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1.  The Mark of Cain 
In the beginning it was just violence. The Old Testament opens with a fratricide, Cain kills Abel, 
and the New Testament ends with martyrdom and execution, that of Christ. In the history of 
criminology it is Cain who leaves his mark and obfuscates the victim, who in Christ discovers value 
and meaning.  
 
Since Cain’s fratricide, violence is commonplace and has been widely described, yet of the victims 
there is only indirect trace. In every period, the principal characteristic of violence has been the 
gravity of the risk the victim has been made to undergo. Yet little is said of this, statistical readings 
on criminality pointing to the characteristics of violence and its perpetrators instead.  
 
Violence is old and it has always placed the perpetrator, that aggressive primate known as man, in 
the fore, leaving its victims in darkness. The victim is ignored, even if its image, importance, and 
level of exposure have undergone several changes in our society [Chesnais, 1982: 19]. One way to 
see how the victim has been forgotten can be had with a brief historical excursus.  
 
The concept of victim is very old and is to be found in numerous cultures. It is closely associated to 
religious sacrifice with specific symbolic value. Sure enough, the sacrificial offering that man 
denies himself expresses dependence on divinity, and with human sacrifice the victim, often 
removed from unworthy and variously interconnected political and religious developments, is only 
apparently loved because he keeps trickery, danger, and calamity at bay, although he is also 
consciously forgotten because he leaves guilty traces with those who, as a result of the sacrifice, 
obtain or think they will obtain benefits and especially indulgence from the divinity or power. Seen 
in this light, human sacrifice can be likened to capital punishment through which it is believed one 
can rid oneself of evil. Hence there is a need to remove the image of the victim, given that it can be 
the expression of a power that causes desperation and death by striking weaker or less protected 
brackets of society. Such an attitude persists to this day, as can be seen by various research projects 
[Bisi, 1990: 66-68; Bisi and Faccioli, 1996] that demonstrate how the victim only becomes an 
object of attention when it is able to arouse curiosity in the reader, and so is frequently inserted in 
spectacular rhetoric.  
 
2.  Theories Centred on the Criminal 
Victim and crime, however, are in constant parallel, even if in the interpretative dynamic of the 
offence the victims have always been left in darkness. This situation can be linked to the fact that 
theories that have tried (and continue to try) to identify the causes of crime have concentrated 
primarily on determining a type or types prone to criminal behaviour, without association whatever 
to the victim. In a first group of theories, which might be called ‘bio-anthropological’, there is a 
detailed analysis of the motivational processes implied in the deviation, without any reference to the 
target of the action, the offended party or victim. Added to this is a description of perpetrator types 
who have become deviant mainly because they have exceptionally powerful impulses and/or are 
lacking in inner control. The perpetrator/victim dynamic is not taken into consideration, it is not 
seen to be relevant, because the primary task these theories have set themselves is that of 
determining the type or types of people prone to deviation.  
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The study of criminality from this perspective has become known as ‘criminal anthropology’, a 
branch of biology which increasingly sees criminals as a biologically inferior or at least different 
group to those belonging to so-called normality, and who are destined to crime because of some 
faulty inheritance, the mark of this inferiority being in their bodies or genome. Clearly a search for a 
link between visible/invisible biological characteristics and deviant/criminal behaviour leaves no 
room from the criminal’s target, i.e. the victim. As a result one neglects the various indirect and 
remote relationships between biology and deviant behaviour, likewise with relationships between 
biology and conformist or normal behaviour.  
 
From a psychodynamic perspective, some theories claim sources of impulse and control are to be 
found in the biography of the individual or in the contemporary situation rather than in the 
individual’s biological make-up. These theories are psychoanalytical and they share the assumption 
that sources of behaviour and especially deviant behaviour are, by and large, irrational and 
inaccessible to the observation and conscious control of the perpetrator. So they oppose, as did the 
positive school, the theory of the classical school, which attributes free will to the perpetrator of the 
crime, while placing him/her at a Utopian distance from reality, neglecting therefore the 
perpetrator/victim relationship. 
 
Another neglected point of these theories is centred on the fact that most people, when they commit 
a deviant act, are aware of their target (the victim), and that, for example, most people who steal 
often premeditate their action and maintain behavioural styles considered normal during everyday 
life. So a shortcoming of the psychological theories consists in their not considering deviant actions 
by essentially normal people who infringe the rights of normal people. The need to place the 
perpetrator/victim interaction into context has been constantly neglected. Truth said, S. Freud was 
not generalising when he identified the ‘criminal by sense of guilt’, rather it was with F. Alexander 
and H. Staub’s ‘psychoanalytical criminal diagnostics’ that one fell once more into the 
categorisation of criminal actions, developing, by the way, the concept of ‘genuine delinquent’, 
which is an image that can be added to C. Lombroso and E. Ferri’s born or anthropological 
delinquent and to R. Garofalo’s typical or murderous delinquent. This would supposedly be an 
unlikely man without a superego, who turns his impulses into acts without any interaction with his 
victims.  
 
During the nineteenth century, at the same time as studies were being made on the face, skull and 
mind of perpetrators of crime, early research on comparative criminal statistics began. It could 
already be noted that crimes could be predicted in terms of their number and type. This led to social 
determinism by which the effect of free will was contained within very tight parameters, given that 
the tendency to commit a crime was determined by social factors. Emile Durkheim at the end of the 
last century specified how crime was a ‘normal’ social factor that could have abnormal forms 
especially when it reached an exaggerated level. In addition to these concepts, Durkheim introduces 
that of anomy, taken as being the lack of social norms; the idea of anomy is inverse to the idea of 
social solidarity. On the one hand there is the notion of maximum integration of social relationships 
and collective representation, and on the other hand there is almost total disintegration. In truth, 
answering the question about what is a right, Durkheim ‘answers that it is the living symbol of 
social solidarity, and talking about punishment, that it is the social vengeance for the violence 
committed to that solidarity. As one can see, the discussion is homogeneous and always leads to 
solidarity and hence to collective conscience followed by general morals.’ [Toscano, 1975:37]. It is 
clear how in this context, which has the function of maintaining social cohesion intact, thus 
preserving all the vitality of human conscience, the victim needs to be inserted. Sure enough, in 
breaking the solidarity operated by the crime, one needs to bear in mind not only social vendetta 
and the resulting compensation to the victim, but also all those actions on the victim that may lead 
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to the victim becoming a victim once more, or that may make the victim suffer as a result of a 
second victimisation [Balloni, 1989:21]. 
 
R.K. Merton later picks up on the concept of anomy in his paper ‘Social Structure and Anomy’, in 
which next to cultural goals there are norms that prescribe the means which men can legitimately 
use to attain these goals: the acceptance or rejection of the goals and/or means enables Merton to 
draw up a typology for methods of individual adaptation, in which a bearing with the victim is 
irrelevant [Merton, 1959: 185-226]. 
 
Other sociological theories concentrate on the cultural learning process, such as the theory of 
differential association developed by E.H. Sutherland and corrected by D.R. Cressey. The weak 
point of this theory is that of insufficient consideration of man’s ability to choose, such that the 
resulting behaviour could appear totally determined.  
 
In the field of sociological theories and in contrast with the preceding ones, there is a need to recall 
the functions of conflict, which is taken as a means to release tension before reaching dangerous 
levels for the stability of the system, and so crime and deviance are not always dysfunctional to the 
system, rather their occurrence could lead to greater moral and ethical cohesion with regards the 
violated norm and its redefinition [Balloni, 2000: 12-14]. 
 
In the brief summary of sociological theories attempted here, the person who deviates or adopts 
criminal behaviour may look like a ‘social outcast’ (for social disorganisation), a ‘frustrated social 
climber’ (for the sociology of integration), and a ‘citizen whose rights have been infringed (for 
conflict sociologists). Such images make reference to the offender, without any specific reference to 
the victim. 
 
Biological, psychodynamic or sociological interpretations of criminality attribute impulses, 
cravings, aspirations or tendencies to the perpetrator. So for the dynamics of crime some kind of 
adjustment or maladjustment, or some kind of mechanism to try to give sense to deviant conduct, 
will always be found, all the while neglecting that actions occur here and now as interaction.  
 
3.  Victimology and Interaction 
In this perspective one can not forget that different aspects of psychic activity, such as perception 
and expression, at the base of human behaviour and therefore closely linked to action, have a close 
reciprocal rapport. The act of perceiving is a form of behaviour through which the individual makes 
contact with the world, which is understood in its present and various aspects; expression, broadly 
speaking, can be taken as the active communication of the subject with the world-environment. 
Both for the perpetrator of a crime, and for the victim, perception and expression therefore have in 
common the fact that they are forms of transitive behaviour linked to the individual-environment; 
and they are forms of behaviour in which the activity of a subject is implicit. In criminology both 
the activities of the victim and the perpetrator need to be inserted.  
 
So a more general approach is needed for understanding deviant or criminal human behaviour. And 
this is what I would like to concentrate on. Much has been said with regards to this, but very often it 
has been forgotten that criminal behaviour must be taken in strict relation to the person and 
environment in which are located the victims. Sure enough, for criminology, there must not be a 
prevailing interest in perceptive aspects, common to many events experienced as being similar to 
each other, rather one has to direct attention to the rapport between the occurrence or the way in 
which a single event evolves, and the presence, within the context in which it develops, of 
determined concrete conditions.  
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This type of approach makes reference to Kurt Lewin’s topological psychology [Lewin 1961, 1965, 
1972], which, faced with essentially Aristotelian conceptions of psychological dynamic, proposes a 
passage to a Galilean way of thinking; it is a blatantly antimechanistic and anticlassificational 
position, which is now especially required in criminology and victimology.  
 
The rapid progress of modern science has been made possible precisely thanks to a move ‘from 
“substantial” concepts (in Aristotelian terms “the essences”) to “functional” concepts (that deal with 
the relationship between one phenomenon and certain aspects of the situation in which this takes 
place)...’ [Petter, 1965: XI]. 
 
From methods of abstraction, through which one ends up excluding from all consideration many 
concrete conditions present in a given situation, one must move on to constructive methods, with 
which all concrete conditions in relation to which a certain event can be produced or foreseen are 
carefully considered. From these assumptions, which make use of Kurt Lewin’s contributions, it is 
evident how every act carried out by a person is in relation in part to the state of the person and, in 
part, to the characteristics of the psychological environment: behaviour (B), even criminal 
behaviour (cB), can be considered, albeit hypothetically, as a function of the environment (E) and 
of the person (P), that is to say B = f(E,P). The validity of this formula, transferred to the field of 
criminal conduct, needs to be evaluated, taking into account any possible developments in research. 
For the purposes of this paper, Kurt Lewin’s formula has been used mainly because, as is the case 
with every field theory, it is characterised by a refusal to explain the behaviour of an individual by 
seeking this within the individual and independently from the concrete action.  
 
The personal history of the individual and the possibility of connecting criminal tensions to social, 
cultural and family conditions, in given moments of life and in special situations, lead to a 
reemergence, even for criminology, of the need to consider behaviour not only as a function of the 
person and the environment, but also as an active element in their determination. In real-life 
conditions, beyond laboratory experience and statistical research, the psychological stimuli offered 
to a person are not experimental instructions or inanimate events, rather they involve others in 
reciprocal relations, i.e. between criminal and victim. Sure enough, the situation directs the person 
by selecting segments from his/her personal history; but then again, people direct situations by 
selecting segments of replies, and with the perpetrator/victim dynamic, for example, the consumed 
or attempted crime is carried out. Therefore, when one examines a crime, one needs to start with an 
undisputed assumption: crime is interaction. The analytical, synchronic, and diachronic study of 
crimes that I have personally investigated through concrete cases excludes the possibility of 
interpreting them with the exclusive use of causal theories proposed by the criminology of the past, 
because the crime is a clash inside a rapport of personal tension between an offender and the victim 
where, in the past, in my opinion, causes became confused with motivations, sometimes heavily 
influencing penal norms. If we look for this interaction in the individual descriptions of crimes 
contained in the penal code, it is immediately apparent how the part of the victim is left almost 
completely in darkness. In most crimes of violence, for example, the offended person is referred to 
as the ‘third party’, without name; only occasionally does one come across the words child, woman, 
or minor under 18 years of age. In crimes against property, the victim of the theft disappears 
altogether, and only the removed article is referred to as ‘third-party chattels’. In other words, crime 
figures depersonalise the victim, he/she becoming a simple object of aggression to which harm is 
done. The crime as a reaction of the personal behaviour of another subject is not taken sufficiently 
into consideration. The subject is always and only the offender.  
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Nevertheless, the victim has gradually become the receiver of ad hoc institutional actions. These go 
alongside penal code protection using traditional instruments such as the extenuating circumstance 
of art. 62 c.6 p.c. which reduces the penalty for anyone working to reduce or eliminate the 
consequences of a crime, or for whoever seeks to compensate for the damage prior to judgement. 
This incentive mechanism has been present in our criminal law for many years and it demonstrates 
how unquestioned it is that it is for the general good to stimulate, by means of a reward, the 
concrete and active commitment of the guilty party towards his/her victims.  
 
Institutional actions for the benefit of victims include heterogeneous institutes such as the guaranty 
fund for road victims (arts. 19 and 24 law 24 December 1969, no. 990), compensation operations by 
the State in favour of victims of terrorism and organised crime (law 20 October 1990, no. 302), the 
institution of the support fund for victims of extortive requests (rackets; law 18 February 1992, no. 
172), the incentivisation of offender-to-victim reconciliation prospects (art. 28 comma 2  juvenile 
procedural law), and the possibility of access to legal aid by low-income offended parties (art. 1 
law30 July 1990, no. 217).  
 
It is clear that to promote victimology and ensure adequate guarantees to the victim during all 
phases of the proceedings there is a need for constant collaboration with various disciplines and 
especially with the law [Fondaroli, 1999:291]. 
 
4.  The Future of Victimology 
For a more detailed analysis of the needs of victims and an identification of operations capable of 
alleviating hardship and suffering, methodological instruments of research have been used and later 
perfected: the so-called ‘victimisation inquiries’. Today there is talk of a ‘second generation of 
victimisation surveys’ because whereas with the first, during the questioning of victims, the 
intention was to collect important information regarding the nature of the crime and the huge and 
unknown extent of crime, more recent research sees a progressive move of interest towards the 
figure of the victim. Sure enough, after establishing that the victim helps only partly to improve the 
degree of reliability of crime statistics, the question was whether or not it was justified to put the 
victim at the centre of attention [Killias, 1987: 313]. In view of this, the victim is considered to be a 
‘social actor’ and no longer an informer on the delinquent, a link in the judicial system, or a voter 
who has been betrayed in his/her expectations of receiving protection. So one asks oneself what will 
the victim do immediately after the deed, how did he/she act beforehand, and how will he/she 
behave in the medium to long term. According to this new perspective, the elements of personal 
experience become of primary importance [Zauberman, 1991: 27]. 
 
There is a need to dismantle a frequent obstacle that victims encounter psychologically when 
reporting their victimisation to agencies of social control and the administration of justice, because 
the victim may have a sensation of being exploited by the system of justice, of being treated without 
dignity and respect while receiving nothing in exchange. 
 
Therefore, using creative realism, victim assistance centres need to be set up in parallel to social 
centres for junvenile deviance and for adult perpetrators of crime. A support net has in fact been 
around for some time for those with deviant or criminal behaviour, with no equivalent for victims. 
The perpetrator of a crime, during his/her detention in prison, can be the object of high surveillance 
to make sure he/she does not inflict any harm upon him/herself. By contrast there are no specific 
emergency systems to support victims, especially when they fall into depression or social isolation. 
Therefore there is pressing need for that ‘victim’s bill of rights’ so often announced, but never 
actually put into effect, and geared towards identifying the rights of the victim, even though 
guarantees for perpetrators of crime exist. Furthermore, it would be appropriate to have agencies for 
the protection of victims which are not in conflict but rather work in parallel with all the curative 
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and rehabilitative activities set out by norms for prison regulations geared toward the reinsertion of 
the offender. If the crime is interaction, there is a need to place those who interact into a 
symmetrical situation, encouraging the resocialisation of the offender, but concomitantly 
encouraging the readaptation of the victim to his/her own environment. 
 
Finally, the need is to arrive at a balanced position between perpetrator and victim. In this respect, 
media can have an influence on the image of the victim. Talking of media, anthropologists tell us 
that in many ‘primitive societies’ people did not want to be depicted because they believed they 
would be robbed of their souls; the victims of crime, accidents, and disasters, through various 
human experiences, note how the humming of telecameras, camera flashes, the silent turning of 
recorders and the reporter jotting down quick notes, take away their pain through the indiscrete 
appropriation of words, sobs, tears, and declarations.  
 
More often than not, however, the perpetrator of a crime is given lead shots and dozens of 
justifications for the origin of the raptus, such as a difficult childhood for the most varied social 
shortcomings and injustices [Balloni, 2001].  
 
Other than these proposals, which may look like requests of indulgence for the victims, there is a 
need to point victimology and criminology in the direction of a theoretical dignity that up until now 
has been unthinkable. This can be done by reintroducing research using an approach which, unlike 
the past, is full of imagination with regards the problems of human existence, problems at that 
crossroads in which mental and social worlds interact, a world of aspirations and projects and a 
world of real possibilities in relation to environmental demands. The crime as interaction develops 
in this context. The task at hand involves not only referring to an epistemological view but also to a 
view of everyday reality in which man appears primarily as a being equipped with a theory of 
reality, and is intent on representing him/herself within this reality and resolving its problems 
[Amerio, 1982: 193]. 
 
This is an open conclusion that reintroduces, in exquisitely Lewinian terms, research/action that 
points concretely to interventions on social practice on the one hand, and the integration of 
laboratory research and field research on the other.   
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