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The Norwegian terrorist Anders 
Behring Breivik’s «delusional

universe»: 
Experts and disciplines in conflict



First phase: Criminology

• ‐ framed in sociological terms
• ‐ assumptions about criminal actions/social
inferences

• ‐underlining that «crime» is a socially
constructed category; 

• ‐acts that are defined as crimes in one time or 
place may be legitimate forms of action in 
others



August 2011

• Nils Christie (nestor in the development of the
disciplin in Norway) Morgenbladet :

• «He hoped that the massmurder will get a fair 
punishment and that it will be possible for 
him to return to society.»



Bad timing

• Colleague 1:
• Dear Nils –speak for yourself and not for the
discipline (Morgenbladet August 19, 2011)

• Colleague 2: (LF) 
• Shut up Nils – there is a time for everything



Second phase: Criminal political
violence as pathology

• November 2011 ‐ August 2012 

• ABBs personal and psychological history

• Political universe in the background

• Also: the working of the Norwegian expert system (esp. 
forensic medicine)



quick public learning

• The role of court‐appointed experts
• The working of the Norwegian Board of
Forensic Medicine

• The status and content of a psyciatric report
• The medical vs the psychological principle
• Diagnosis criteria for Paranoid Schizophrenia
• Different roles in court – the role of expertise



Diagnosis criteria (ICD‐10,DSM‐IV)

• Hallucination
• Delusion
• Are the most important criteria, and one of
them has to be present. With hallucinations
lacking in this case, it became most important
to argue for the presens of delusions

• ABB: What is a bizarre delusion? Something
that is not possible, like science fiction, 
working outside the laws of nature.



What is a delusion; boundaries and co‐
production ?

• A belief held with strong conviction despite
superior evidence to the contrary, and that this
conviction is so fixed that it is pathological

• How to separate this from a belief based on false 
or incomplete information, dogma, poor memory
or illusion?

• The lack of diagnostic precision and cultural
contextualisation of the concept became obvious



Bizarre delusions: Karl Jaspers (1913) 

• Psychosis should be 
diagnosed by their form 
not content (the medical
model)

• His doctrine of «abyss»‐
the truly scizophrenic
symptoms are
inaccessible to us

• They are «mad» (in the
literal sense)

• They are «bizarre» (he
introduced the term)



• Jasper –a  «verstehende» philosopher arguing
for the importance of meaning and 
understanding (content‐oriented)

• also a champion of a «verstehende» 
psychiatry

• but with the exclusion of schizophrenia
• (it was thus a candidate for “Erklären”  not 
“Verstehen” 



R.D.Laing (1960‐70s)

• Scottish psychiatrist
• ‐the experience of psychosis
• ‐influenced by existential philosophy
• ‐no boundaries between the expressed
feelings and thoughts in normal life and 
psychosis



Psychoanalytical developmental
perspectives

• an influential alternative to the “medical‐
model”

• all forms of psychopathology are essentially to 
be understood as forms of fixation at, or 
regression to, immature stages of 
development 



psyke/politics
• The Frankfurterschool (Horkheimer, Fromm, Marcuse, Adorno)
• Freud/Marx
• Empirical investigations
• Interdisciplinary
• Adornos F‐scale (1950)



Social psychology
• USA: After World War 1: 
• From «habit» and «institution» to «attitude» and 
«opinion»

• From culture to cultures (Boas, Benedict 1934)
• Anthropology, Sociology and Psychology
• Motivation/Freud
• Social structure of ideology
• Democracy vs Social pathology(Parsons Dep of social
relations‐ 1943, Allport)

• Character/ Personality
• Cultural contexts



«Delusions» in Neurobiology



• P.R. Corlett et.al: «Towards a neurobiology of
delusions» Progress in Neurobiology
92(2010)345‐369

• Purpose: to account for the concept of delusion
in terms of cognition and brain functions.

• No boundaries between «bizarre» delusion and 
other forms of delusion

• Week boundaries between delusion and more 
normal states



Delusions in neurobiology

• Maladaptive beliefs that misrepresent the world
• Impaired predictive mechanisms
• f.e. implicated in delusions of alien control; 
whereby the sufferer believes their movemnets
are under control of an external agent 

• because of an inability to appropriately predict
the sensory consequences of their actions. 



• predictive learning and prediction errors are
general mechanisms of brain function

• abberrant predictions and prediction errors
provide a unifying explanation for delusion


