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1 The work described in this paper was supported by a grant from the Research Grants 
Council of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, China (CUHK 443013). 
2 ‘But, I said, I once heard a story which I believe, that Leontius the son of Aglaion, on his 
way up from the Piraeus under the outer side of the northern wall, becoming aware of dead 
bodies that lay at the place of public execution at the same time felt a desire to see them and 
a repugnance and aversion, and that for a time he resisted and veiled his head, but 
overpowered in despite of all by his desire, with wide staring eyes he rushed up to the 
corpses and cried, There, ye wretches, take your fill of the fine spectacle!’ (Plato 1961: 439e-
440a) 
3 ‘Imitation is natural to man from childhood, one of his advantages over the lower animals 
being this, that he is the most imitative creature in the world, and learns at first by imitation’ 
(Aristotle 2001: 1448b). 



                                                                                                                            
4 The translation from German into English is Dolf Zillmann’s, not my own (see Zillmann 
1998: 190). 
5 See Zillmann 1998: 182. 
6 Jeffrey Goldstein’s edited volume Why We Watch is a good case in point. On the one hand, 
one cannot ignore the pioneering nature of this work: it is the first book in print to raise the 
question concerning the attraction of symbolic violence. Yet what exactly are the 
conclusions that this book establishes? In his brief summary of the book’s accomplishments, 
Goldstein writes: ‘it is obvious that the attractions of violent imagery are many…. Some 
viewers seek excitement, others companionship or social acceptance through shared 
experience, and still others wish to see justice enacted. For some, the immersion in a fantasy 
world is its primary appeal’ (Goldstein 1999: 222). Clearly, these answers leave the 
phenomenon up to a large degree unexplained: they clarify our tolerance for violent imagery, 
yet not its attraction. This is something that Goldstein himself acknowledges: ‘What we 
don’t know about the attractions of violent entertainment could fill a book’ (223). 
7 Some psychological case studies have shown that it suffices to place a remote control in a 
volunteer’s hands to increase his capacity to both tolerate and enjoy violent imagery (See 
Goldstein 1999). 
8 As Zillmann puts it, ‘there can be little doubt, then, that righteous violence, however brutal 
but justified by the ends, will prompt gloriously intense euphoric reactions the more it is 
preceded by patently unjust and similarly brutal violence’ (Zillmann 1998: 208). 
9 To corroborate this thesis, Goldstein refers to McCauley’s psychological test, which placed 
a group of university students in a room where they were supposed to watch three video 
tapes: of a slaughterhouse, of a monkey being killed and then served fresh to connoisseurs in 
China, and of a girl, whose face had been sliced open and the skin pulled off the skull. Most 
students found the videos unbearable and did not watch them to the end, although, 
according to McCauley and Goldstein, they would have more than likely watched them had 
the videos were not representative of real animals and real people. In short, what the 
students were disturbed by were not the images themselves, but the realization that they 
witnessed the representations of real events. 
10 Our exposure to the representations of pain has practical repercussions: close to 3,000 
studies have been conducted before 1971 alone and they all suggest a strong connection 
between representations of violence in the media and aggression. Countless studies over the 
last forty years have confirmed these findings. Nor should one ignore the less disturbing 
(although a more widespread) consequence, which concerns the ‘epidemic of fear’ — an 
issue I have already dealt with above. 
11 Here I understand the epoché in the general way as a suspension of those 

judgments and pre-judgments that underlie one’s unreflective commitments. 
Following this initial procedure, phenomenological reduction enables one lead the 
phenomena back (reducere) to their constitutive origins in the life of subjectivity. 
12 Here is Baudelaire’s journal entry from the early 1860s: ‘It is impossible to glance through 
any newspaper, no matter what the day, the month of the year, without finding on every line 
the most frightful traces of human perversity… Every newspaper … is nothing but a tissue 
of horrors…. And it is with this loathsome appetizer that civilized man daily washes down 
his morning repast’. (Quoted from Susan Sontag 2003: 107) 
13 As Vicki Goldberg has put it in a somewhat different context, ‘since everyone dies only 
once, watching the same people die over and over tends to erect one poor barricade against 
the reality of death’ (Goldberg1998: 39). 
14 ‘All through the world, there is a special league of those who have known anxiety and 
physical suffering. A mysterious bond connects those marked by pain. They know the 
terrible things that man can undergo; they know the longing to be free of pain. Those who 
have been liberated from pain must not now think they are now completely free again and 
can calmly return to life as it was before. With their experience of pain and anxiety, they 



                                                                                                                            
must help alleviate the pain and anxiety of others, insofar as that lies within human powers. 
They must bring release to others as they received release. (Schweitzer 1965: 7). 
 


