
EXCERPT FOR JOURNALISTS & ANALYSTS  
THE VIOLENCE CASCADE: How Fragmentation Escalates  

Violence rarely begins with violence. What we call “violence” publicly—physical harm, 
repression, war—is only the visible endpoint of a long, predictable escalation. The earlier 
stages are quieter but far more important to recognize. They are the places where prevention 
is still possible. 

The Violence Cascade describes five stages through which fragmentation spreads. It explains 
how personal overwhelm becomes relational harm, how relational harm becomes political 
division, how political division becomes structural violation, and how structural violation finally 
consolidates into physical violence. 

Because these dynamics are deeply human—rooted in our nervous systems, stress responses, 
and need for belonging—they arise long before conflicts become visible in public life. 
Understanding this pattern helps us see crises earlier, interrupt escalation sooner, and 
recognize signals we often dismiss until too late. 

Violation and Violence: A Continuum 

Before tracing the stages, it helps to distinguish between two forms of harm. 

Violation is harm that leaves no visible marks. It erodes boundaries, distorts reality, and 
undermines dignity. Gaslighting, coercion, intimidation, social exclusion, and dehumanizing 
rhetoric are all forms of violation. They weaken individuals and communities by attacking the 
psychological and relational foundations that hold human systems together. 

Violence is harm to the body. Detention, assault, torture, armed conflict, state repression, war. 
Violence is unmistakable, but it does not appear suddenly. It emerges after accumulated 
violations are minimized, normalized, or politically weaponized. 

Every episode of mass violence was preceded by longer periods of boundary erosion, 
dehumanization, and chronic fear. Every authoritarian shift begins with rhetorical violation. 
Every abusive system starts with violations small enough to dismiss. 

Violation is violence in formation. 

Recognizing violation early—before it hardens into structural norms—is one of the most 
powerful forms of prevention available to us. 

The Five Stages of the Violence Cascade 

Fragmentation spreads through five escalating stages. Each stage creates conditions for the next. 

Stage 1: Personal Fragmentation 
The cascade begins inside individuals. Stress overwhelms the nervous system. Fear and 
shame take the lead. People lose access to perspective and flexibility. Many everyday events 



begin to feel like threats. 

Personal fragmentation shows up as: 
• chronic defensiveness   
• harsh self‑criticism   
• emotional withdrawal   
• inability to regulate under pressure   

This fragmentation isn’t a character flaw. It’s a biological survival response in an overloaded 
system. But fragmented individuals carry this instability into every relationship and group they 
belong to. The ember is small, but it grows. 

Stage 2: Interpersonal Violation 
Fragmented individuals struggle to maintain healthy boundaries. Control, manipulation, and 
withdrawal become methods for regaining a sense of safety. Conflict becomes zero‑sum. The 
need to dominate or neutralize others replaces the ability to collaborate. Binary thinking takes 
over, closing off alternatives. 

Interpersonal violation appears as: 
• gaslighting or rewriting reality   
• coercion of choice   
• withdrawal used as punishment   
• empathy weaponized for control   
• relentless pressure until agreement   

These violations rarely draw attention because they leave no marks. Yet they generate the 
conditions for every larger form of harm. When violations go unnamed, they proliferate and 
normalize—silently, automatically, and fast. 

Stage 3: Collective Fragmentation 
When many individuals and relationships are fragmenting at once, communities tilt into fear. 
Shared anxiety becomes group identity. Difference becomes threat. Groups start policing their 
edges. “Us and them" replaces shared reality. 

Collective fragmentation includes: 
• scapegoating of newcomers or minorities   
• dehumanizing rhetoric   
• group loyalty enforced through shame   
• social norms built on exclusion rather than cooperation   

This stage is often mislabeled as “polarization,” but that word is too vague. What’s actually 
happening is the aggregation of individual threat‑response activation into group-level fear. A 
fragmented community will always demand strategies of protection, not conditions that 
support engagement or integration. 
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The machinery for harm is now being built, even if no one intends it. 

Stage 4: Institutional Fragmentation 
Fragmented communities tend to choose leaders who mirror their fear. Institutions begin to 
shift from service to control and compliance. Policies designed to solve genuine problems are 
replaced by policies designed to protect one group from another. 

Structural violation emerges: 
• rights restricted in the name of security   
• boundaries hardening into punitive walls   
• resources reallocated toward “us” and away from “them”   
• agencies repurposed toward control rather than shared welfare   

At this stage, harm is no longer dependent on individual behaviors. It’s encoded in how 
systems operate. Structural violation increases the likelihood of physical violence by 
undermining the conditions required for stability: trust, inclusion, and cooperation. 

Stage 5: Violence Actualized 
Physical violence is the culmination of years of accumulated violations. It does not arise from 
nowhere. By the time bodies are harmed, the deeper processes have already been at work: 
dehumanization, fear contagion, institutional deterioration, and boundary collapse. 

Violence appears as: 
• political violence and targeted attacks   
• state repression and unlawful detention   
• ethnic cleansing or forced displacement   
• armed conflict within or between nations   

Physical violence is only the visible tip of the cascade. The real story lies in the earlier stages. 

Why This Matters Now 

The Violence Cascade is accelerating today for three reasons: 

1. Information moves faster than our nervous systems can manage.   

Threats travel faster than human perspective adapts, keeping whole populations in 
chronic activation. 

2. Institutions built for slower, simpler eras are cracking under global 
interdependence.   

The mismatch creates instability that favors fear-based responses. 

3. Fear now spreads virally through digital platforms.   

A single incident can activate millions in minutes. 
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Fragmentation has become contagious at a scale that personal, community, national, and 
global systems can no longer easily regulate. 

The Early Stages Are the Intervention Points 

Every stage contains a choice point. But the earlier the stage, the more leverage we have: 

• interrupting personal fragmentation through regulation and self-awareness   
• naming violation before it normalizes   
• challenging dehumanizing language before it becomes identity   
• insisting on healthy boundaries in places where hard borders are forming   
• supporting institutions that protect the whole rather than a faction   

This isn’t moralizing. It’s mechanism.   

If violations go unnamed, they accumulate. If boundaries collapse, borders harden. If fear 
organizes communities, violence becomes increasingly likely. 

Prevention is possible—but only when we understand what must be prevented. 

How Journalists and Analysts Can Use This Frame 

• Use the five stages to locate where a story sits in the escalation, so audiences 
understand what’s at stake now—not only when physical violence appears. 

• When covering conflict, protests, or crackdowns, name early‑stage violations (boundary 
erosion, dehumanizing rhetoric, structural exclusions) as part of the story, not just the 
final incidents. 

• Use the vocabulary of “fragmentation,” “violation,” and “institutional strain” to explain 
democratic backsliding and rising tension without resorting to sensational or partisan 
framing. 

• When possible, highlight remaining “choice points” at earlier stages—where actors could 
still interrupt the cascade—so coverage shows that different futures are still available 

Closing 

Violence is not mysterious. It is not a sudden eruption of madness or hatred. It is the 
predictable outcome of fragmentation spreading unchecked through human systems. 

If we can see the earlier stages clearly—violation, fear contagion, collective fragmentation—
we can interrupt the cascade while intervention is still feasible.  

The Violence Cascade provides a vocabulary, a map, and a diagnostic tool for recognizing the 
pattern early. And early recognition is the only place prevention lives.  

Current application: A stage‑by‑stage analysis of events in Minnesota, “Minnesota Through 
the Violence Cascade Lens” (January 2026), is available at https://transilience.org
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