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Abstract: 

Building on Mutua’s work on the savages–victims–saviors (SVS) complex and the Third-World Approaches 
to International Law (TWAIL) contributions to international criminal law (ICL), this study looks at how the 
SVS complex works in terms of international criminal law (what will be referred to as the ‘ICL-SVS 
complex’) and, in particular, inquires whether/how the legal mechanism of universal jurisdiction works as 
a neocolonial tool that reproduces the savages–victims–saviors dynamics and enhances double standards 
and selectivity. To do so, the article focuses on the language used in the media on the universal jurisdiction 
cases against Syrian perpetrators in Germany. Using critical discourse analysis, this study assesses articles 
published by the public service broadcaster Deutsche Welle in English and German, as well as statements 
by government officials, in contrast to victims’ statements and analyses published in alternative media 
outlets or on the victims’ websites. Finally, the study reflects on whether and how the ICL-SVS complex in 
general, and in the media language in particular, can be disarmed, and proposes a victim-driven approach 
to ICL as a path to recognizing the actual role of victims as drivers of the accountability efforts made so 
far. 
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