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INTRODUCTION 
Vivekanand Pandey Vimal 

 

 
Vivekanand Pandey Vimal spent six years as a physics and 
environmental science teacher at Waltham High School.  
Afterwards, he worked as a consultant for a NGO in India where 
he wrote grants and made documentaries on topics ranging from 
microwater shed development to youth employment.  Recently he 
finished his graduate education in neuroscience and now is taking 
a year off to explore collaborations, plant ideas and hopefully 
germinate something beautiful. vvimaldhye@gmail.com  
https://sites.google.com/view/vivekanandpandeyvimal/home 

 

 
At some point, I feel that we have all dreamed of escaping the normal cadence of our lives and 

have looked up at the sky for a few lingering moments to explore the vastness of epic ideas that span 
across multiple disciplines.  Deisoritum: The Brandeis Multidisciplinary Consortium 
(https://deisortium.wordpress.com/) is an attempt to bring together wonderfully fascinating people 
from different disciplines and explore novel ideas that are born from the mating of their research.  

We try to capture some of that in this section, where we investigate the topic of Violence 
through three entirely different disciplines: musicology, psychology/neuroscience, and the humanities.  
In our first meeting, each of the three contributors gave small, exciting and engaging presentations in 
front of a multidisciplinary audience on their perspective of Violence.  After writing a summary of their 
presentations, we held another meeting where everyone gathered to discuss and brainstorm how these 
three different research perspectives on Violence could merge together and give birth to novel ideas.   
This section begins with a small personal story from my life on the topic of Violence.  

 
Early in life, as I sailed through storms of instability watching the swamp-mired illogical world of 

adults, I decided to chart the trajectory of my destiny through a path of detachment, which eventually 
allowed me to incubate and develop a self-generating source of happiness.  Because of this path, I 
refrained from alcohol, drugs, and even the blush of hormones that permeates through bonded flesh 
(i.e. romantic relationships).  Many people have advised me that I am missing a crucial experience that 
defines the human identity (I am open to romantic relationships…but it seems like a lot of work). 

Of these people, some of the most fascinating are a few young men who have surprisingly deep 
souls lined with an established spirituality marinated in a meditative practice.  Often these types of 
people are celibate, however these young men have an interesting connoisseur-like hunger for 
sex.  They describe sex as an artform, spending significant amounts of their time composing an orchestra 
of sounds, flavors and techniques to create a dynamic range of experience that, they say, transcends 
everything else.  Once in a while, inadvertently, they delve into so much irrepressible detail, that they 
almost begin to personify a large phallus that tries to inseminate my mind with lust.  It is then, almost as 
a defense mechanism, that I become the devil’s advocate and pose an argument that I know is 
intuitively wrong but nevertheless intellectually titillating…. and say,  

“You are saying that sex is fundamental to the human experience, that it is a primary color in the 
composition of the human identity and that without it, I am incomplete.  But...then...what of 
violence?  Violence has been tightly intertwined with human destiny since the very beginning.  Not only 
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that….violence is the one and only universal language that every creature from the very small to the 
very large understand.  Walking on the street, if I see a snake, I cannot communicate love, spirituality, or 
sex but I can definitely convey violence.” 

What is violence? How intrinsic is violence to the human identity?  If some of us never 
experience intense violence, are we missing a crucial component of being part of Nature? What happens 
when we design a society that actively removes violence from the human experience? Is that healthy? Is 
a society without violence an achievable goal or is it a delusion?  

I feel that most of modern society insulates the average person from violence, but there are 
pockets within society where violence is not only accepted but also encouraged.  When I was in college, I 
went to Officer Candidate School for the Marine Corps (Figure 1).  There, aggression distilled from 
violence and filtered through discipline was a positive quality.  Our training consisted of nearly perpetual 
screaming and we taught to yell, “KILL! KILL! KILL!” after every command.  Our indoctrination included 
watching violent movies for motivation and it was not uncommon for some candidates to privately 
admit that they joined the Marines, in part, because they wanted to experience killing someone during 
war.  After graduating, after significant deliberation, I decided not to accept my commission to become a 
second lieutenant and instead because a high school teacher.  Nevertheless, to this day, I still like 
injecting small amounts of violent aggression in my workouts.  

 
Figure 1 With my platoon during graduation from Officer Candidate School for the Marine Corps (first row, 4th from the 
right) 

Many years later, I was stung in the face by two different bees on two consecutive days from my 
hive (Figure 2).   As the violence of the poison diffused throughout my face, I wondered, how do these 
bees, who are social creatures like ourselves, deal with violence?  A study by Rittschof et al (2015) found 
that honey bees exposed to high aggression in their youth showed greater aggression as 
adults.  Interestingly, this study also reported that these more aggressive bees showed health 
benefits.  For example, the more aggressive bees were able to overcome immune challenges caused by 
pesticides and deal with parasitic mites better than their less aggressive sisters. It is important to note 
that this study cited research that found early exposure to aggression has many adverse effects in 
humans. 
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Figure 2 (left) My face after being stung by two different bees on two consecutive days in nearly the same spot.  The swelling 
on the other side of my face happened because the fluids somehow diffused over during my sleep.  (right) Bees from my hive 
drinking some sugar water. 

Is there any utility to violence? What happens when we are continuously exposed to the same 
type of violence…does it stop feeling like violence? Can we compartmentalize violence, or does it bleed 
into everything?  If we can compartmentalize violence, how does that happen? Can this explain how 
some people can commit horrible crimes but also sometimes lead a ‘normal’ family life?  While we 
cannot answer any of these questions, we provide an interesting multidisciplinary window into Violence.  
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Sounds of Violence: Music in Times of War 
Lauren Bernard 

Graduate Student in Musicology 
Brandeis University 

 

 
 
 
Lauren graduated from the University of North Texas in 2015 with a Bachelors degree 
in Music and is currently pursuing a Master of Fine Arts degree in Musicology. Her 
research interests include exploring the interplay between music, society and politics, 
with a particular focus on reception history, sociopolitical context, and musical 
hermeneutics, topics she applies to both classical as well as contemporary music. 
 
 

 

  
 What makes music “violent”? Of course, the music itself isn’t violent, however it can be 

expressive of violence.  Composers may choose to make their compositions express violence for 

aesthetic purposes, or they may have programmatic intentions, attempting to depict a mood, event, 

action, etc. There are many examples of violence in music that are worth discussing, however, this paper 

will discuss music that is representative of the violence typically associated with war. We know that in 

wartime, music can be used for several purposes: to boost morale, as a form of psychological torture, as 

a means to cope, and as simple entertainment and escapism. This paper will examine three 

compositions that are particularly successful in achieving these effects: Olivier Messiaen’s Quartet for 

the End of Time, Shostakovich’s “Leningrad” symphony, and Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture. 

There are a variety of techniques composers can employ in order to achieve violent effects in 

the music. The following techniques are just a sample of the tools composers have in their arsenal to 

convey meaning: 

 Extreme dynamics 

 Extreme tempo 

 Chromaticism 

 Dissonance 

 Texture and timber 

 Articulation 

 Instrumentation 

 Musical topoi associated with war 

 Complex, abrasive rhythms 

 Articulation 

 Juxtaposition of musical material 
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 Breakthrough 

 Silence 

As we begin to look at specific musical examples, it will be helpful to keep these techniques in mind. 

The Quatour Pour la Fin du Temps (Quartet for the end of time) was written by Oliver Messiaen 

in 1940 while in a German prisoner of war camp, Gorlitz. The composition was inspired by both his time 

in the camps, as well as verses from the book of Revelation. The quartet is written for violin, clarinet, 

cello and piano, a very unusual instrumentation for a quartet. The addition of the clarinet is especially 

striking, as the timbre is much different than the other three instruments in the quartet. The quartet is 

comprised of 8 movements, each with a programmatic title and description, some of which are quoted 

directly from the Bible. 

Upon first look at the score, visually, it appears to be aggressive and chaotic. The rapid tempo, 

constant chromaticsm, and a flurry of many notes driven by the complex rhythms make the score 

appear graphically intimidating.  

 

Ex. 1 Messiaen, Quatour Pour la Fin du Temps 

Note the chromaticism, extreme dynamics, and rapid rhythms 

The sixth movement of the piece, titled “Dance of fury, for the seven trumpets” is particularly striking 

both visually and aurally. To quote Messian himself, the 6th movement is “Rhythmically, the most 

characteristic piece of the series. The four instruments in unison imitate gongs and trumpets (the first 

six trumpets of the Apocalypse followed by various disasters, the trumpet of the seventh angel 

announcing consummation of the mystery of God). Use of added values, of augmented or diminished 

rhythms, of non-retrogradable rhythms. Music of stone, formidable granite sound; irresistible 

movement of steel, huge blocks of purple rage, icy drunkenness. Here especially all the terrible 

fortissimo of the augmentation of the theme and changes of register of its different notes, towards the 
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end of the piece." Without even hearing the movement, the powerful programmatic description of the 

piece conveys the violence of the apocalypse described in Revelations. 

Composer Dmitri Shostakovich also wrote extensively during the war. Composed in 1941, 

Shostakovich’s 7th symphony (later dubbed the “Leningrad” symphony) is expressive of the violence and 

suffering associated with starvation. This composition was dedicated to the citizens of Leningrad, 

Shostakovich’s hometown, during the nearly three year German blockade of the city. Unlike Messiaen’s 

composition, this symphony lacks programmatic descriptions and relies solely on the music to convey 

meaning.  

The symphony’s four movements each express different kinds of violence in unique ways. The 

first movement of the composition opens with a loud, abrasive melody with the feel of a military march. 

There are many musical topoi associated included in the first movement; horn calls, marching topics, 

and drums. This opening movement appears to representative of the Germans storming in and 

surrounding the city and the brave Russian soldiers who defended it. 

The inner movements of the symphony rely less on loud, bombastic melodies, and instead use 

small, subtle gestures to express the violence of a siege. Dissonances prevail in the second and third 

movements. The register of the instruments also contributes to the feeling of violence. Piercing, 

reaching gestures in the violins become almost painful to listen to. The repetition of dissonant, high- 

pitched musical material very much makes these movements difficult to listen to. The slow winding 

down of the music in the third movement also depicts the violence and suffering that occurred during 

the blackest moments of the siege.  The music spirals down to a slow, barely audible buzz. In this way, 

the music is expressive of death. More to the point, the painful, slow death that accompanies starvation. 

The music is low, slow, and played mainly by the strings. In these movements, we can see that not only 

do loud and bombastic musical materials depict violence, but also silences, register, and tempo are 

equally effective tools. 

Composed in 1880, Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture depicts a very different type of violence than 

what has previously been examined. This piece was not written during the war, but rather 

commemorates Russia’s defense against Napoleon’s invading army in 1812. Scored for a brass (military) 

band, woodwinds, strings percussion, and even canons, the overture is fairly literal in its depiction of 

violence and war as the Tchaikovsky takes the listener through an aural tour of the invasion. 

 

Ex. 2 Tchaikovsky, 1812 Overture 

Note the two canons included in the score 
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Unlike the other compositions, this piece relies less on the solemn, melancholy elements of war, and 

instead focuses on the chaos, excitement, and confusion that accompanies a victory. The piece ends in a 

volley of chaos, noise, and excitement. The canons fire wilds, the military band plays a triumphant 

march, bells are heard ringing freely amongst the thunderous music. This piece very much captures the 

violent excitement which both soldiers and citizens alike experience in a battle ending in victory.  

These three examples are just a small sample of the ways in which music can be used to depict 

violence in wartime. There are many different methods and techniques, as well as different kinds of 

violence that can be portrayed in music that are worthy of exploration from a variety of perspectives. 
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[Numbed]: An Open Discussion on Violent Media 
and Human Behavior 

Raul Arturo Ramos 
Graduate Student in Neuroscience 

Brandeis University 

 
My name is Raul Arturo Ramos. As an undergraduate student, I conducted research 
with the psychology department at Texas A&M International University. During this 
time, I worked under the tutelage of Dr. Christopher J Ferguson, a leading expert in 
the field of violent media and violent video game research. After graduation, I joined 
the Neuroscience PhD program at Brandeis University. Currently, I am a member of 
the Turrigiano Lab where I study the role of homeostatic plasticity in learning and 
memory. My work is in collaboration with the Katz Lab. Fun fact, my inspiration for 
working on media desensitization is a song: Stinkfist, Tool.  

 

 
The chances are that you are a regular consumer of media in its many forms including movies, music, 
and videos games. In fact, according to the Nielsen Total Audience Report, adults in the United States of 
America spend, on average, 10+ hours in front of a screen [1]. The reality is, Humans of the modern era 
are insatiable consumers of media. And while we are quick to partake, we are not so quick to ask some 
very essential questions. Take for instance a news headline like, “Link between teen killers and violent 
video games?”. This headline has, boiling in its core, a fundamental question: How does this 
unprecedented amount of exposure to media affect our behavior? If we further hone the scope of this 
idea, we can ask more specifically, does exposure to violent media negatively impact our behavior? 
Maybe you have given this brief thought, or perhaps you’ve reached a conclusive opinion on the matter, 
regardless, the truth is that the science is still out. Furthermore, the lack of scientific consensus can have 
profound consequences on the public policy that governs our lives. As recently as 2011, the Supreme 
Court of the United States struck down a law in California attempting to ban violent video games [2]. 
Currently, the issue of media violence and its effects remains as highly contentious as ever. So, let us 
explore this issue by taking a closer look at the desensitization hypothesis. 
 
The desensitization hypothesis puts forth the idea that, when an individual is constantly exposed to 
violent media, their “moral-guards” against violent and aggressive behavior are being slowly eroded 
away. In this context, researchers define desensitization as the blunting of emotional, cognitive, and 
behavioral responses that may result in an indifference to violence [3 4 5 6 7].  Desensitization is subtle and 
may occur incidentally [6]. It can occur directly through witnessing violence in the real world, or 
vicariously through forms of media such as violent television, video games and even the news [4]. The 
motives for studying this hypothesis should be clear. If individuals are becoming progressively 
desensitized to violence, then the cognitive safeguards that keep them from lashing out in aggression 
are slowly become less and less prevalent in their thought processes. In other words, acts of violence 
start to seem less unthinkable and become a more plausible path to resolving a typically non-violent 
altercation. Alternatively, if the population is becoming desensitized to violence, then there is a higher 
probability that when some individual witnesses a violent act, he/she will not be emotionally or 
cognitively aroused by the event and will, in-turn, not call for help [3 4 5 6 7]. 
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Though the concept of desensitization towards violence through exposure to violent media has proven 
to have important implications on the population, it has only been the topic of few scientific studies [5]. 
For example, Bushman and Anderson conducted two studies that took participants with recent exposure 
to a violent movie or video game and presented them with a scripted scenario in which an actor signaled 
distress and the need for help. Both studies concluded that exposure to violent video games and violent 
movies results in reduced real life helping behaviors [3]. Yet, their methodology has been criticized by 
other scholars for its contrived nature and the potential to initiate demand characteristics in subjects [8 

9]. This lack of conclusive evidence became the motivation for my undergraduate honors thesis with Dr. 
Christopher J Ferguson. Our work developed into two publications on the effects of exposure to violent 
media on empathy and cooperative behavior [9 10]. Briefly, in these studies participants were randomly 
assigned to watch 1 of 2 two types of television episodes (violent and non-violent). In our first study, 
after the television episode, participants were also randomly assigned to watch 1 of 2 video clips 
following the television show. There was a real-violence video clip that contained scenes of real-violence 
(e.g. scenes of war, violent deaths, and scenes of insurgent combat) and a video clip that featured 
fictional violence. Following the clips, the participants took 6 self-report measures designed to assess 
their levels of empathy and several other factors. In our second study, after the television episodes, 
participants competed in the prisoner’s dilemma, a key tool used by psychologist to understand 
cooperative behavior. We found that i) exposure to violent television did not significantly affect the level 
of empathy participants experienced when they subsequently watched real acts of violence, ii) exposure 
to violent television had no impact on short-term cooperative behavior, and iii) Self-reported long-term 
exposure to violent television did no predict the level of cooperative behavior in participants.  
 
I have always been particularly interested in how the use of modern technologies such as video games 
may, or may not, influence the development of the brain. While there continues to be much debate 
between scholars, it is my observation that research on exposure to violent media and desensitization 
has not produced conclusive results and much work remains to be done to understand the 
inconsistencies in existing results. Due to the unfortunate acts of individuals behind atrocities such as 
Columbine, Aurora, or Sandy Hooks Elementary, many have expressed the concern that gaming or 
movie culture maybe linked to violence. It is very common for news sources that cover the subject of 
societal violence to highlight video game play as a possible pre-cursor to these actions. However, we 
must ask ourselves if the use of gaming and the gaming community as an explanation for violence can 
lead to distracting and simplistic narratives that do not meaningfully address ways in which the brain 
and modern technologies interact. I believe that if we are to truly understand how the use of media 
influences the brain, the answer will require interdisciplinary research and the coming together of 
multiple schools of thought.  
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Twenty-First Century Theses on Violence 
Rajesh Sampath, PhD 

Associate Professor of the Philosophy of Justice, Rights, and Social Change 
Heller School for Social Policy and Management 

Brandeis University 
 

 
Raj completed his PhD at the University of California, Irvine in the humanities 
where he studied under the French philosopher Jacques Derrida, the founder 
of deconstruction. His areas of specialization centered on the philosophy of 
history, historical time and epochal shifts. Subsequently, he did a 
postdoctoral fellowship at the University of California, Berkeley and a 
D.A.A.D. research scientist fellowship in Germany where he published articles 
in continental European philosophy. From 2006-2009, he was an adjunct 
lecturer at the University of California, Santa Cruz. In addition to being a full-
time faculty member of the Heller School, he is a member of the core faculty 

in the Master of Arts Program in Comparative Humanities (MACH) within the Division of the Humanities, 
an adviser to MA theses in the Master of Arts Program in Global Studies within the Graduate School of 
Arts and Sciences, and a member of the core faculty in the South Asian Studies Program in the College of 
Arts and Sciences.  

 
Philosophically, I am exploring changing conceptions of violence beyond its usual brute, physical 

connotations, say war and conflict at individual, local, national, and international levels.  This includes 
the history of conflict between different religious groups throughout history.  Furthermore, I am 
interested in extending insights from great twentieth century figures, like Michel Foucault, who 
demonstrated how ‘disciplinary technologies of power’ tend to normalize populations in morally 
arbitrary and independent ways: and that the relation between power and violence, particularly in 
‘peaceful, secular, liberal, constitutional democracies,’ goes beyond typical sovereign notions of power 
in which states and dictators commit violence against their own citizens.  I am, of course, interested in 
how that occurs too in so-called ‘advanced, developed, and legally stable democracies,’ particularly 
when they commit human rights violations against their own minority populations.  Think about police 
homicide of unarmed African-Americans in the U.S and other minorities too.  This points to emerging 
trends of authoritarianism and right-wing ideologies that fuel political systems of representation within 
Western democracies, which end up condoning state violence against minority individuals and groups.   
I would like to explore how institutions and ideologies work in subtle ways to promote different 
manifestations of violence as perceived, intuited, felt, and experienced by minority individuals and 
groups across race, ethnic, gender, sexuality, disability, immigration, transnational, religious dimensions 
and their intersectionality.  Violence can be felt acutely, for example, when something is omitted or not 
said, say when minority individuals are excluded from a group representation of an institution’s self-
image, ethos or culture.  This can occur as frequently as when something is said, for example an 
offensive word, symbol, or gesture towards a minority group.  There is some fundamental relation 
between language, violence, and issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion, which traditional 
jurisprudence on the First Amendment on free expression does not always capture.  Furthermore, 
violence can be compounded within the statutory and judicial system of laws as at least two generations 
of critical race theorists have argued.  Questions of neutrality, objectivity, positivism, and legal purity of 
reasoning fail to account for ways in which violence is produced on an everyday basis and through 
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complex, intersecting, subtle, and microscopic means.  This then indicates how violence is normalized at 
the most granular levels into all social reality and often times goes undetected by the majority group, 
whether they affiliate as politically ‘left’ or ‘right.’  As critical race theorists have shown: ‘colorblindness’ 
is itself a form of racial violence that fails to see how racial and ethnic minorities experience violence of 
all kinds in the course of their lives.  There is for example structural, societal, and institutional forms of 
racism that go beyond the intentional acts of racial hate and crimes by single groups or individuals. 
There is violence in the ways the canon of many disciplines of knowledge are formed.  There is violence 
in images and symbols and forms of art.   

I would like to see how intergenerational trauma based on historical systems of oppression and 
domination are passed down from one generation to another but also how each succeeding generation 
receives and experiences that trauma in different ways.  Take for example the legacy of slavery, say 
symbols of the Confederacy of the U.S. South, and its deleterious impact on young African-American 
generations today.  Critical race theory, whose principal architects have been people of color, has 
moved beyond law from which it originated back in the 1980s and then education to arenas of social, 
public, and health policy.  America and the global context is diversifying in complex ways, mixing 
intersectionally different traditional, discrete categories of race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, class, 
religious creed, etc.  This means our conceptions of violence have to become more complex to reflect 
the multivalent and heterogeneous views and ideas of this increasing demographic diversity. 

Ultimately, I would like to create a deconstructive phenomenology of racial/intersectional 
violence.   My aim is to see how the history of violence and its past forms has mutated into new forms in 
which violence is perceived, apperceived, intuited, felt, and experienced by increasingly new, complex 
forms of minoritization.  This multifold dynamic of the consciousness and experience of violence may 
elude our twentieth century categories of understanding violence: the latter have descended from 
disciplines as vast as sociology, anthropology, economics, and psychology without jettisoning current 
work on violence emerging from those enduring disciplines.  Furthermore, natural scientists, such as 
evolutionary psychologists and neuroscientists, have begun to weigh in on matters regarding morality 
and the origins and manifestations of violence.  I would like to ask how disciplines in the humanities, 
such as philosophy, can dialogue with disciplines in the social and natural sciences to create an 
interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary dialogue on violence. 

In short, when violence is normalized in complex, myriad, polymorphous, and heterogeneous 
ways, then the universal conditions to establish consensus to derive basic moral principles of anti-
violence also have to give way to a complex, epistemological diversity to describe the variable conditions 
by which different individuals and groups experience violence differently and across different 
dimensions.  Epistemological and theoretical complexity has to become the new norm in this endeavor.  
If democracies and their secular legal foundations can adjust themselves to this increasing complexity 
and diversity, then perhaps new pathways towards real social justice can be forged.  That is my meta-
thesis. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


