagreement 51
77
(75)
89
witness to physical abuse 30
62
(77)
82
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Source: H. Ferwerda et al., Jeugdcriminaliteit, p. XVIII. The breakdown indicates nondelinquent juveniles (= non), juveniles whose delinquency is for kicks (= kick), violent
juveniles (= violent) and hard-core juveniles (= core).
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The above distinction between non-delinquent juveniles, violent juveniles and hard-core
juveniles illustrates my point (see Table 4). Thirty percent of the first group witnessed abuse
while going out, compared with 82 percent of the last group.28 This obviously depends to
some extent on the type of venue. Hard-core juveniles prefer more exciting spots, such as a
disco or a house party. Non-delinquent juveniles are more likely to frequent sites requiring
some measure of self-control, such as a restaurant or cultural event.29
The differences between the domains are considerable. In my book I also review the
impact of paid employment, family life, the media and urban settings on the conduct of
juveniles. These influences cover a broad spectrum that exceeds the present scope. Basically,
the effects of social surroundings have not been investigated systematically. The focus on the
most serious types of behaviour and the perspective of developmental psychology is so great
that more mundane types of aggression and the enabling social circumstances tend to be
overlooked. Still, much remains to be done in this field, both for parents and teachers and for
policymakers and professionals. In my book I advocate a new civilizing offensive similar to
the one that emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century.30 In the following
paragraphs I will outline such an offensive.
A new civilizing offensive?
First, I believe that juveniles should be informed more explicitly of the rules for social
intercourse. While standards and expectations regarding social conduct have risen as a
consequence of the assertive lifestyle, they have remained implicit in most cases. People
might easily get the idea that freedom is unlimited in the Netherlands. Dutch society leaves
tourists and foreigners with this impression. More extended residence in the Netherlands
shows that the idea of blissful freedom is an illusion. The wealth of codes regulating social
interaction is not formulated explicitly and is thus difficult for outsiders and juveniles to
adopt. Stating the point clearly would be more effective and fairer.
In addition to being stated more explicitly, the rules of the game need to be enforced
more consistently. In that respect the findings of a survey I conducted for my book are rather
disappointing.31 Over 500 professionals who work with juveniles daily participated in this
survey. Their responses revealed that rules for social conduct exist, and that people are aware
of them. Because of the inadequate sanctions on violations of these rules, however,
compliance is poor. These professionals disapproved of the Dutch tradition of tolerance. The
survey was conducted before the disastrous events in Enschede and Volendam. Still, the
general sentiment was the same: rules exist for a reason, and ensuring compliance with them
is in the interest of the public. That is the first element of a modern civilizing offensive.
The second element is that – as a group – we need to invest more in juveniles who
have trouble acting civilized. Above I have opposed a purely psychological approach,
although I am aware that certain juveniles really need more help. Children who have difficult
temperaments, grow up in pedagogically underprivileged environments, perform poorly at
school, spend their free time hanging about slums or have poor job prospects are at greater
risk of getting into trouble.32 They tend to show signs of anti-social and aggressive behaviour
early on and cause trouble at school or in the neighbourhood. As a result, they are rejected by
age-mates and adults and are more likely to fall in with the wrong crowd. At that point things
usually go from bad to worse.33 The downward spiral starts with minor wrongdoings in early
childhood and ends in prison.
Somewhere along the line, corrective intervention ceases to be possible, and repression
is the only option that remains. Early identification of the problems and rapid remedial action
would be much better. While parents bear chief responsibility in this respect, they can be part
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of the problem – if only because of their inability tot identify and correct misbehaviour. I
therefore believe that teachers, police officers, therapists and other professionals need to
become more involved in parenting. Especially with juveniles subject to many risk factors,
parenting becomes a collective rather than a purely individual task.34 It will require a lot of
time, money, expertise and attention.
The third element of the civilizing offensive I have outlined is philosophical and
concerns our self-image and our appreciation of modern citizenship. I question the pursuit of
individual independence. Though intrinsically a noble mission, it merits relativisation in two
respects. First, we are independent only by virtue of our associations with others. Consider a
computer with virtually infinite options. You can use it for anything, from games to e-mail
and from investing to surfing the Internet. Users have unlimited freedom, provided a few
things are properly arranged. For example, the equipment needs enough power to run, and the
software should be compatible. User vulnerability becomes apparent once malfunctions occur
in any of these fields.
The same holds true for social interactions today. As long as everything is running
smoothly, we think we are in charge of our lives. Believing that this is entirely true would be
foolish. In this respect, the contemporary culture of individual independence is an illusion.
Moreover, this desire has various drawbacks. Self-enrichment, self-esteem, assertiveness,
independence and freedom of movement represent the culture of youth and the will to
achieve. How do our surroundings feel about this? How do we perceive the disadvantages of
our assertiveness for others? How do we balance rights with obligations?
Conclusion
Fortunately, the relevance of these types of questions is widely acknowledged. But they are
rarely stated explicitly in public debate. In this respect, we are still caught up in the 1960s. We
continue to fear of patronizing approaches or inappropriate interference. That is one of the
reasons why I have written this book. I do not have all the answers and do not know how to
solve the entire problem. Rather, I aim to identify a few elements that need to be addressed in
the public debate about aggressive juveniles. Restricting the debate to individual and
psychological factors would be a mistake. While they obviously matter, we should also
consider the consequences for our own lifestyle and our approach to standards for social
conduct.
Gabriël van den Brink
Leiden, September 2001
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