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If something repeatable within a human relationship precedes the

outbreak of violence, what is it exactly? Viewed with a cold eye,

the violence creating conditions should be deemed morally more

problematic than violence itself. However, we don’t hear the call,

and protest, against ‘the violence creating conditions’ as often as

we can hear one against violence.  

-------------------------

On the path towards the outbreak of armed violence, frequently enough 

we find a simple thought or proposition:“The opposed party prefers the 

means of violence over negotiations, dialogue or discourse, as a means of 

conflict resolution.” Such a proposition also often suggests that the 

opposed party is violent or aggressive, or in a sense barbaric and, most 

importantly, deprived of key property we customarily relate to the notion 

of humanity – the latter is normally considered as residing in our ability to 

use natural language (French, English, Chinese…) as a tool of constructive 

problem-solving including the peaceful resolution of social or political 

conflicts.
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However, let us immediately note a number of facts that add some 

complexity and perhaps controversy to the said thought or proposition. 

First of all, in a legal sense, there is the possibility that, under the ius ad 

bellum (‘ultima ratio’ provision), the proposition may lack the 

aforementioned suggestion – it may simply mean, and suggest, that, 

following the exhaustion of all diplomatic means of conflict settlement, the

opposed party arrived at the conclusion that, now, they have to resort to 

violence to try to defend, or protect, their just interest. Of course, it then 

remains to be seen to what extent the part of the ius ad bellum applies 

generally as well as in relation to the specific situation. 

Second, obviously there is a political sense to the proposition: normally it 

means that a war is imposed on us, that the opposed party leaves us no 

other choice but to accept their, perhaps only implicit, declaration of war. 

Normally, the said proposition could also simply mean that the opposed 

party, not ours, is aggressor in the case. This, of course, may be untrue. 

Thirdly, as we will see, the said proposition is released not only 

immediately prior to the outbreak of armed violence; it can be given also 

months before such an outbreak. Prima facie this means that the said 

proposition does not have to lead immediately to the dangerous situation. 

Its use may be tactical: to achieve some purposes other than simply 

placing the blame on the other side or preparing the population for the 

upcoming war.

Now, what do I want to suggest by pointing to the variable sense of the 

proposition, or to the variability of its uses? I suggest that the proposition 

is in fact fairly complicated despite the initial appearance, and that it may 

be in fact more empirical than we normally assume it to be. Additionally, I 

suggest that the proposition offers a pertinent venue to start a discussion 

on human nature generally and also within the context of the international

politics, polemology in particular. If humanity is marked as ens loquens, or 

zoon logon echon (Aristotle, Politics I), is not it strange that, in the 

condition of a critical, perhaps even defining, importance to human beings,
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someone prefers the use of violent means over the means of negotiation 

and dialogue?

More specifically, we can pose a number of questions on the said 

proposition as follows:  

First, do we really deal with mutually exclusive options or alternatives? Is 

not there an area that falls between the extreme options, the condition of 

neither violence nor language? 

Second, do we really have the case of a deliberate choice when one 

consciously form the intention to use force, and leave the field of 

discourse? This is, of course, important from the perspective of the issue 

of accountability of the object of moral assessment.  

Third, does the notion of ‘violent language’ make sense? Does this notion 

cover the area between the means of violence and the means of 

discursive interaction? 

Fourthly, are not there some conditions in which the question of who is, or 

was, to strike first is of no consequence, or perhaps even cannot be posed 

meaningfully? And should that be the case, are not there some conditions 

in which it does not really matter if one party actually showed the 

preference for the violent means of conflict settlement over the peaceful 

dialogue or the means of negotiation?

Fifthly, is the launch of an actual strike the necessary precondition for our 

being able to say that one really prefers the use of violence over 

negotiations? Or, is it fair to claim that one really prefers violence and war 

even without their having launched really a violent action? Here we need 

to recall simply the fact that their signal to the effect that they prefer 

violence may be a bluff.     

Summarily, I would like this essay to serve the purpose of emphasizing 

one key fact as follows: expectedly and normally, we are all against 

violence. And, of course, violence ought to be condemned and to an 

extent possible removed from this world. However, an insufficient number 
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of people are aware of the fact that some conditions naturally create in 

one a need to respond violently; and a few people are indeed willing to try 

to identify, understand, and scrutinize, such conditions. 

If something repeatable within a human relationship precedes the 

outbreak of violence, what is it exactly? Viewed with a cold eye, the 

violence creating conditions should be deemed morally more problematic 

than violence itself. However, we don’t hear the call, and protest, against 

'the violence creating conditions' as often as we can hear one against 

violence.   

1. Some cases, with their provisional implications 

Let us start with some concrete examples and focus as much as possible 

on the details of the context within which the said proposition was used:  

      1)  One of the first examples that can tell us something of importance 

in relation to the aforementioned proposition comes from Pericles, with his

famous speech delivered before the outbreak of the Peloponnesian war 

between Athens and Sparta, recorded in Thucydides I 140-1.1 By the time 

of the speech it was clear that Sparta thought that the state of war 

between them and the Athenians has already taken place. Prior to 

Pericles’ speech, Spartans have even placed some demands on Athens 

that the latter must have understood as a sheer provocation intended to 

motivate them to accept the state of war as official one.  For instance, one

of the demands was for Athens to dissolve its coalition and grant full 

independence to the members of the Athenian league. Hence Pericles 

states as follows: “it was agreed by the treaty that the mutual 

disagreements must be handed in to a court, and that in the meantime we

both keep the possessions that we already have.  However, they did not 

seek a judicial settlement/arbitration, nor do they accept an offer of one 

when we give it; they prefer war to negotiations as a means of the 

settlement of the issue of judicial complaints. They have already reached 

the point when they issue commandments to us, not complaints.”  
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Furthermore, Pericles adds (I. 141.1) that now Athenians must not retreat 

because, if they did so in relation to a matter that they viewed as minor 

one, the Spartans would, a day after, have pressed for additional demands

in major matters. One of the key paragraphs of the speech reads that, 

when one who is equal to his neighbors (literally ‘tois pelas’ = Gr. “those 

who live near”), places on the latter his own diakiosis (his arbitrary, 

individual assessment of justice) as a claim, or demand, prior to the 

binding judicial decision (dikaiosis pro dikes tois pelas epitassomene), then

this counts, or should be officially designated, as doulosis i.e. a case of 

slavery (or, more precisely, a slave-holding attitude). Dikaiosis is an 

individual estimate of justice, one that suits only a single party, and is 

proposed prior to a consideration of the estimate within a forum of public 

deliberation, where it should be assessed through an exchange of reasons 

and counter-reasons and decided by a binding, legitimate, possibly judicial

decision-making body. In other words, Pericles here poses a critical claim: 

the Spartans demand that the Athenians accept a position of full 

obedience and submission, i.e. a relation in which one party cannot use 

argument to correct an invalid, or corrigible, or simply unproved, claim by 

another party in the conditions of assumed fundamental equality of the 

two.

This seems like a pretty simple accusation or qualification. However, the 

issue is fairly complex. Pericles may be right in relation to the specific 

claim by the Spartans.  On the other hand, are Athenians really free of all 

charges? Can they plead innocent without any doubt? Have they treated 

the Spartans as their equals throughout the process?   

Let us recall a key fact: the Spartans have declared the state of war 

primarily because of the Athenian attitude to the Thirty Year Peace Treaty;

hence, when they pose very unjust claims against the Athenians, the 

Spartans view the whole affair as if the peace has already ended and 

given rise to another state of war.  Namely, prior to the Athenian proposal 

to Sparta to accept arbitration as a means of the dispute settlement, the 

Athenians did something that motivated the Spartans to think that Athens 
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have already left the space of the treaty. Athenian Assembly decided to 

intervene in the dispute between Corinth, a Peloponnesian/Spartan league 

member, and Corcyra, a neutral city-state, and side with the latter. The 

intervention was problematic due to the fact that, despite the guaranteed 

freedom of all the non-allied states to join either alliance, Corcyra was at a

war with Corinth; hence, Athenian intervention de facto meant that Athens

declared a war against a member of the Spartan league; it is true that the 

Athenian Assembly made the decision to name its alliance epimachia 

(alliance for defensive purposes only), in contrast to symmachia (alliance 

for all purposes including offensive ones). However, the decision involved 

an act of interpretation that dealt with a critically important matter to both

alliances; and, sadly, it was made unilaterally, without any consultation 

with the Spartans. Hence, despite the fact that Athens did not violate 

directly the 30 Year Peace Treaty, their decision was arguably not too a 

smart way to address one loophole in the treaty that addressed the issue 

of the non-allied states that were at a war with the members of either of 

the big coalitions. In other words, prior to its decision, imagine that Athens

consult the Spartans on the desirable interpretation of the Treaty in the 

case of ‘Corcyra-Corinth’ dispute. Then it becomes clear why the Spartans 

viewed the Athenian intervention in the dispute as problematic, as what 

Pericles was later to call ‘dikaiosis as doulosis’.   

In other words, both key parties were culpable. Had the parties been ready

and willing to admit their own errors, the state of war could have been 

avoided. Both parties were right to point to the questionable moves by the

opposite party, but both were wrong in the sense of not being able to 

confess their own errors and seek correction through dialogue and mutual 

understanding. In light of those empirical facts, how should we 

characterize Pericles’ claims on both ‘Spartan preference for force over 

negotiating’ and doulosis?  

The former proposition is conditional, but also misleading. Spartans do 

prefer war over negotiations, but do so for a reason. They on their part 

believe, too, that the Athenians stepped out of the legitimate space of 
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discourse, and that they were deceived by the Athenian interpretation of 

the treaty. A larger narrative stands behind the proposition, and failing to 

explicate it means making one’s own contribution to the emergence of the

state of war, and thus to the preference of the means of violence over the 

means of negotiations. Secondly, the second proposition, one on doulosis, 

is much more significant – it gives us an avenue towards understanding of 

the kind of relationship that a party establishes between itself and a 

partner party by assuming a specific discursive attitude to the latter. If you

combine equality with the imposition of dikaiosis, as a problematic claim 

unsupported by a generally valid argument, you will get an insult, a harm, 

an injustice, i.e. the features of slavery-like interaction; thereby you will 

also create the state of war as ‘free Athens’ cannot stand to be one’s 

servant, subject, or slave.2    

Of course, the problem with Pericles lies in his inability to see, or recognize

or acknowledge, the fact that the Spartans relate to the Athenians as well 

in light of the Athenian position on the Corcyra-Corinth conflict.  

Summarily, when Pericles states that Sparta is the only one that prefers 

violence to talks or discourse, he makes a leap to a premature inference, 

on unjust grounds, and without giving a due consideration to the Spartan 

experience, and thus he himself contributes to generating the state of war.

This means that, perhaps unexpectedly, the proposition ‘the other party 

prefers violence over the use of language’ has the potential to produce the

state of war under some conditions. In other words, the proposition needs 

to be perhaps uttered only with an extreme caution. In the condition when 

the proposition is erroneous, or unjust, it will be interpreted as being a 

sign of the utterer’s discursive immorality, hence, will lead to the 

conclusion that the latter may her- or himself prefer violence to the use of 

discourse in tackling the issue under dispute. Hence, perhaps one can 

conclude provisionally from this that ‘violence’, or an inclination to 

violence, is evinced primarily through one’s attitude to discourse?   

       2) In an earlier case of historical work, in Herodotus, we find a section 

that deals with the notion of the preference of violence over language. 
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However, it seems that the notion is referred to only for a rhetorical effect.

At the start of Book 7, the Persian military commander Mardonios narrates

about the Greeks, the Ionians, on the European soil. He produced the 

speech as an argument before the king Xerxes, in support of the view that 

the king needs not hesitate to launch a military action against the Greeks. 

As part of his argument (7.9), Mardonios states that, since they all speak 

the same language, the Greeks should settle their differences by 

diplomatic means, and negotiations, rather than by wars “that they 

customarily start…in the most senseless way, through thoughtlessness 

and stupidity.”3 

Hence, here too one is viewed as preferring the use of violence over 

negotiations; however, interestingly, the proposition is not used as a part 

of argument by a party against the opposed party against which the 

former needs to defend itself by the use of arms. The proposition concerns

a number of actors and a net-effect of the relationship between the actors 

on the party represented by Mardonios. He simply states that the Greeks 

are unable to achieve the degree of unity required for their effective 

opposition to the Persians. The Greeks, according to Mardonios, are not 

only prone to unnecessary quarrels; when engaged in armed combat they 

fight in irrational ways destructive both to the victor and to the defeated 

party. Hence, Mardonios attempts to presents the Greeks to Xerxes as 

harmless, or weak, opponents, as a sitting duck. Of course, later it will turn

out that the Greeks are able to achieve unity, and that they can fight very 

cunningly and efficiently. However, altogether, we need to note that, here,

the proposition on the preference of violence over language is interpreted 

as a proposition on the lack of intelligence, and also as proof of the 

inability to achieve unity that would otherwise, under different conditions, 

be very useful (to the party concerned, i.e. the Greeks).   

2500 years later, it seems that nothing changed about the pragmatic, 

political or instrumental uses of a serious proposition. At the modern age it

seems that the expression ‘force as the only language that Party A 

understands’4 seems to have gained more prominence. Of course, when 
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one claims that somebody prefers the use of force over language as a 

means of the resolving of conflicts, this also means that, to somebody, 

language of force is the only language s/he understands. However, some 

connotations are more emphasized with the more modern idiom. It’s not 

only that s/he chooses force instead of language; s/he is somehow a priori 

more inclined to use force, s/he knows no other language than the 

language of force, s/he is barbaric, or comparable to a child who cannot 

follow argument, or control her- or himself. 

      3)  Interestingly, Madeleine Albright described Slobodan Milošević 

exactly in such terms in late January 1999.  After the meeting in London 

between key NATO members, Russian Federation, and the EU, Albright 

emphasized that NATO would preserve a credible threat of force, “the only

language Milošević understands,” as it is known from before, she added.5 

Milošević’s record was, in such a sense, pretty colorful, but one should not 

forget that, a few weeks before the London meeting, the “Račak 

massacre” was probably staged, and it is in its light that the public and 

media at large interpreted Milošević’s conduct at the time. Also, during the

meeting itself, Albright drew a nearly explicit analogy between Hitler and 

Milošević. 

Now, what is the most interesting aspect of the case? Albright proposed 

the said description of Milošević only a few days before the start of the 

Rambouillet talks the official purpose of which was to produce an 

agreement between the representatives of Kosovo/a and of 

Serbia/Yugoslavia, on the basis of an American draft. This means that, 

immediately before the start of the talks, Albright directly stated that 

negotiations were highly likely to fail. Moreover, her statement devalued 

the process in the sense that it indirectly involved a threatening signal, a 

pressure on one of the parties – hence, the negotiations that followed 

could not have been characterized as taking place in good faith. In other 

words, Albright’s proposition delegitimized the US as a 

participant/mediator to the negotiations, and did the same to the process 

itself.
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Viewed in light of the later developments, this seemed to be actually the 

goal of American politics at the time. Interestingly, none on the American 

side seems to have tried to cover the ‘nature of the game.’ And even more

interestingly, we can draw some critical implications from Albright’s use of 

the proposition: if you utter it just before the start of the negotiating 

process, it means that the collapse of the process is highly expected, 

hence perhaps also very much desired. Hence, it was not at all strange 

when, one or two months after the Rambouillet talks, it became eye-

strikingly clear that the US aimed at a military action against Milošević and

Serbia, and that the talks served two purposes only: to adapt the views of 

the European allies to the current reality, and to convince them that 

Kosovo-Albanians were ‘good guys’ who were the victims of Milošević’s 

aggression.

On 22 April 1999 the ultimate hypocrisy was shown: at Chicago, in his 

speech on the doctrine of international community, which was opened by 

a reference to the close connection between the American and British 

financial-commercial interests, Tony Blair stated that, ‘We should always 

give peace every chance, as we have in the case of Kosovo,’ by which he 

meant that all diplomatic means of conflict settlement were tried and 

tested, and all have failed.6 Hence, according to Blair, NATO had the right 

to intervene and persist in its actions. In other words, Blair stated in April 

that the NATO allies came to the conclusion that Madeleine Albright, 

without a sufficient evidential base in the specific case, formed already in 

late January of the same year. 

Of course, everything was controversial about those conclusions and 

statements. First, the time frame: serious negotiations may drag on for 

years, and the duration of the negotiations in itself proves nothing about 

an attitude of a party to the conflict at the center of the negotiating 

process. However, at Rambouillet, the parties were faced with a two-week 

deadline, and this too put pressure on everyone including the key 

mediators; this created very unfavorable conditions for any negotiating 

result. Therefore, American diplomacy at Rambouillet was not diplomacy 
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at all – it boiled down to a preparation of war. This hypothesis is the only 

one that can explain the fact that the statement by Albright and one by 

Blair are divided by no more than a two-month period. To believe that the 

NATO allies used the period to falsify Albright’s view makes no sense; in 

fact, they were busy preparing the plan of implementation of her 

statement, while Blair’s manipulations served to blindfold the public and 

wash away the guilt conscience, if there was some.7 

All in all, in light of subsequent developments, NATO strikes etc., Milošević 

had no time to use any language, one of military force or otherwise; when 

the language of diplomacy was used, all was done to discourage the 

Serbian representatives from accepting the diplomatic solution. Perhaps 

more importantly, have in mind that Blair’s Chicago speech was framed in 

terms of ius ad bellum. He obviously referred to ‘ultima ratio’ as he implied

that the US, and the UK, exhausted all diplomatic options and came to the 

conclusion that the last resort was in the use of force: “sadly, NATO allies 

were not able to convince Milošević of their just cause despite their best 

effort, hence the force had to be used as a last resort”. But, of course, this 

claim was a fabrication. Hence, the whole edifice of the ius ad bellum can 

be employed to mislead, to a degree successfully, the public towards the 

view that the force is a last resort, or that the opposed party prefers the 

use of violent means over negotiations, dialogue or diplomacy, despite this

not being so in reality. 

In other words, the Rambouillet talks were a clear case of violation of 

some fundamental norms of a fair use of discourse, and in such a sense, 

the negotiating process actually did not take place, while NATO allies at no

point in time showed the real will to prefer the use of discourse over the 

use of violent means. Throughout the process, negotiations served clearly 

the purpose of preparing against Milošević a military action of a major 

proportion.8 In other words, both Albright’s and Blair’s statements (on 

Milošević’s preference for war instead of negotiating) were false and 

inaccurate in a very basic empirical sense.        
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       4)  The following case is imagined as set during the Crusades of the 

12th century; it is a part of fiction, a movie directed by Ridley Scott, ‘The 

Kingdom of Heaven’ (2005). 

Before the scene of the first military duel in the movie (the ambush in 

which Godfrey’s crew defends Balian against the Lord Bishop’s police), a 

dialogue takes place as follows (Odo, Godfrey’s squire is played by Jouko 

Ahola, a Finish strongman): 

“SHERIFF: You have with you a man, Balian, who killed a priest.  I'm
charged by the lord bishop to bring him back. BALIAN: What he says
is true. They have the right to take me. SQUIRE (‘ODO’): I say he is
innocent of the charge. If you say he's guilty, then we'll fight. God
will  decide the truth of it.  HOSPITALER [with a smile]: My German
friend [the squire] is a close student of the law.” 

Odo tells us an important thing: the view of the ‘language-violence’ 

relationship is also determined by cultural conventions dominating one 

section of historical space-time. Odo does not have to be represented as 

violent or aggressive. His behavior is guided by the interpretation of larger

structures. In Odo’s view, properly put, human language is insufficiently 

effective to tackle the social-political conflict. Divine language stands far 

above the human, and, unlike the human, is manifested through the actual

effects of the natural world. We are not able to predict such effects, but 

they are the Divine Word in the most conspicuous form. What we see here 

as violence is simply a God’s way to pass a truth on a legal, social, or 

political, dispute. If one is killed as a result of violence, Odo views this as a 

collateral damage of the Divine Decision and as a sacrifice to the Glory of 

the Almighty. In other words, by ‘violence’ Odo does not mean the 

meaning as is circulated today. Importantly, I do not claim that, due to the 

cultural convention, Odo is not responsible for his understanding of 

‘violence’; such conventions should be interpreted in the spirit of 

methodological individualism.   

The same convention dictates the following view of the notion of truth in 

the context: truth and killing are inseparable – they are an effect of a 
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Divine Decision concerning a case. Truth survives fully, while untruth 

disappears fully. Note that truth and untruth of a claim are deemed as 

coinciding fully with their respective carriers. Also, untruth is literally 

killed, but also taken again as a necessary sacrifice through which Divine 

Truth can reveal itself. Furthermore, one should note that, in light of the 

cultural convention, the concept of language gets much wider than one 

which is in use today: Divine Language is simply a series of events as 

ordered by Divine Being. Consequently, morality is as well modeled in a 

different way: Divine justice has nothing to do with the human notion of 

justice – if one survived, that means that s/he was right in God’s view; if 

the same person is then killed in a later dispute, this means that God 

changed its view. Every effect is a part of Divine Morality, and each and 

every one is a part of the Divine Judgment.9  

Hence, have in mind that Odo is not an aggressive or violent warrior; he is 

simply one who views his opponent as an enemy, and takes him as an 

existential obstacle, as one who hinders Odo’s work; secondly, Odo 

interprets a duel by the means of a cultural code, which is again a part of 

human language, perhaps a part of a cluster of metaphors that one 

society projects to the social world in some critical moments. It is a part of 

a doctrine: imagine that you fully believe that everything that happens to 

you is God’s will. Then there is nothing to be afraid of. Even when you are 

killed in a duel (like Odo himself a few minutes after he pronounced those 

words), that’s a testimony to a Divine Design; your case was important 

only as part of something bigger: Godfrey’s crew defended Balian, so that 

was God’s word on “the truth of it.”

Could we say that Odo prefers violence over language? In a way, he 

considers human language as being of no importance at all, but to him 

violence, in contrast, is a part of Divine Language. Hence, from his 

perspective, both violence and human language serve their own, narrow 

purpose, which is to contribute, in the ways mysterious to us, to God’s 

implementation of its own plan: God through human language creates 

conflict, and then violence contributes to God’s decision on the rightness 
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of the conflict. Odo indeed prefers violence, but only from our 20th century,

not his own, perspective. 

In a way, Odo’s world is marked by some weird fairness in the sense that 

all outcomes are deemed divine, hence perfect, and the issue of 

responsibility is settled well in advance. All humans are viewed simply as 

instruments of God’s will. Additionally, perhaps we should not draw a too 

stark contrast between Odo’s and Albright’s world. The latter, too, 

believed in a nearly divine character of American foreign policy. Once she 

stated that, “we [USA] stand tall, hence we see further into the future than

other countries.”10 

This of course means that America’s policy is incorrigible, which further 

means that Milošević should need no convincing; he needs simply to follow

American decisions and orders; should he fail to follow those, he will be 

automatically treated as one who understood nothing but the language of 

violence. In a sense, it seems that a few things have changed since the 

12th century as the age of Crusades.11 In a sense, if the other countries 

simply follow America’s lead, this means that the premise of equality is 

effectively removed from the world of international relations; and since the

other, or at least some more self-confident, countries simply will not be 

led, this means that, in a sense, there will be a perennial state of war 

similar to one that marked the world as viewed and presented by Odo.    

2. A violence eliciting structure  

Of the four examples, it is only in Pericles that we find partially an 

explanation of the nature of the conditions that elicit violence. Recall that, 

in the first part, Pericles explains that the Spartans prefer the use of 

violent means over the use of discourse; however, in the second part, he 

describes in full the nature of the Spartan attitude to Athens in light of 

which an Athenian decision in favor of war must be reasonable. Hence, the

second part aims at the center of the language-violence relationship. Now,
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what are the conditions that elicit violence, or what is, according to 

Pericles, the violence eliciting structure? 

Pericles names the structure as ‘doulosis’, which is ‘slavery’ or ‘a 

treatment of one as a slave’, ‘a slave-holding attitude’. He claims that 

Sparta treats Athens as unequal, while in reality the two are equals. And 

the reason why he claims so is in the nature/structure of the demand 

Sparta places on Athens: the former expects from the latter to accept their

demand without any problematization, discussion, debate or a critical 

evaluation. Athens believes that, whatever it means more precisely, the 

Spartan dikaiosis, which is an individual assessment of justice, needs to be

subjected to scrutiny and a joint assessment in light of reasons and 

counter-reasons, possibly at an appropriate, legal forum. Sparta does not 

believe so. It demands that Athens take it as if it’s already the word of law.

This is why Pericles deems the structure of the Spartan attitude to Athens 

to be reflective of the notion of slavery. 

Slavery is primarily a discursive relationship. One, the master, is one 

whose verbal morality cannot be assessed by the other, who is his or her 

slave. The former cannot be corrected verbally, or asked for reasons, by 

the slave. The master simply issues commands or threats to the slave. The

latter is one who simply obeys the orders, and cannot act on his master by

any discourse-based or -related means. For instance, he cannot sue his 

master. That is why the most precise definition of ‘the slave’ is one that 

we find in Seneca’s De Beneficiis: “bodies that can be harmed without 

legal sanction and are attributed to the masters.” (“corpora obnoxia et 

adscripta dominis”)12 The bodies are envisaged primarily as ‘headless’, 

thus non-discursive, due to the demand to surrender their will, and their 

deliberative capacity, to the master’s.

Therefore, Pericles in fact tells us as follows: X poses to us his claim or 

demand. However, he makes no attempt to found his demand on generally

valid reasons. We are simply supposed to follow his injunction without 

reflection and without examining its cognitive value. Even when we firmly 

believe that strong reasons can be offered to defeat, or seriously 
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undermine, X’s demand, the latter is one that must be taken as superior or

binding. Furthermore, the door is closed to an open and frank dialogue 

with X – you cannot correct X, or hope to correct him; he is beyond your 

discursive reach. You must remain silent, and he will be anyway deaf to 

your attempts at correction regardless of the issue of their inherent 

validity. 

That is exactly what Pericles has in mind. We think of ourselves as equal to

a party, but the latter does not think the same of us. S/he poses some 

dikaiosis as binding on us without allowing us to discuss it even when it is 

plainly wrong, or when it violates unjustly our own interest. (Interestingly, 

and fully fairly, the Spartans could have stated the same about the 

Athenian intervention in the conflict between Corcyra and Corinth.)

A section of the Phoenician Women by Euripides (lines 390 and on) 

contains a story on a very similar structure. As part of a dialogue between 

Jocasta and Polynices, the mother asks her son as follows: since you spent 

your time in Argos, how was to be a refugee in the city, and why it was so 

miserable, as you claim? Polynices replies as follows: “The ugliest part is 

that I have not enjoyed the freedom of expression (ouk echei parrhesian)”.

Jocasta then replies: “Now you speak of a feature of the slave: not 

speaking one’s mind (doyloy tod’ eipas, me legein ha tis phronei)”.13 Yes, 

replies Polynices, “one needs to bear the incompetence/ignorance of those

in power (tas amathias ton kratounton)”. Jocasta adds: “that’s miserable 

then too, to have to deny one’s wisdom in the company of the unwise (kai 

toyto lypron, synasofein tois me sofois)”. Western literature does not offer 

a more concise and pertaining account of the essence of the slave-holding 

attitude, or relationship.    

What is it that Polynices and Jocasta tell us? They additionally clarify the 

brief remark by Pericles on the diakiosis-doulosis connection. The two 

explain the sense in which the relation of slavery is based on a particular 

kind of violation of discursive morality. The slave is one who primarily 

lacks the freedom of expression, which is due to the need to block his 

attempt at the correction of his master. He cannot supply the reasons, he 
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cannot improve the propositions of his master, and he must follow and 

implement his master’s injunctions even when those are irrational, or 

harmful to him, or even harmful to both. One analogy can be pertinently 

applied in this context:  when Polynices sensed the need to correct the 

powerful, as a child is corrected by a caring adult for everyone’s benefit, 

he experienced a paradoxical or inverted situation: he had to accept the 

‘child’s perspective’ even though it was inaccurate, wrong, harmful or 

misleading. 

The violence eliciting structure can be presented by a simple visual 

scheme as follows: 

Individual A:   proposition X with its implications  

Individual B:   proposition Y with its own implications.  

============================================

Y contradicts X. 

Y is provable. Stronger reasons speak in favor of Y than of X.  

=============================================

Nevertheless: 

B cannot make Y to hold for both A and B, e.g. by dialogue.  

A is one who decides, or determines, that, contrary to logic and 

the basic standards of reason, X holds for both A and B.  

B is forced into the state of silence, or is met with silence, or is 

institutionally placed as inferior. 

--------------------------------------------------------

Hence, B (possibly) explodes; harm to both A and B.

-------------------------------------------------------- 

It is clear that something like the visual scheme relations hold not only 

between Polynices and his host, and master (and later, a father-in-law), 

Adrastus in Argos, but also between Polynices and Eteocles in the 

Phoenician Women. A war breaks out between the two brothers, Oedipus’s

sons, because their relationship follows the pattern in the visual scheme. 
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The same applies to Pericles and Spartans from Thucydides I. 141. And for 

hundreds of times a war broke out due to the fact that the relationship 

between (at least) two agents followed the pattern as presented above. 

Look at the Yugoslav wars in 1990s, look at the Dred Scott and the start of

American Civil War, look at the American war of independence; 

Rambouillet and the aforementioned NATO action against Milošević, 1973 

Yom Kippur War, etc. etc.14  

Now, what is wrong with the interaction as depicted in the above visual 

scheme? Obviously, first, the relationship is asymmetrical: A does not care

about some discursive-moral values; B cares about such values. B is one 

who carries the burden of the contradiction. But, we need to note that A in

fact does not at all care about the contradiction – he simply adheres to X 

regardless of the strength of Y that B stands for; to him, Y is 

inconsequential; B also sees an easy way out; in his world the 

contradiction is easily resolved; but A prevents this from happening in a 

social sense. This means that, to B, contradiction is reflected at three 

levels none of which pertains to A: contradiction between X and Y; a 

resolution of the contradiction in favor of Y; and social irrelevance, and 

denial, of the contradiction-resolution due to (what seems to be) A’s 

superior or determining position. 

Hence, a social relationship is determined by one discourse-unfriendly 

agent; the other, perhaps more discourse-friendly agent is treated not as a

source of possible improvement, something that should go pretty much 

without saying, but as an inferior being in accordance with the premise of 

slavery or inequality. Of course, additionally, the condition is one of 

injustice, and it is the most painful form of one exactly due to the fact of 

its non-mandatory, or contingent or socially constructed/imposed, nature 

or cause.15  

Now, a good and pertinent question in the context of this essay is as 

follows: how to classify the kind of relationship? Obviously, it is primarily a 

relationship of discursive kind, but the positions of the agents have clearly 

also a moral character – they contribute to the moral rightness or 
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wrongness of the interaction between the two. But, is this a kind of 

violence, a violent but discursive act? And, provided that one responds 

violently to the relationship, can he be met with understanding? In a 

sense, he can. However, equally obviously, the violence would not improve

the relationship in a discursive sense, or restore balance. 

I think that, here, one deals primarily with the kind of violence inflicted on 

one’s mind, one’s entire personality in the sense of someone who 

otherwise needs to be treated with a considerable degree of discursive 

dignity. One attempts to numb the mind of another personality, to make it 

immobile or insignificant, or, metaphorically put, ‘mentally dead’. It is a 

kind of psychological, and discourse-based, torture. 

The situation resembles closely the ‘double bind’ situations.16 It is indeed a

kind of violence, but of a moral-discursive nature. However, have in mind 

two possibilities as follows:  first, this kind of violence may be, and it has 

been for ages, institutionally normalized; one does nothing against one’s 

condition as a slave – B simply shrugs his shoulders and admits that he 

needs to continue co-existing with A in the conditions determined by A.  

Secondly, in the Phoenician Women Polynices, after having described his 

slave-like position in Argos, adds that he had to endure in such a condition

for some gain, probably the hand of King Adrastus’ daughter.17 That is, 

Polynices thought that his bad situation was a sacrifice by which he bought

a future bounty, the lady’s hand i.e. marriage. Or, you can even say that 

Polynices voluntarily participated in the violence and embraced his role of 

a victim for the sake of a future payoff. Of course, some do not want to let 

their minds be numbed. Some would perhaps oppose Adrastus, or 

terminate all their dealings with him.18  

Summarily, we should emphasize two aspects as follows. First, the road to 

violence is opened by a party’s termination of its (just and moral) 

discursive relationship with another party. Or, it is opened by a self-

destruction of discourse through a set of discursive attitudes of a party; 

note that the road is not opened simply by a ‘preference of violence over 

the use of discourse in tackling social or political conflicts.’ Language is de 
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facto taken out of the equation, and one party cannot, or does not want to,

view the other party as an equal and dignified discursive being. That is the

most problematic component of the said relationship.     

This has another consequence for our understanding of the language-

violence relationship: there is something that is obviously worse, or 

morally more problematic, than the fact of overt, physical violence; and 

sometimes, we should perhaps consider the fact of open violence as 

simply an attempt at a suicide motivated by a loss of oneself as a 

discursive being, and thus also as a human being in the full sense of the 

word. Such loss of one’s discursive status, one’s degradation to the level 

of the animal, speechless existence, is what’s really repellent, or 

demoralizing, in violent acts as part of political conflicts. 

This means that a human being cannot long endure in a relationship that 

is not regulated by discursive rules or values, a relationship to which 

moral-discursive parameters of language do not pertain. Intelligent 

persons formulate and sign the treaties before a war, hence, also before 

an outbreak of violence. Sadly, some humans are not intelligent. And some

are even excessively non-intelligent because, by undermining the moral 

values of discourse, they remove discourse as a medium of relationship, 

and thus extend the very period of violence indefinitely. Hence, such 

removal of discourse should be viewed as an Ur-form of violence, or a 

paradigmatic form of the relationship in which violence, considered as the 

strategy of securing of one’s social/political supremacy by infliction of a 

severe bodily harm including murder, is a normal occurrence.     

3. Dediscoursification, a postmodernist image of discourse, and 

Thucydides 3.82-3   

Once we add up the key steps of the argument proposed thus far, some 

ideas assume a clear shape. First, though one could formally state that a 

party choose violence instead of discourse as a means of the dispute 

settlement, what we in fact see is a preference of a discursive attitude 
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over a more desirable set of discursive attitudes. Violence itself is simply a

byproduct of such a preference. Hence, what Pericles actually states is 

that the Spartans choose one attitude to discourse rather than a different, 

more positive and productive one. In such a sense, the central dynamics is

located in the space between violence and language, but it is still the area 

that, properly speaking, belongs to language – ‘words as weapons.’  By the

end of the essay we will get an increasingly clear view of the meaning of 

the proposition. 

Secondly, despite the fact that violence can take the shape of an explosion

of accumulated aggression, it can as well take the shape of the seemingly 

innocent attitude we find in Polynices in his relation to King Adrastus. 

Polynices accepts his own inferior position as an effect of a discursive 

attitude, and views it, in irrational terms, as something by which he would 

pay some later gain. More specifically, Polynices endorses a lie, as 

characterizing the life of a slave, to get a marital relationship. Of course, 

the problem is that the lie then continues indefinitely to poison all his 

relationships, and it remains as a stain on his character forever. 

Speaking of the Phoenician Women, we also know that Polynices brought 

along the Army of Argos against Eteocles after a suggestion, or 

encouragement, by King Adrastus (lines 426-9), which casts a different 

light on his otherwise just demands against his brother. In other words, 

when the violence broke out between Polynices and Eteocles, partly it may

be an effect, or a misdirected outcome, of the ‘quieter’ kind of violence 

between Adrastus and Polynices. Hence, the above examples suggest in 

fact that violence gets modified and constantly re-channeled and 

reshaped, from one discursive form to another discursive form, and then 

to a non-discursive, or less discursive, form etc.  

It is in light of such facts that I proposed the theory of dediscoursification 

as a theory of one of the major types of causes of war.19 The theory 

stipulates that a discourse-user needs to be dediscoursified to ‘wish’ to 

apply violence in a relationship with a party that produces 

dediscoursification. This means that the latter needs to violate typically a 
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number of values of discourse, by his or her use of discourse, to remove 

from the relationship the possibility of discourse-based solution to the 

conflict. Then, at the very end of the process we see some propositions, 

such as one by Pericles, indicating that a party thinks that negotiations are

unlikely to be of any help. The other party is deemed such a user of 

discourse that s/he stands beyond the reach of a fair discursive influence: 

for instance, s/he will not bind herself reliably, or her discourse is full of 

contradictions, or s/he does not allow to be corrected…Then we see the 

period of silence in relation to the party, the impression that the party 

forces us to keep silent, despite the fact we have something to talk about, 

and it’s objectively advisable to talk about it. At the same time, one senses

that the relationship is unjust, or unjustifiable in moral-discursive terms. 

Now, where do Odo, or Madeleine Albright, stand in this regard? Albright 

relies on the myth of ‘a divine nation that sees better than the others’, 

while Odo is immersed fully into a cultural matrix that views violence in 

light of the discourse on Divine Words written, that is, acted out, by the 

real events. Obviously, such myths and matrices serve to dediscoursify 

Odo’s and Albright’s interlocutors. For instance, how to discuss issues with 

those whose thinking is based on the premise that their policy is 

inherently, without examination, superior to all the others? It is hence 

clear from both cases that violence that ensued was to a great extent 

produced and enabled by some words/discourses uttered by some 

individuals in specific contexts.  

Therefore, dediscoursification does not assume a single shape of a 

discursive interaction between specific individuals who replace the 

medium of discourse with a medium of force as a dispute-settling means. 

Sometimes, some traditions operate in the background, producing 

dediscoursification, and sometimes everyone has simply deliberately 

accepted to act as a madman or a non-human. For instance, there is an 

intellectual tradition which does not draw the distinction between the 

period of war and one of peace; it is a kind of political realism that views 
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war as a perennial, never-ending state; a kind of political theory that 

includes some ethical, legal, and anthropological assumptions.20

Or, considering the Nazi-ideology, one can quickly realize that the 

philosophy or the world-view is pretty simple, and that it is a part of a 

tradition – it dates back, for instance, first to Nietzsche, and then one can 

go back as far as the age of Greek Sophists, for instance Thrasymachus 

with whom Socrates debates in the first book of Plato’s Politeia. As part of 

the same tradition, there is also the understanding of ‘power’ as a key 

motivator of politics and such a view can be, for instance, traced back to 

Thucydides.21 However, it is of importance that one is able to spot and 

recognize some propositions that go back to the fathers of the traditions 

including sometimes even proverbs, and then one can see easily if 

dediscoursification is promoted or brought in through a backdoor; for 

instance, the proposition that a nation X in time of peace loses its gains 

from the time of war; or the thought that diplomacy is simply a 

continuation of war by other means. 

Interestingly, speaking of traditions, those do not have to be focused on 

the issues related to violence, or human acting in general; those may be 

focused simply on language.  Dediscoursification consists in the fact that 

one’s partner to discourse has been deprived of some key moral attributes

due to his or her violation of key moral values of discourse – s/he happens 

to be designated as irrational, or deceptive, or dishonest, or confusing and

incoherent, or unreliable with his promises, or prone to ignore the 

counterarguments….In other words, for dediscoursification to take place, 

at least one party must cease to believe in the applicability of some moral-

discursive values; now, this can take place also by a party’s membership 

of a tradition, or a culture, that removes such values, or promotes some 

language-related views that subscribe to the thesis of the inefficiency of 

such values. Hence, dediscoursification can be produced through a model, 

or paradigm, of language. 

Take, for example, some of the key thoughts of postmodernist 

hermeneutics: “there is no stable meaning; only a chain of many open-
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ended interpretations shaped by the power-relations;” or, “the distinction 

between truth and untruth is a violent product of a social ideology,” and 

similar. Imagine further that you apply such thoughts to a politically 

relevant conflict over the meaning of a peace treaty provisions – you 

immediately produce an undecidable condition, and thereby transform the

state of a possible peace into a state of interpretive/hermeneutical war. Of

course, postmodernists are not the only source of the propositions that 

can lead to dediscoursification; Umberto Eco described a hermetical-

gnostic attitude to texts and languages, closely resembling the 

postmodernist attitudes, but practiced centuries ago;22 and scholars have 

already pointed to some striking similarities between the sophistic 

doctrines debated by Socrates, on the one hand, and some contemporary 

postmodernist philosophers on the other.23 However, again we need to 

emphasize one key fact: the attitude to language is one that shapes a 

general relationship between individuals including the issue of whether the

relationship contains a potential for violence, and to what an extent. 

Thucydides 3.82-3 offers one of the best illustrations of the state of 

dediscoursification in an especially sinister context. It’s his famous 

description of stasis (Gr. ‘uprising/faction/civil war’) at Corcyra. Perhaps he

was not aware of the tragic irony related to the fact that the 

Peloponnesian war broke out because of, among other things, the 

Athenian support to the city that became a site of some of the darkest 

developments pertaining to the war. Perhaps, had Athens been able to 

predict such developments, it would not have intervened in the Corinth-

Corcyra dispute in the way it has prior to the start of the Peloponnesian 

war.  

Thucydides starts with the fact that “the established (common) evaluation 

of (morally relevant) names/phrases (he eiothyia axiosis ton onomaton)” 

was reversed, and that the designation of the negative became a sign of 

positivity, and the other way around. For instance, to be truthful and 

honest (and also reliable) became synonymous with ‘naïve, or stupid, or 

inattentive’. To be considerate, and prone to a moral calculation, started 
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to be taken as a sign of cowardice. In other words, the citizens of Corcyra 

lost the foundation for an assessment of verbal actions as also moral ones:

in the given conditions, it became impossible to condemn one as a liar, or 

as a promise/treaty breaker. Hence, no agreements of some duration were

made in the city at the time; in fact, Thucydides points out that the parties

in Corcyra perversely found it appealing to deceive each other by a 

temporary adoption of a treaty, as a means of first feeding each other with

trust, but then promptly breaking it to produce some narrow, selfish, and 

transient gain.  

As he further points out, the struggle for power or dominance, arche, was 

the fundamental drive to all such actions, and the power-hunger went 

together with two further vices: filotimia and pleonexia, vainglory and 

greed. And down below, at a still deeper level, was a fundamentally 

pessimistic, depressive view of reality: the only aim of the citizens was 

purely negative, to ‘avoid death, or fall’; to them the condition was, as 

Thucydides put it, one of permanent hopelessness. This, according to 

Thucydides, explains the ‘stasis’ that, first of all, destroyed the moral-

discursive parameters of language. Also, he adds, the family values 

ceased to be honored, while the parties were creating the bonds of mutual

dependence, and friendship, not by upholding, but by breaking the laws. 

Murderer, thief, smuggler… – all those terms ceased to mark negative, 

undesirable, or morally repellent attributes. 

A commentator of Thucydides, Macleod describes Thucydides 3.82-3 as an

account of “the undoing of human progress by the very means of that 

progress.”24 Macleod’s comment is perhaps the best one can get on this 

section of Thucydides. Dediscoursification can be described exactly as 

such “undoing of the human progress by the means of the progress.” 

Language normally is a means of human progress, but it can be used to 

undo the progress itself, for instance, when it is used to spread confusion, 

to lie, mislead, or achieve by a treaty not a common good, but a private 

gain, etc. Of course, we need to note that Corcyra is not a city in which all 

vestiges of sociality, or the use of discourse, were fully removed; the 
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maximally extended undoing of the human progress, including 

dediscoursification, results in people becoming indifferent or numb; then, 

the conditions become both unpredictable and unguided by human 

language, hence also impenetrable by human hope. This is what lies at the

foundation of violence in Corcyra in the condition of ‘stasis,’ according to 

Thucydides 3.82-3.    

4. Language-based violence, language as a collective body, 

Isocratic tradition, and Aristotle’s “ho apolis”  

A dediscoursifying language user is deemed violent even when he does 

not view himself as such. Often, he is experienced, or taken, as a passive-

aggressive. But, generally, it is impossible to undermine the process of 

communication through some verbal, but immoral strategies, without 

being seen as a potentially dangerous individual. That is simply the way in 

which people relate to those who break promises without explanation, or 

to those who commit contradictions, or who assume a view of theoretical, 

descriptive, or hypothetical propositions regardless of the procedures of 

argumentation. In contrast, if you are ethical against the others in the 

sense of the respect of the moral-discursive matrix of language, you are 

likely to be singled out as a civilized party, as an individual with whom one

can coexist or cooperate, especially within the context of just norms, 

conventions, and laws. Of course, the relationship has to be symmetrical 

and mutual. 

It is important to understand immediately that, when we speak about 

violence that is language-based, we address a very specific and tangible 

phenomenon. It’s not the item to which, in the late 20th century, a couple 

of postmodernists have referred as ‘violent performances’ or the 

discursive construction of ‘we-they’ distinction.25 The phenomenon is 

mundane and includes straightforward processes such as lying, promise-

breaking, incoherence, disregard of argument or reason, semantic 

imputation. In all those processes we witness a real act of violence, but, 



27

for strange and superficial reasons, the phenomena are generally not 

categorized as such.26  

For instance, there is no obstacle to defining the act of lying as a cause of 

bodily harm, in a very exact sense in which people address the act when 

they use quotidian idioms on ‘lies that mislead,’ or ‘throw dust in eyes’, or 

‘cloud our judgment’, or ‘blindfold us;’ or, when, in the Latin, they refer to 

‘deceptio’ which is rooted in a verb which, when translated into the 

English, means ‘to ensnare.’ What does the kind of harm involve? The 

answer is simple: the lies tend to diminish the capacity of perception in the

victim of a lie. Where a person should be endowed with an additional pair 

of eyes, by getting some verbally transmitted information, s/he gets a 

blindfold since the producer of the lie uses language in such a fashion. One

who receives a truth from his or her interlocutor also gains a better sight 

in the sense of being enabled verbally to see some stuff that s/he would 

not otherwise see. Based on many experiences of such a positive kind, one

forms the habit of embracing the other people’s propositions with full 

confidence, often unreflectively, and that is how it should be. This is useful

to him or her as s/he receives additional information to those s/he 

assembles by her, or his, own vision. It is for such a purpose that language

is preserved in the community and passed on from a generation to the 

next. 

Then a liar occurs, a deceiver, one who exploits such conditions for his 

own benefit, but at the expense of his or her victim. S/he gives to the 

victim an image that misleads the latter, which implies a benefit to the 

liar/deceiver. In other words, the victim is ensnared, from which the 

‘hunter-liar’ alone gets a benefit. The process obviously involves a harm 

inflicted on the body of the victim. The liar produces in the victim the 

condition of which we can state the following: it would be better for the 

victim to get nothing (meaning, information-wise from the outside, from a 

source that is not her own eyes) than to get whatever s/he gets from the 

liar, which means that the victim’s body is more functional when it is left 
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to itself than when it is steered by a lie; hence, the liar decreases the 

functional capability of the victim’s body.       

On some occasions, when the lie results in a severe loss (for instance, to 

one’s bank-account), or even death, we clearly see that, in totality, a 

severe bodily harm was inflicted. Of course, a bodily harm is also inflicted 

in the sense that the liar causes the loss of confidence throughout the 

community, and thus weakens the connection between some, perhaps 

even many, bodies. In the Iliad (9.312-13) Achilles stated that, “those who 

have one thing in their mind, and another in their words, are to me as 

hateful as the gates of Hades.” Hence, Achilles stated actually that, to 

him, being a liar is as detestable (literally in Greek “ehthros”= as enemy), 

and harmful, as death itself.

Such facts concerning the acts of lying; or concerning ‘disregard of the 

reasons when it is normal to accept some’ taken as ‘the act of playing deaf

to the interlocutor’ in violation of the interlocutor’s need; or the act of 

semantic imputation as ‘the kind of verbal acting opposed to the acting of 

a moral spokesperson’, that is, ‘the mouth and ears of community’; have 

motivated me to propose a hypothesis on language as a medium of the 

collective body-making. When language operates in accordance with 

moral-discursive values, it creates a collective body in the following sense:

truths enable us to see through the eyes of the other people; the 

adherence to meanings enables us to hear and understand accurately the 

propositions produced by the other people; the respect/upholding of 

promises enables us to coordinate the work of our own ‘hands’ with those 

of the other people; while the respect and in-account-taking of reasons 

enable us to resolve our disagreements, or to overcome some doubts 

concerning the status of our claims, thus enabling us also to endorse the 

other human in his or her entirety as a discursive co-creator of a collective

body. 

In all those aspects, it is through the moral and functional operation of 

language that each of us becomes, in terms of bodily capacities, richer 

and more powerful than s/he would be if born as a lone individual on an 
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isolated island, without the capacity to understand or share language. 

Language enables us to exchange and multiply our individual bodily 

capabilities (of perception, expression, and acting); it is a key function 

which our honest i.e. moral discursive communication with the others 

serves.27 

Therefore, now we can finally see where rests the difference between a 

violent language, or a violence-producing language, and non-violent one 

as one that serves the good of a community. The former diminishes, and 

hinders, our bodily capacities; the latter strengthens and multiplies them. 

The former produces an undesirable and unsustainable type of social 

interaction between individual bodies, whereas the latter produces a 

desirable and viable type of such interaction. And, the latter also orders 

normatively the relationships between individual bodies, and defines and 

sustains the values that must be co-implemented in order for us to 

preserve the inter-body relationships.   

A violent language that causes a bodily harm can be illuminated only 

through the concept of an exploitation of a body by another body, where a

gain in one necessarily means a loss in the other. Had it originally served 

such a purpose only, language would have probably gone extinct over a 

relatively short period of evolutionary history. This implies that lying, and 

similar abuses of language, serve a derived, a parasitic, function.28 Lying, 

of course, is parasitic upon the fact of trust. The same applies to the 

institution of promise, and treaty-making or the law as a collective 

promise. When one society produces an overly huge amount of lies, the 

very act of lying becomes decreasingly possible due to the fact that all lies

are conditioned on the prevalence of trust and confidence within a society,

which too many lies naturally undermine. 

Obviously, after too many bodily harms caused by a violent language, 

dediscoursification is a natural result: language, and thus the capacity of 

mutual understanding, becomes inefficient, while the parties witness the 

emergence of a relationship we can name “a natural distrust between 

competing bodies that are unconnectable through language; the 
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assumption of a natural guard of ‘the defense against a liar.’” In other 

words, in such a condition violence has already begun.

To my knowledge, the theory of language as a medium of collective body-

making is not part of a tradition. However, the image that lies at its 

foundation appeared long ago in classical Greece, and was preserved 

through the period of European humanism, and passed on to the modern 

era through Hobbes. We find it, in a mildly parodied form, in Lucian of 

Samosata in his famous sketch Heracles (who is in fact, as the Gallic 

personification of oratory, known under the name of Ogmios).29 It is 

Lucian’s image of an elderly Hercules, or ‘Ogmios’ as the Gauls call him, 

who leads along a group of followers enchanted by his language: in the 

sketch they are depicted as having their ears tied to Heracles’ tongue by 

delicate leashes made of gold and amber. The followers follow gently and 

automatically, hence, the crowd is presented as a synchronized and 

compact whole. This sketch was later illustrated in Alciato’s emblemata 

that contain some messages on key concepts of humanistic education, as 

used to educate the European elite and aristocracy of the 16th and 17th 

century;30 some of the emblemata were originally produced in Latin 

language (In 1506 Erasmus of Rotterdam published a first Latin rendering 

of Lucian’s exercise), and then translated in French, German, Italian, and 

Spanish.

It is important to keep in mind two facts: first, the very image exerted a 

considerable influence on the political thought of modern Europe through 

Hobbes who envisaged Leviathan’s single body composed of many 

individual bodies after the paradigm he found in Lucian; secondly, Alciato’s

emblems pass a key message through the image of Lucian’s Heracles: 

eloquence/rhetoric is superior to strength (Lat. eloquentia fortitudine 

praestantior) – the humanity grows and evolves, and achieves progress, 

through laws, language, and education, not through wars or violence; in 

concrete application, this also implies that conflicts need to be resolved by

negotiations, by an exchange of verbal arguments and a search for a mot 
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juste, not by force or violence (the message is inscribed below the image 

as a part of the emblems).      

And yet, neither the image nor the message is Lucian’s own invention. We 

find similar ideas in Plato’s contemporary, Isocrates, in his famous eulogy 

to Logos, To Nicocles, and also in his Antidosis.31 Isocrates recovered a 

pre-sophistic view of human language as a key benefactor to mankind. As 

he emphasized, language is at the basis of human institutions since it 

serves to introduce the human sense of some distinctions that we don’t 

find in the rest of animal kingdom, and that are of pivotal meaning to the 

human communities such as cities: just-unjust, beautiful-repellent, 

convenient-inconvenient, right-crooked….It is through our language that 

we debate and deliberate, and resolve our disputes, simply by an 

exchange of argument; furthermore, especially in the form of legislation, 

language cancels the natural inequalities in power and enables human 

beings to found and preserve cities as structures that rest on justice, 

knowledge-transmission, traditions, and moral-legal-political education 

and upbringing of the younger generation.   

Mind, too, as the capacity to learn and form concepts and hypotheses, or 

construct theories and deal intellectually with the social and natural 

worlds, is a consequence of the use of language. Isocratic approach is 

clearly discernible in Aelius Aristides as well, a representative of the 

Second Sophistic from the 2nd century AD. However, the fact that the 

famous paragraphs of Aristotle’s Politics (Book I, on the human being as 

zoon logon echon) are a direct successor, and part, of Isocratic vision, 

remains insufficiently emphasized. 

In fact, having read and understood the part,32 we come to the following 

conclusions: Aristotle designates the antipode of ‘the citizen’ as ho apolis, 

one who is without a city – i.e. ‘non-citizen.’ Aristotle here also uses the 

counter-paradigm to explain the paradigm, that is, to present to the 

reader the founding prerequisites that enable a human being to become a 

part of political community. Hence, ho apolis is one who cannot co-live 

with the other individuals within a sustainable community, a city.33 He falls
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outside the scope of such a frame. Why? First, as Homer put it, ho apolis is

“without the brethren, or laws, and without a seat/settlement (afretor, 

athemistos, anestios).” In other words, s/he is not only without a city, s/he 

also lacks the crucial aspects of sociality. Secondly, s/he is also an animal 

worse than other animals. Aristotle seriously points to the fact that ho 

apolis has some desires that are, if compared to the desires of other 

human beings, perverted; this concerns not only the desire for food, which

is excessive in the kind of human being, but also the sexual desire: it 

seems that, in him, the unnaturally intensified desires do not serve a 

normal, human purpose, i.e. more general properties of humanity, such as 

the need to procreate, but they serve exclusively him as an individual.

One needs to add two further factors to the story: ho apolis does not care 

about justice, but, according to Aristotle, s/he possesses weapons by 

which s/he imposes his or her unjust decisions; despite the fact that his or 

her decisions undermine the unity of the city, s/he imposes those by the 

fear-generating tools. Finally, since the key mark of humanity is zoon 

logon echon, in the sense of language as a medium through which the 

sense of justice is preserved, and in the sense of argumentation in support

of the making of sustainable relations within the city, ho apolis is like the 

other animals in the sense that, in him or her, language does not serve 

such purposes; his or her language is simply a means of emotive 

expression as in the non-political animals such as cattle or sheep. All in all,

this means that the ‘non-citizen’ is marked by the absence of language 

that can be valid for the entire city, which is why s/he can protect the 

injustice only by the force of arms in order to gratify his or her perverted, 

and self-feeding, lust.   

Hence, essentially, as Aristotle put it at the very start of his account of ho 

apolis, the latter is one who naturally, inherently, generates the state of 

war and seeks such a state. S/he is naturally violent in terms of his or her 

attitude to language, with his or her lack of Logos as a specific kind of 

language-use: one the aim of which is to create or reveal justice; not to 

serve individual purposes or be imposed by weapons (hopla), which can 
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gather only an assembly of non-human animals that do not choose, or 

narratively organize, their association. 

We have already met such a kind of ‘non-citizen’: for instance, in the 

person of King Adrastus in relation to Polynices at Argos; of Eteocles again 

in relation to Polynices, of Sparta in relation to Athens (and the other way 

around); also in the person of Madeleine Albright in relation to Milošević as

well as to the Serbs who Milošević represented; of Creon from the 

Antigone by Sophocles, and of the British Crown in relation to the 

American colonies before the war of independence, and of the American 

slave-holding states in relation to the slavery-free states before the 

outbreak of the American Civil war, etc. etc. Partly, too, all those examples

also point to the Isocratic tradition within which a kind of language is 

critically, and sharply, distinguished from violence, while the human 

nature is expressed and affirmed predominantly through such a kind.

The discursive relation presented by the visual scheme above (in Part 

Two) is clearly connected too with all those embodiments of ‘non-citizen’, 

esp. their aspect that relates to, or involves, violence. The scheme clearly 

outlines a contradiction that can be easily fixed, but one party blocks 

solution as s/he lacks the sense of the discourse-mediated making of 

collective body; i.e. as s/he is characterized, as Aristotle put it, by a 

‘perversion of human desire’ that causes harm both to herself and her 

neighbors through blinding others with her lies and invalid arguments, or 

through silencing others with her mistakes, prejudices, and unreasonable, 

but irrevocable decisions supported by ‘the force of arms.’ As the 

aforementioned section of the Phoenician Women by Euripides clearly 

attests, such a relationship can even be embraced, and supported and 

rationalized, but this does not make it less violent or less dangerous. From 

the angle of this section, Isocratic tradition should be, in such a sense, 

troubled primarily by the fact that the relationship is not human, nor it 

reflects the real capabilities of human beings, despite the fact that, on the 

superficial glance, it appears to involve human-like creatures.         

 



34

Lessons and conclusions  

Now we arrive at the point where we can assemble the key conclusions of 

this analysis. First, now we probably see in a clearer light the kind of 

language as it is without violence, the kind that is really addressed by  the 

following idioms: „X prefers violence over language“, or „conflicts need to 

be resolved not by violence, or force, but by negotiation, argumentation, 

the human dialogue and language.“ 

Secondly, the key part of “the fall into violence” takes place in language. It

is a kind of violence that is produced by a language in relation to some 

specific individuals, and that takes the shape of a direct bodily harm that 

causes the interruption of a sustainable kind of relationship between 

individual bodies. “Non-citizen” does not have to use weapons for a 

violence to be applied. S/he acts primarily on the minds of the others and 

on language as a collective-body maker. Think of the relations as 

presented in the visual scheme from Part Two. How violence further 

develops, and in what direction – this depends on many other factors. 

However, as soon as one witnesses ‘a violent language’, that is, the 

language that dediscoursifies the relationship between two discourse-

users, one also witnesses a problematic, tense, and partially violent 

relationship; one witnesses a period of barbarism and the prevention of 

the possibility of the rule of law including the contract-, or treaty-making. 

Thirdly, it is important to realize timely that both violence and language 

are parts of a single human nature. It is a nature as a process, not a fixed 

property such as giraffe’s long neck. Assuming that language is a 

‘secondary nature’, a kind of super-structure founded on individual human 

bodies, we also need to assume that the nature is fragile and insecure. 

Such kind of nature can happen to act against itself. Hence, this is the key 

reason why I think that the notion of ‘violence’ needs to be taken in a 

wider sense than is usually done. Violence is generally viewed as a noisy 

process, aggressive, potentially deadly; however, often it is quiet, 

insidious, and hardly visible; and it has nothing to do with the blood, or 

starvation, or murder. Often it is in fact promoted as part of ‘high culture’, 
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in philosophical seminars, as part of ‘science’ and ‘art’, often even takes 

the form of law-enforcement or judicial decision-making. Often, it has the 

form of self-deception, inner insecurity, or pathology, or endorsement of 

something without proof, ‘ideology’ that goes without saying, but in a 

wrong way….

Fourthly, what we see as the transformation of a violent language into 

more tangible forms of violence should not be described as ‘preference of 

violence over language’ as a conflict-resolving means. In fact, the parties 

involved do not make a conscious choice; hence, they do not really form a 

preference. As soon as a viable discourse is ‘removed’ through being 

poisoned by dediscoursifying kinds of communication, you will witness 

silence, or the belief that language is inefficient and that the consultations,

laws, advice (any discursive form) are unlikely to be of help. And that is 

what is most problematic at the time of outbreak of, for instance, armed 

violence. We do not see its end because we do not see the most 

elementary forms of human trust: whatever expression is made by the 

other, we see it as a deception, an insult, or an enemy’s shouting. Of 

course, the process may last for a brief, but also a longer period of time.34  

One can here ask an important question: does Isocratic tradition imply too 

high, or unrealistic, criteria? 

I do not think that the very question is based on realistic assumptions. 

First, some norms pertaining to the use of language, such as the norm of 

the stability of meaning, or of truth and argumentation, are built into us 

through the process of language-learning. Of course, sometimes it is 

unclear where the truth lies, or who has got a more persuasive argument 

on her side. However, this does not mean that the norms concerned are 

not valid; it only means that, in a specific condition, we can be unclear 

about the best way of implementing the norms. 

Furthermore, the respect of norms is not really the key aspect of Isocratic 

tradition. Hence, I suggest that the respect does not secure the most 

important part of the shield against violence. The matters are in fact much
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simpler, much less demanding, and thus more realistic. Assuming that the 

key norms are simply internalized as part of the process of language-

learning, one additional key virtue is required for us to remain faithful to 

Isocratic tradition, and avoid the fall into violence or barbarism: the source

of the virtue is in meta-linguality, our capacity to discuss on language by a

meta-language. Meta-linguality enables one to self-correct, which means 

that the linguistic capacity is underlined by the sense of self-reflection, or 

critical self-examination: one endowed with such a virtue can easily 

correct oneself, meaning that one is also very much aware of her or his 

own fallibility and corrigibility. Imagine now that the virtue is promoted 

across a society, as a social virtue; imagine thus that a society attempts to

identify and remove the conditions as exemplified by the aforementioned 

visual scheme, the situation of 'Polynices' slavery at Argos.' In such a 

sense, the adherence to Isocratic tradition does not involve too high, or 

unrealistic, criteria.35 This further means that 'being a human', within the 

tradition, is not an especially demanding feature.

The preceding considerations should remind us of a simple fact: the facts 

of corrigibility and fallibility pertain to our bodies; our bodies are fallible 

and imperfect. A liar simply exploits the fact. Now, directly related to lying,

one can also inadvertently misinform one, but language, through meta-

linguality, enables us to correct the error and distinguish the cases in 

which one deliberately misinforms from those in which one commits an 

accidental error. In such a sense, it is important to be able to avoid a quick

surrender to the state of despair. Solutions can be found more often than 

we regularly assume.  Also, sometimes one may become aware of really 

good reasons not to fulfill one’s promise, and a meta-lingual discussion 

should determine when it is indeed the case, and when it is not. At times 

our human body becomes unable to deliver as promised, and at times we 

recognize some insurmountable obstacles to our fulfillment of our 

promises only too late. Hence, our mental capacities and language do not 

only serve to produce truths, they also serve to correct untruths, and to 

distinguish pardonable discursive violations from the unpardonable ones. 
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Sometimes, a corrected misunderstanding will even serve as a means of 

violence-, or conflict-prevention.  

I do not subscribe to dualism. The above presented idea on language as a 

collective body generator is proposed in a fully naturalist cast. It is about 

our bodies, together with their imperfections, that tend to associate and 

interact with each other.36 In the view presented here, language is 

foundational, and our bodies are even violent mutually only due to the 

conditions that are, in a major part, produced by language. It is clear to 

me that the issues related to water-consumption, oil access control, and 

the sale of military technology, are important as well. However, the issue 

of trust to another human being is foundational one, and trust is built, or 

undermined, through the agreements, the sharing of our stories, and 

communication, hence generally in the medium of discourse.  

As I see it, the key problem cannot be reduced to the practice of overt, 

physical violence, or the existence of ho apolis. They will for long remain 

one major part of social and human environment. This is so despite the 

fact that violence is not an argument of any kind. Simply, violence 

changes something, and humans tend to respond to violence by more 

violence, “vis ad vim.” As to the more insidious, and persistent, forms of 

violence, they are transmitted, and enabled, by language. However, we 

cannot respond to violent forms of language by the equivalent means. For 

instance, a liar is typically immune to lies. 

Also, one cannot overcome a lie by a lie, or a sophism by a sophism. You 

overcome it by a truth and a valid form of argument. Hence, in this sense, 

the key forms of violence in human societies actually tend to produce 

language constantly, and produce it in a non-violent, to the society 

friendly form. This brings us to the key fact: human interaction, either 

violent or not, aims spontaneously at least at the indirect affirmation of 

language as a medium of collective body-making. Therefore, Aristotle and 

Isocrates endowed us with an accurate image of human nature. Now, the 

key fact points also to the key problem as I see it: how to find and 

maintain the balance between the sense of one’s own corrigibility, which is
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fully open to the feedback by the others, on the one hand, and the 

capacity/gift to create a common and viable language as part of 

compromise and resolution of the social-moral-legal-political disputes on 

the other?  
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In a couple of places I found a few propositions that I like to read as very rudimentary 
embryos of the theory: for instance, here is how Geoffrey Miller (2001, Mating Mind, 
New York: Anchor Books, p. 342) imagines the last thought of a dying Pleistocene 
mammoth killed by a hunting group of our human ancestors: “I am extinguished by a 
bunch of little bodies that weave themselves, through that odd squeaking [language], 
into one great body with dozens of eyes, dozens of arms, and one lethal will“; in their 
Web of Belief (1978, New York: McGraw-Hill, Inc., 2nd edition, p. 50), Quine and Ullian 
state as follows: „Two basic ways in which language serves us are these: as a means 
of getting others to do what we want them to, and as a means of learning from others 
what we want to know. In the one way it affords us, vicariously, more hands to work 
with; in the other, more eyes to see with.“ And, finally, here is one proposition put 
forward by Fiona Cowie: “Two heads are really better than one, and the only way you 
can reliably link those heads is via language.” (In “Symposium on J-L. Dessalles’s Why 
we Talk (OUP, 2007): Precis by J.-L. Dessalles; commentaries by E. Machery, F. Cowie, 
and J. Alexander, Replies by J.-L. Dessalles”. Biology and Philosophy 25: 851–901, p. 
887).   

28 
See, for example, Oesch, Nathan (2016), „Deception as a Derived Function of 
Language“, Frontiers in Psychology 7; published online 27 Sept, DOI: 
10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01485: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5037177/ 

29 
Lucian (1961) Works in Eight Volumes (vol. I), with an English Translation by A.M. 
Harmon, London, Cambridge Mass.: Heinemann and Harvard University Press, pp. 62-
71 (bilingual, Greek-English text) 

30 
See, for instance, https://www.emblems.arts.gla.ac.uk/alciato/emblem.php?
id=A15a179; from the website  Alciato at Glasgow: 
https://www.emblems.arts.gla.ac.uk/alciato/  

31 
Isocrates (1929), Works in Three Volumes (Vol. II), with an English translation by 
George Norlin, London and New York: Heinemann, G.P. Putnam's Sons, Antidosis 253-
257, pp. 326-329. 

32 
I here present the famous part of the Politics I, 1253a, according to the edition of W.D. 
Ross (Oxford 1957), as published at the Perseus Digital Library: 
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/ 

33

This, however, does not mean that ho apolis actually lives always outside of a city; 
often he may not only live in a city, but also perform an important institutional role in 
it. 

34 
Of course, I am aware that here I do not present a fully developed theory of violence; 
however, the perspective to which I am personally very inclined is presented in Hans 
Toch (1992), Violent Men, Washington D.C.: American Psychological Association 
(revised edition); I explained how Toch’s theory feeds my theory of dediscoursification 
in Pehar, D. (2016), “Toch and violent men”, TransConflict, 5 February: 
http://www.transconflict.com/2016/02/toch-and-violent-men-052/ .  
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35 
Or, perhaps metalinguality and self-reflection are indeed not as undemanding 
requirements as I would like them to be (?)

36 
We should also note here that, according to the model, there is no difference, or 
competition, between morality and power: the collective body cannot be formed 
through discourse without discourse-ethics or the communication ethos (I prefer the 
latter term to avoid the impression of philosophizing à la some 20th century German 
philosophers who have, in my view, done disservice to the idea).
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