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Self-Decomposition of Collective Violence :

The Inverse Self-Categorization Process
in the Declination Phase of “Kamagasaki Riots

Ryuji YOSHIDA *

The dynamics of riot can be divided into three phases analytically : escalation, diffusion, and declination.
However, the study of the declination phase has been relatively insufficient until now. Behind this situation
lies a common sense assumption which could be referred as a “mobilization/control model” about the dy-
namics of riot. This model sees the process of riot as the power relations between rioters and control agents.
According to this view, the image of the declination phase would be reduced to the matter of mere winning
or losing. When rioters reach a state of exhaustion, the control agent (police) exercises its overwhelming ex-
ecutive force against them and the game is over.

However, when we focus on the declination phase of riot from the rioters’ side with a viewpoint based on
their cognitive world, we find that a self-decomposition process is going on which is independent of the con-
trol agent’s effort. Recent social-psychological research has revealed that riot can be seen as a process of col-
lective self-categorization (social identification) . Rioters express what they know about their lifeworld
through their violence. Thus, their violence can be seen as symbolic-temporal-spatial boundary-taking behav-
ior. However, the number of their target objects has certain limits due to physical constraints. For example,
“Koban” (a police kiosk) that has been burnt to ash cannot be burnt down again. Then the rioters tend to at-
tack other objects that leave more contradictory meanings for more of them. For example, though “Koban”
is nothing more than enemy for all of them, it is controversial whether “Pachinko-ya” (a pinball hall) is re-
garded as an enemy (a symbol of the capitalistic exploitation) or not (an amusement place etc.). As a re-
sult, rioters attack various objects and, at the same time, individual units of attack attract fewer and fewer
people. In this manner, the autonomous-decomposition process proceeds until the riot fragments into a few
small episodes of violence.

We attempt to describe this inverse self-categorization process of riot through the analysis of a series of
riot incidents which occurred in Kamagasaki, a district in Osaka, Japan with many daily labors.
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