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This is a thoughtful and highly original contribution to establishing a debate about a neglected topic. Like all your academic writing it is well-researched, thoughtful, and well-argued.

The paper takes a particularly tragic example of one of the emblematic acts of violence in the contemporary world: the killing of people in public places by a lone gunman in an irrational and incomprehensible act of indiscriminate violence. Your paper highlights the gendered character of the act — the killing of women by a man — and it attempts to show the ‘rationality’ of the killer, allowing us to try to understand its meaning and significance both for him and, more importantly, for us. You carefully distinguish between understanding the killings and justifying them. In your reply to one of your discussants you rightly make the point that the killings were ‘atrocious, horrendous, and shocking’, but they were not mindless. Intriguingly, you show how the fact of ‘violence against women’ had become a forgotten, hidden narrative in collective memory of the event, and you make this act of forgetting into an aspect of your own explanation of the cultural significance of the massacre.

You successfully avoid the conventional explanation of male violence against women — in terms of the treatment of women as sexual objects — and you stress, rather, the power relations in which men and women are embedded. For the killer Lépine, you argue, it was a perceived loss of power in the face of improved job opportunities for women that justified his actions in his own mind. You invoke the idea of ‘perceived injustices’ — which you suggest is at work in some cases of ethnic violence as well — but you make the important point that such perceived injustices should not be treated simply as perceptions of the world.  They are, you argue, reflections of real discrepancies or alterations in power relations: they are objective injustices as well as perceived injustices. I notice important parallels with the idea of ‘relative deprivation’ used in studies of class resentment: people live under varying degrees of class advantage and disadvantage, but this becomes an explosive matter of concern only when a shift in these relations leads them to compare their current situation unfavourably with what they feel to be their legitimate expectations, to how those power relations are presumed to have been in the past, or to the situation of other groups. There is, that is to say, a complex dialectic between actual disadvantages and perceptions of those disadvantages.

Discussing this motivation, you ask ‘what are people like Marc Lépine expected to do?’ You ask this not in order to justify the killings but in order to highlight the conditions that made it seem appropriate to him in his circumstances. As you rightly remark, ‘killing women was obviously no solution despite the frustration he must have felt’. You movingly depict the lives lost or damaged by women whose only ‘crime’; was to have been advantaged by changing power relations. An act that seemed to make sense to Lépine, and could be understood in terms of his objective conditions, caused completely unjustifiable anguish to his victims, their families, and his own family. You recognise that his act was, in the words of Barbara Frum, a crime against humanity.  As such, it did nothing to highlight or alter the very things against which he was reacting. The horror of the events obscured his motives for carrying them out and allowed his narrative to get lost and to be redescribed as ‘mindless’.

You rightly point out that we cannot explain his act simply by his ‘lack of humanity’ or ‘lack of maturity’ and, therefore, by his inability to pursue a more acceptable way of addressing his grievances. You suggest that he was unable to find some other way of dealing with his rejection and unresolved ambitions. You ask what alternatives there are. A starting point, inherent in your approach, is that resentment at power relations has to be expressed against those relations themselves rather than against those particular individuals who benefit from them.

Your paper exemplifies the fact that your own strategy relies on the need for informed and rational discussion. Writings that highlight the contradictions inherent in the heterotopian spaces defined by power relations help to uncover the hidden, taken-for-granted realities that must be addressed. By keeping alive the complex and contradictory meanings of such events as the Montreal Massacre, it is possible to ensure that attention is directed towards the very underlying conditions that led to Marc Lépine’s actions. To say that the pen is mightier than the sword is a cliché, but perhaps the word processor is, indeed, more powerful than the semi-automatic rifle when it comes to highlighting the need for changes in the power relations under which we live. This option may not have been open to Marc Lépine, but web sites such as this help to build the kind of discussion and debate that builds a climate of opinion that will allow his concerns to be addressed in more constructive — and certainly less destructive — ways.
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John Scott has written further on the topic of power. See 

Book Review on Scott's "Power (Key Concepts)" 2001 by Sue McPherson (2006).
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