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INTRODUCTION  

 

 

This book was long in the making. Its origins can be traced back to my 2005 PhD thesis that 

deals with diplomatic ambiguity primarily in the form of ambiguous peace agreements. In 

the thesis I proposed an attitude to language, which can be categorized as discourse-ethical, 

and which recognizes ambiguity as a valuable tool of diplomacy the purpose of which is to 

enable ambiguous peace agreements to endure and be effective. I placed such an attitude in 

comparison to some other attitudes that have a negative, or neutral, impact on ambiguity, 

and often lead to the unraveling of ambiguous peace agreements.  

In this book I generalize this perspective and apply it to a different realm. While my thesis 

deals mostly with the periods following adoption of an ambiguous peace, that is, a post-war 

situation, this book deals with the periods that precede wars. Briefly, in this book my key 

contention is that the attitude to language should be theorized as one of the major causes of 

war.1 Perhaps the easiest way to explain it is to quote a famous Canadian fiction writer, 

Margaret Atwood, one of whose fictional characters stated that war is what happens when 

language fails. Of course, it is not easy to explain how exactly language fails, what it means, 

and how this opens the door to an outbreak of war. My relatively simple initial idea is that 

language often fails through a kind of language-use that the human agents practice. In other 

words, our use of language always indicates our attitude to language, and if such an attitude 

is characterized by our partner in the communication as detrimental to language itself, thus 

to our relationship overall, and is characterized so for a sound reason, then the relationship 

is brought much closer to the brink of war.   

It goes without saying that not all kinds of language-use lead to war. Often, however, two 

parties will use language as a medium and means of discussing some issues that they 

consider of a major political and social importance.2 It is within such a discussion that the 

formation of a view of the interlocutor qua communicator carries high risks, and generally 

                                                 
1
  For an accessible overview of the major perspectives on the issue of the causes of war, see Anderson (1996, 196-

211). Howard (2008) offers a historical and genealogical presentation of major sociological perspectives on the causes of war 

within specific political contexts of the perspectives’ emergence. The approach I find appealing and kin to the perspective 

offered in this book is that of Suganami (1996; 2002); Suganami (1996) is neatly reviewed in Ringmar (1997).  
2
  Some genealogies of war, such as Caillois (2001, 163-183) and DeMause (2002), seem to assume that this factor of 

a discussion concerning a divisive moral/political issue plays no causal role in the outbreaks of war; with such an assumption 

I disagree strongly.  
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has important consequences. Let us rely on a simple metaphor. Imagine two gunmen who 

first talk about some social-political issues that are important to them both. Initially the two 

do not relate to one another as gunmen. However, let us imagine that, after a period of 

verbal interaction, one of the gunmen starts forming a view of the other that is detrimental 

to the process of continued communication. That gunman starts to form negative 

expectations concerning the likelihood of arriving at a negotiated solution with the other 

primarily due to the latter’s verbal behavior. More specifically, he starts to consider the 

other a liar, or as one who does not care about a proper pattern of argumentation, or as an 

incoherent speaker, or a notorious promise-breaker. In other words, one gunman somehow 

disqualifies himself as a language-using being, and in, and due to, the process of 

disqualification gradually acquires some negative moral attributes that make the other 

gunman cease to believe in the possibility of a negotiated solution.  

What can we expect to happen next? As the gunmen are gunmen, they will start thinking 

of the necessity to draw their guns and thus try settling their conflict. At that point, they 

have ceased to consider the medium of discourse as a likely medium of their conflict 

resolution. Hence, they start considering some other media, perhaps also of the armed 

force, as the media through which they will have to try settling their dispute. Or, perhaps it 

does not need to be so deliberate at all. If the gunmen simply ceased to believe in the use of 

language, it will become extremely difficult for them to restrain from over-emphasizing the 

degree of threat in signals coming from the other side. As language ceased to be helpful, 

every move is viewed as potentially dangerous, because both parties know that the other 

party has ceased trusting their words, and is now faced with the situation in which non-

language-based means of “persuasion” are likely to, or simply can, be tried. This is why the 

attitude to language, a discursive attitude, needs to be theorized explicitly as a major part or 

aspect of the genealogy of war.   

Imagine that the gunmen are each composed of both ens loquens, a speaking being, and 

ens belli, a being of war. Ens loquens needs to retreat to make space for ens belli. In other 

words, wars occur as a gradual silencing of ens loquens, and gradual coming to fore of ens 

belli. When we start thinking of the possibility of war against a party, this means that we 

have ceased to think of the possibility of finding a negotiated solution with the party, and we 

have also ceased to think that further negotiations with the party will make sense. 

Obviously, one’s experience with the past use of discourse must have a role in the entire 
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process. Human beings often rationally conclude that the use of discourse in dealing with 

some parties will not pay off. Hence, the attitude to language is one of the key underlying 

causes of war.  

As to the process of gradual, and reason-driven, silencing of ens loquens, in my previous, 

and brief, publications concerning the topic I used the term “de-discoursation” (Pehar 2012; 

2013).3 Following Philip Pettit’s suggestion, the term is changed to “dediscoursification.” The 

term connotes that we need to view the agent who inflicts harm on language as an active, 

conscious destroyer of language. The agent de-discoursifies another agent, makes him or her 

lose trust in the use of language, silences him or her as ens loquens, and thereby takes both 

agents towards an outbreak of war. Or, both agents may de-discoursify one another. 

However, we need to have in mind that dediscoursification, in addition to the factor of 

silence, contributes causally to war through another factor, which is dehumanization. Those 

who are unable to act properly as language-using beings are typically viewed as a being that 

is less than, or insufficiently, human. 

More importantly, the dediscoursifying agent needs to perform a very specific kind of 

violation to acquire the status of a dediscoursifier and to thus produce the effect of 

dehumanization. They need to violate a structure, which I call “the moral matrix of 

discourse,” in order to discourage the other, or one another, from further use of discourse. 

This is surely a discourse-ethical perspective, the view that the use of discourse is guided by 

moral considerations, or that it is placed within a substantive ethical frame without which it 

can hardly make sense.4 Discourse is a foundational institution of any human society and its 

proper performance needs to follow some ethical guidelines. This also means that, when we 

talk to other people, we form a view of them as moral agents simply by focusing on, and 

characterizing, their discourse. It is through such focus that we check whether, and to what 

extent, our interlocutors are sociable and agreeable human beings; and we thereby also 

check the possibility of negotiating solutions in partnership with them.  

The book is composed of the following chapters that evolve progressively. Chapter One 

presents nine case-studies involving at least two parties that discuss some issues; all 

dialogues involve parties whose verbal interaction leads to degeneration of interaction in the 

                                                 
3
  For some early responses to my publications, see Matteucci (2012) and Chamberlain (2013).   

4
  For a discourse-ethical perspective as pertaining to political contexts, I would start with Rapoport (1967) and 

Kettner (2006), not with Apel or Habermas. As to my own understanding of discourse-ethics, the reader is advised to focus 

more closely on chapters 2 and 3; the concluding paragraphs of section 3.4 provide the summary of my perspective.    
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sense that at least one of the parties ceases to believe in the possibility of conflict resolution 

by means of negotiating or by the use of discourse. Six dialogues involve parties who, after a 

period of verbal interaction, started fighting a real war. I open the chapter with a dialogue 

that does not involve warring parties-to-be, but some whose verbal interaction ended with a 

small-scale violence. The example, however, is sufficiently similar to the others in terms of 

its ability to demonstrate that a discursive attitude is related to the eruption of violence. 

Additionally, it is a very simple example and thus pertinent as one that should open a 

chapter. One of the dialogues I present is not from a real diplomatic or political life, but from 

a fictional, classical Greek drama by Euripides. However, as the dialogue is a rich source of 

examples, and the dramatist drew on the phenomena of a real political life, I considered it 

worthy of inclusion in this chapter. The chapter serves one key purpose: to demonstrate 

unmistakably that the process of dediscoursification takes place between real 

political/diplomatic agents in real political/diplomatic settings with a sufficient frequency.  

Chapter Two outlines the first step of the construction of a theoretical frame to elucidate 

and explain the process as exemplified by the dialogues in Chapter One. All dialogues evolve 

around at least one of four key parameters: meaning, truth, reason-, and promise-giving. 

Hence, Chapter Two is composed of four sections dealing with the four parameters 

respectively. The key task of the chapter is to explain how and why such parameters are 

important to the process of communication. It explains how the positive attitude to the 

parameters supports the process, and how and why the negative one discourages and stalls 

it. Throughout the chapter, I draw heavily on the scholarship concerning the use of language, 

various semanticists, linguists, and philosophers of language, developmental psychologists, 

and the theorists of cognition. I present the parameters starting from simpler, and 

developmentally earlier, ones, and then move to the developmentally later, language-wise 

more demanding, of the parameters. 

Chapter Three is the second and final step of the setting of the theoretical frame that 

explains the process as exemplified by the dialogues. It offers a model of dediscoursification 

that is based on, but also somewhat modifies, Jakobson’s famous six-function model of 

communication. It is composed of four sections that aim to present the following sequence 

of the model’s key implications:   
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1. A foundational structure that explains the four parameters jointly in terms of the theory of 

language as a creator of the collective body; the theory primarily offers justification for the 

following two claims:  

a. the only way to understand the “glue” that keeps the four parameters together is to posit 

the notion of language as a body multiplier, or a generator of the collective body;  

b. such a notion of language explains the sense in which Jakobson’s phatic function needs to 

be taken as fundamental to the use of language (3.1 and 3.2).  

2. Metalingual perspective, and function, is the crux of explanation of the causes of the 

dediscoursification process; furthermore, the process can be explained only by a properly 

theorized interaction between the phatic and the metalingual function of language (3.3);  

3. The model also offers a perspective on the role of rules in language; the moral matrix of 

discourse cannot be fully reduced to rules, but rules do play an important role in the 

understanding of the matrix. Most importantly, proper understanding of the notion of 

discursive rule, but also of discursive value, is required to explain how the model of 

dediscoursification must avoid being too restrictive; in other words, we need to avoid a 

potential implication of the model that disqualifies some otherwise legitimate rhetorical 

modus of discourse as an instance of violation of the moral matrix of discourse (3.4).  

Chapter One provides empirical backbones to the theory of dediscoursification. Chapters 

Two and Three offer a theoretical outline to explain the process. Chapter Two is composed 

at a lower, Chapter Three at a higher, level of abstraction. Chapter Four is a chapter of 

implications, applications, and ramifications. Sections 4.1 and 4.2 place the theory of 

dediscoursification in comparison to other theories of war, including primarily the tradition 

of the just war theory. To anyone familiar with the basic contours of the tradition it will be 

clear that the theory of dediscoursification overlaps with the “just war” tradition of 

theorizing through the so-called “ultima ratio” criterion. Interestingly, the very criterion, 

when properly elaborated, will inevitably guide one to at least a basic outline, or 

foundational principles, of the theory of dediscoursification. However, one needs to have in 

mind that the just war theory does not cultivate an unambiguous attitude to the criterion as 

the proponents of the theory are strongly divided over the reach and meaning of the “ultima 

ratio.” In section 4.2, I supply an argument in favor of the thesis that the criterion should be 

taken as Achilles’ heel of the theory. If one places a strong emphasis on it, one should 

endorse the view that no war can be just.  
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Secondly, both the theory of dediscoursification and the just war theory embody a moral 

discourse, or a moral discursive frame, in thinking about war. In 4.2 I also argue for the view 

that the former is superior to the latter primarily due to the fact that it proposes a moral 

discourse at a much earlier stage of reflection than the just war theory. The just war theory 

invites one to apply moral categories only to the time periods immediately preceding an 

outbreak of war. In contrast, the theory of dediscoursification invites one to apply moral 

categories much earlier, to the discursive interaction between the warring parties that may 

stretch over a much longer section of the past history of their relationship. This enables one 

to take a much more measured, and more plausible, view of the justice or injustice 

represented by the claims on behalf of which the war is fought. Also, in the same section, I 

contend that, strictly speaking, war may be necessary, but it cannot be just simply because 

there are no reasoned discursive means of defending the view that the just cause in 

question could be promoted by violent means. War may defend a reasoner, but it cannot 

defend a reason.   

Sections 4.3 and 4.4 explain why the theory of dediscoursification should be taken to 

imply the commitment to the tenets of the republican political theory. A number of 

examples from Chapter One suggest strongly that the relationship between the 

dediscoursifying and the dediscoursified agent, on the one hand, and the master-slave 

relationship, on the other, should be, in a discourse-related sense, viewed as two facets of 

the same thing. In fact, both the slave and the dediscoursified agent have to cope with 

domination as an arbitrary exercise of power in Pettit’s sense of the word. Also, both the 

slave and the dediscoursified agent lack freedom as discursive control, again in Pettit’s 

sense. Moreover, as explained in 4.4, the theory of dediscoursification, when viewed 

through the lens of the republican theory, gives a pertinent explanation of the causes of 

slave-rebellion and/or of civil wars which erupt in those states that violate the norms of 

good republican polity.  

This means that an anti-republican stance is not only implausible in the sense of political 

theory; it is also imprudent in a practical sense due to its capacity to cause war. But, neither 

a republican nor an intelligent slave will welcome war, regardless of its outcome, simply 

because war is an exercise of arbitrary power in its purest form. Hence, from the perspective 

of either the theory of dediscoursification or the republican political theory, the only way to 

cure and amend the relationships of either “master-slave” or the “dediscoursifying” kind is 
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through encouraging and supporting the process of re-discoursification. The theme of re-

discoursification, however, is beyond the limits of the book.  

Finally, Conclusion explains how the theory of dediscoursification, and the kind of 

discourse-ethics on which the theory is premised, may be traced back to the classical Greek 

thinking and debates on language, especially in the area of rhetoric. The theory is an heir to 

one particular type of theorizing on language that we find in Isocrates whose position is 

determined by his opposition to both Gorgias and Plato. In opposition to Gorgias, Isocrates 

advocates the view that the dividing line between a reasoned use of discourse, on the one 

hand, and the application of force, or violence, on the other, can be drawn plausibly. In 

opposition to Plato whose animosity against the entire area of rhetoric he plausibly 

repudiates, Isocrates couches discourse-ethics in terms that are sufficiently context-sensitive 

and responsive to the fact of universal human fallibility. In both aspects, the theory of 

dediscoursification sides with Isocrates.  

As a last step in the book, Conclusion also points to more indirect routes through which 

the process of dediscoursification may take place. For instance, a sufficient potential of 

dediscoursification is found in some specific views of discourse that picture it as inherently 

prone to, or as fundamentally unable to resist, the process of dediscoursification. Another 

way in which the process may infect the relationship between language-users is through 

cultural matrices, or biases, or cultural codes that undermine our faith in the human 

potential to use discourse productively and creatively in tackling our common social and 

political problems.    

As to theoretical positioning of this book within a wider spectrum of international political 

theory, I tend to contrast it mainly with two approaches that dominate today’s intellectual 

scene. First, the book offers a view that is opposed to so-called “postmodernist” current of 

international studies as presented in, for example, Campbell (1993; 1998). I, for a start, 

strongly believe that the phenomenon or process of dediscoursification simply cannot be 

recognized from a postmodernist angle. Such an angle denies all the key oppositions to 

which this book is subscribed, and views discourse as too unruly and slippery, which 

prevents the postmodernist from recognizing, and giving consideration to, the moral matrix 

of language. This also has an adverse effect on the potential of the postmodernist thought to 

develop a viable and practicable critical attitude to the processes or phenomena in 

international politics. Without a relevant discourse-ethical foundation, one is simply not in a 
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position to offer a sustained and plausible critique of the ways discourse is used by relevant 

international political actors.  

Secondly, and more importantly, this book departs in significant ways from the Realist 

paradigm of international political theory. In contrast to the postmodernist current of 

thought, which at least considers some notion of language or discourse, Realists tend to view 

international politics as if human beings are not language-using, conversing and co-

reasoning, creatures.5 Even when they (rarely) decide to address the aspect of language, 

they tend to view it as completely subsumed to the power-related considerations (see, for 

example, Morgenthau 1956, 405). Interestingly, it is exactly through such a view that their 

image of discourse gets fully translated into the postmodernist theory. This prevents them 

from offering, for instance, a plausible perspective on the notion and phenomenon of 

diplomatic ambiguity (see Pehar 2011b). Most importantly, however, the Realist political 

theory seems unable to address the issue of conflict, or war, in terms of cognitive, and 

reason-driven, responding to some complex moral and legal issues. Ultimately, the contrast 

between discourse-ethics, which includes the theory of dediscoursification, and the Realist 

kind of political thought, boils down to incompatibility in the views of the human nature 

and/or potential.6 

I finish this introduction with two important suggestions to my readers. First, I noticed 

that some of the commentators of my theory interpret it as implying, or suggesting, that 

dediscoursification is the most important, or even the only important, cause of war. Such an 

interpretation is flawed. My proposition, in this regard, reads that dediscoursification is one 

of several equally important causes of war, one that is very worthy of mentioning, and one 

that was also pretty much neglected in the history of ideas concerning the topic. That is all I 

claim in this book. Importantly, here I do not present a comparison of the weight one should 

assign to a type of the cause of war, or deal with any other types of relevant causes (e.g. 

economy-related, geopolitical, cultural, or ideology-related). 

Secondly, the book is not a brief one. However, the reader can ease his or her burden of 

reading by skipping some sections of the book. Here I suggest the following list of sections 

that the reader should read to get the gist of my argument: 1.2, 1.3, 1.5, and 1.6 from 

Chapter One; then 2.1, 2.4, 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3. Conclusion should be read and memorized, 

                                                 
5
  See, for example, Waltz (1959), Copeland (2000), and Gat (2009)  

6
  Also, my very decision to write this book entails a head-on opposition to the following claim: “Luckily, theories of 

international relations need not grapple with the nature of language in any depth” (Hollis, Smith 1990, 69).   
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while Chapter Four should be read in accordance with one’s theoretical interests: if the 

reader is more interested in ‘just war theory’, s/he should read 4.1 and 4.2; if, however, your 

interest is more in political theory, then you should read 4.3 and 4.4 only. Also, it is 

important to bear in mind that the last two sections of Chapter Four actually complement 

the theory of dediscoursification as presented in Chapter Three, and very briefly in sections 

1.5 and 1.6.    
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CHAPTER ONE   

“DIALOGUES”  

  

 

 

1.1  Toch and violent men 

In 1969, marking the end of a phase of his research into the patterns and causes of 

violence in the area of Sacramento, California, Hans Toch published the Violent Men. The 

book explores interactions between individuals that give rise to a phenomenon Toch 

described as “the degeneration of an interaction” (Toch 1992, 58) – a series of interactions 

that result in an individual’s belief, or impression, that s/he has no other option but to resort 

to force. The most interesting part of the book is focused on the encounters between 

Caucasian police officers and the African-American citizens which frequently turned into a 

dangerous collision between at least two violent bodies. Toch’s is not a book about war, but 

it is a book that attempts to account for those small American wars that carry wider social 

and political significance, and  involve individuals to whom the outcome of their battles was 

more or less predictable. The Caucasian police officer is without exception victorious simply 

due to the fact that he is an armed enforcer of the law and order; however, this in no way 

discourages or prevents the African Americans from attempting to enforce their own cause.    

Toch's book is filled with excerpts from reconstructed dialogues as well as reports drafted 

or issued by those very same police officers. That is why this section is focused on that book. 

How do those dialogues unfold? Are they characterized by some typical and recurring 

patterns? Is it possible to trace a part of the causal explanation of those outbreaks of 

violence to the ways in which the parties to such outbreaks are communicating? 

The response to the last two questions will be affirmative. However, prior to giving some 

illustrations that may be of help in the process of formulating of the theory of 

“dediscoursification,” I need to emphasize two things. First, Toch does his best to remain 

neutral. When he directly addresses the question of the violent encounters between the 

Caucasian lawmen and the African-American citizens of somewhat rebellious disposition, he 

does his best not to accuse, indict, or side with, either party. In other words, he attempts to 
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be politically correct. I do not deem such a research strategy the most promising. 

Objectively, there are some instances when we cannot avoid indicting one party who, due to 

his or her way of communicating, has brought about or reinforced in another party a 

motivation to initiate a more violent interaction. In other words, at times the indictments of 

some individuals against others are of such a nature and weight that one has to pose the 

question of their inter-subjective, rational validity. At such times we in fact commence 

dealing with the issue of justice. 

Secondly, Toch builds a theory of violent behavior that rests on the notion of gradualness 

and draws on the idea of “constructive problem solving” as a missed opportunity. For 

instance,  

“Ultimately, violence arises because some person feels that he or she must resort to a 

physical act, that a problem he or she faces calls for a destructive solution. The 

problem violent persons perceive is rarely the situation as we see it, but rather some 

dilemma they feel they find themselves in. In order to understand a violent person’s 

motive for violence, we must thus step into his or her shoes, and we must reconstruct 

his or her unique perspective, no matter how odd or strange it may be.” (Toch 1992, 7)  

Also:  

“In our view, games spring from personal orientations that produce characteristic 

opening moves. Therefore, sequences are cumulatively determined, in the form of 

actions and reactions by the players. In violence-prone encounters, we find violence 

emerging rather than intended. As we see it, the successive moves of game 

participants carry increased probabilities of destructive consequences: They carry 

decreased probabilities of constructive solutions” (Toch 1992, 36). 

 

Toch here claims that, in the course of transactions that result in violence, there are two 

distinct levels that co-exist throughout the process: the level of the constructive problem 

solving and the level of the use of destructive means, i.e. violence. The first level is marked 

by a decrease in the probability of its sustenance; interactions accumulate in such a way that 

an individual senses that s/he has been cornered, that s/he has been actively, bit by bit, 

prevented by his or her interlocutor from adopting a peaceful and non-violent perspective of 

problem-solving. Hence, Toch here actually claims that, as part of a series of interactions 

that lead to violent outcomes, the discursive aspect of human existence becomes 

increasingly submissive and irrelevant. Toch, in other words, is aware of the following 
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correlation: “less language, more violence,” as his following claim attests: “Probably a 

majority of violence prone persons may be classed as deficient in verbal and other social 

skills. In some instances, violence is clearly related to clumsiness, as in cases of armed 

robbery where the bluff is unconvincing, or in situations where forcible rape substitutes for 

courtship and seduction” (Toch 1992, 151).  

In some conditions language thus seems to retreat and is replaced by something else: 

force, battle, aggression….The problem ceases to be addressed through the medium of 

language; such increased “distancing” of the problem from the medium of language evolves 

gradually through a number of identifiable stages each of which can be independently 

clarified. Such stages reveal, as Toch points out, “who contributed what to bringing the 

conflict to culmination” (Toch 1992, 103); they reveal one’s contributions to the process of 

transformation of the verbal communication into a communication by violence. It is from 

such stages, or steps, that we should be able to learn something about the kind of 

communication that is increasingly remote from the language itself; we should also be able 

to learn something about a kind of communication that manages, throughout the different 

stages, to retain the perspective of constructive problem-solving and remain open to the 

possibility of tackling the contested issues within the medium of language, not outside of it.  

I take two examples from Toch’s book that tell us something important about the 

degeneration of the interaction involving individuals whose overall communication ends in 

violent behavior. The first example concerns a young, 16-year-old African-American who, at 

the start of the interaction, is simply sitting (Toch 1992, 103-110). A police officer 

approached, and asked him “what are you doing here?” to which the boy replies by 

explaining that he has been sitting there. Now, the police officer asks the boy to come closer 

to him. The boy, however, demands an explanation; he would like to know the nature of his 

misbehavior before responding positively to the officer's request. This is when the troubles 

begin. The officer starts to chase the boy who starts running away simply because, to him, 

the officer seemed not reliable, nor sufficiently serious. The officer later revisited the chase 

in the following words: “…at this point I think he’s either under the influence of alcohol or 

dope or something, ‘cause he’s got a goofy, dreamy look about him, and he gives me a little 

cynical laugh…” (Toch 1992, 104) 

Hence, from a communication point of view, the young African-American does not 

understand the motivation of the officer, or why the latter started the searching, 
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identification, or whatever he had in mind. The boy does not understand “what is it that he 

has done wrong.” He insists on the fact that he did nothing wrong and wished no trouble. He 

also never gets an explicit explanation of the aims of the police officer – what was the latter 

up to? Next there is a sort of a hunt which at one point in time turns really serious; after 

having realized that he could not chase down, or grab, the young boy, the officer mentions 

the possibility of using a gun. He says, “Now look, I don't want to shoot you” (Toch 1992, 

106). Later, the officer will try to soften his message, or, if we stick to the letter of his 

realization, he conceded that he had no legal ground to mention a use of gun (Toch 1992, 

106). The boy responded to this as if he was dealing with a mad police officer. Hence, he 

now decides to come closer to the officer who forces him into the police car where a violent 

interaction takes place. 

Later, when referring to his mention of the use of gun, the police officer explains his 

“move” as follows: “Which was the classic statement, I did not have my revolver out, and I 

would have never taken it out 'cause naturally a misdemeanor (refusal to identify, 647E of 

the Penal Code) is certainly no grounds. But it did shock him enough…” (Toch 1992, 106) The 

African-American boy, on the other hand, describes the later parts of interaction in the 

following words: “And he says, ‘Come get into the car and we’ll talk.’ So, I knew right then 

that that was a lie, right there. First of all, he wants to talk, now he wants to get me into the 

car.” (Toch 1992, 106-7) 

To sum up: two aspects of the interaction need to be taken fully into account: first, the 

boy does not understand, and does not see, legal grounds on which the police officer acted 

when he approached the boy and sought identification. Upon the boy’s explicit request for 

some explanation, the officer fails to respond. The officer will later claim that the boy 

seemed to him somewhat goofy, but the boy was not explicitly told so. Now, even if he had 

been told about the impression of goofiness, the boy would still have had the right to ask for 

reasons for such an impression, and in turn, the game would have probably escalated in the 

way it did in the end. 

Secondly, the mention of the use of gun was considered both by the police officer and by 

the boy as an act that goes beyond the frame of a proper legal relationship. The officer had 

no right to threaten with the use of weapon unless there was a clear legal ground for such a 

threat. However, he did issue such a threat; even more disturbingly, he pointed out that it 

was a phrase that the police officers used routinely. But, in this bit, the young African-
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American was probably familiar with the law, hence was able to recognize illegitimacy of the 

said phrase/threat. As can be expected, the boy is incited to a rebellion and responds to the 

demand by the officer (to enter the officer’s car) with increased sensitivity, which results in a 

kind of wrestling and physical coercion by the police officer.  

My second example (Toch 1992, 121-130) is similar to the previous one. Following an 

allegation of a family fight, two police officers arrive in front of a house and meet “a 

suspect,” an African-American wearing a long coat. He is told to take his hands out of his 

pockets, which he refuses. The officers immediately approach the man, apply force, take his 

hands out of his pockets, and forcefully move him into the police car in which, as can be 

expected, following developments take place: wrestling, handcuffing, face-slapping… As the 

police officers later reported, “During the entire time the suspect kept threatening Arresting 

Officers by saying, ‘me and my Black Brothers will get you. If I go to jail for anything, Oakland 

will burn just like Watts. We have plans for Oakland, Richmond, Marin City, and all those.’” 

(Toch 1992, 122)   

One of the officers who took part in the processing of the “suspect” later emphasized that 

there was nothing personal in their relationship, and then complained about the attitude by 

the majority of the (black) population in the area toward the police: “ I’m saying only that 

the respect for law enforcement is gone, not diminishing, it’s gone. There is no respect for 

law enforcement at all.” (Toch 1992, 125) However, it is also very interesting to note that the 

“suspect” added two crucial details to the story, shedding important light on the whole 

episode in the sense of its communicational, discourse-related dynamics. 

First, emphasizing that he had a beard at the time of the incident, he reports that one 

police officer asked him what had happened. The “suspect” said he did not know. The police 

officers then walked to his spouse (with whom he had an argument, perhaps even a small 

fight), and then returned to him. Immediately, one police officer asked the “suspect” if he 

was a Muslim. The latter responded to the question in the following way: “Have you ever 

seen a Muslim wear a beard?” (Toch 1992, 128) In other words, one of the police officers 

addressed the “suspect” through a scheme of classification that has nothing to do with the 

police work. His approach to the African-American person was obviously shaped, and 

perhaps even biased, by his understanding of the person’s ethnic-religious background. 

Secondly, as he later reconstructed the dialogue, the African-American emphasized that he 

asked one of the police officers to give him a reason why he should take hands out of his 
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pockets; the following is his rendering of, and a comment on, the dialogue: “If he asked me 

to take my hands out of my pockets, I would ask him again why. And if he told me that he 

thought I had a weapon or something, or if he wanted to search me to see if I had a weapon, 

I would take them out. But he just said, ‘take your hands out of your pockets.’ And I said, 

‘For what reason?’ And he said, ‘Just because I told you to.’ Then I would probably do it the 

same way.” (Toch 1992, 129-130) 

Hence, we see that, first, the African-American adopts a metalingual perspective; he takes 

a persistent and negative view of the kind of communication, the kind of language-pattern, 

that the police officer employs. He considers such a pattern of communication as essential to 

their relationship; he clearly implies that his attitude towards the discourse to an important 

degree shapes the nature of his reactions that end up aggravating the conflict. Secondly, the 

matter he aims to get is “reason;” or why the police officers require or demand something 

from him. He, however, has not received anything closely resembling a defensible, or 

discernible, reason; he has received a statement that addresses the matter of power or 

status – a piece of language that does not derive legitimacy of an act from some reason, 

from either a fact or a contextually justified claim presented in clear and unambiguous 

terms; he has received a self-referential statement reiterating the demand and pointing back 

to the status of the demanding agent. The agent’s attitude to the African-American is one of 

superiority, very similar to the attitude of an adult toward a child: “I am the one who 

demands something; don’t ask why, but simply keep in mind who is the demanding agent; 

seek no reason, or clarification, because you are the one who owes me obedience; you are 

the one who, in this situation, simply follows orders and does what he is told.” 

Hence, the “suspect” cannot but view such a response to his request as an implicit insult, 

a humiliation, even as an implied message that he may be stupid, which is why the police 

officer needed to repeat his demand; the officer rendered the “suspect’s” request fully 

unjustified, even irrelevant and superfluous, and clearly indicative of the fact that 

communication between the two cannot evolve in a direction that would be mutually 

acceptable – the “suspect” is an automaton that needs to respond appropriately to 

appropriate orders. Also, the “reason” requested is transformed by the officer into pure 

arbitrariness, in a sophism of the following kind: “I am the one who demands this; hence the 

demand must be deemed perfect and fully justified, with no further need for explanation.” 
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This leads us to the following considerations. Toch’s rich examples should be presented 

against a background that suggests more complex narratives than those explicitly analyzed 

by Toch; it is nonetheless true that Toch gave us sufficient hints as to the nature of the 

narratives in the part of his book that deals with the Watts (a predominantly black suburb of 

LA) August 1965 riots.7 Such more complex narratives concern the relationship between the 

African-American population, on the one hand, and the state apparatus in some states in the 

USA, on the other, and necessarily include the experience of slavery, as well as of neo-

slavery (Blackmon 2008). There is no doubt that, throughout a long period of American 

history, the African-American citizens rightfully viewed white police officers as either 

symbols or instruments of both a race- and a class-struggle, and not as some neutral state 

agents who simply implement a common legal frame in public interest. Those citizens also 

viewed, and until today continue to view, themselves as a category of population who are 

from the outset placed beyond the law, as a group to whom the law had not been applied in 

order to implement justice, but to suppress, or exploit, them. To an important degree, this 

can also be clearly discerned from the second example.   

Undoubtedly, the police officer seems to approach a “suspect” in a way that a priori 

excludes the latter from the realm of law. Additionally, the officer seems to view himself as 

an a priori embodiment of the law. In fact, it is precisely such distinction that makes any 

constructive dialogue impossible; it depicts a party as unsusceptible to rational forms of 

discourse, while at the same time turning another party into a secured embodiment of a 

rational discourse regardless of the party’s actual performance discourse-wise. The 

relationship is one of a Police Officer-King, whose language is considered superior, to a 

servant whose only task is to implement the King’s discourse unconditionally, without 

questioning or delay. If one sees their relationship in such a manner, it is clear that 

communication is interrupted at the very start; discourse had been de-discoursified, and this 

in turn must have played an important causal role in the onset of violence. Since a “black 

suspect” cannot use words in an autonomous and reasonable way, and the Police Officer-

                                                 
7
  In contrast to his, for the most part, politically neutral and “correct” comment on violent interactions between the 

Caucasian police officers and the African-American citizens, Toch raises the issue of justice when he (pp. 192-201) 

reproduces the results of an inquiry led by the USA National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders from 1968. For 

instance, “at the initial juncture of collective violence, the Riot Commission isolated a group predisposed to action by many 

un-redressed grievances. Such persons arrive at the situation with a level of outrage sufficient to fuel their participation. The 

motives impelling them to rioting, however, are not yet born. In the words of Ralph Turner, these are ‘an emergent norm.’ 

They must be created, in the sense that the anger must attach itself to the precipitating event and must convert it into an 

unacceptable affront.” (Toch 1992, 201)   
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King feels no need to demonstrate rationality of his own discourse to the “suspect,” the 

eruption of violence, or physical assault, is highly probable. This not only deepens, or 

aggravates, the sense of humiliation among the black population; it also makes it almost 

impossible for a white police officer to do his job without facing some critical and 

fundamentally unpredictable situations. 

It seems that one could rightfully conclude from both examples in Toch that his book 

deals with real sinners, that is, some individuals who have committed discernible errors in 

the sense of the violation of certain rules, or values, of an ethical attitude to discourse. Such 

rules and values will be analyzed in more detail in chapters 2 and 3; here it is important to 

emphasize the following. The police officer approaching a suspect should simply serve, or 

service, the law; he is not the law. His task is to build a relationship in which the law is 

gradually implemented by using a polite, impersonal, and non-emotive discourse. Whenever 

he approaches a suspect, his task is not to defend something (the Law) that appeared to 

have been already desecrated, or assaulted. His task is to determine whether something was 

desecrated or violated, and by whom and how exactly. By the time the officer arrives at such 

determination, the “suspect” should remain within the realm of law, and be treated as an 

adult, reasonable human being worthy of a meaningful, reasonable, and grounded 

discourse. 

It is especially in situations when the “suspect” believes that, in the eyes of “white 

oppressors,” he is already placed beyond the realm of law, that the police officers owe him a 

defensible answer to the question “why.” If he does not get a proper and valid answer to 

such a question, he should justifiably view himself as having been already evicted from the 

realm of the law in an arbitrary fashion. This would reinforce his belief that a contract with 

“white oppressors” is impossible to form, and that the latter would never cease treating him 

as a “slave.” 

It is here that we find the source of either general violence or a continuation of a political, 

social, symbolic, or cultural, struggle against slave-holders, a struggle that may take the form 

of destruction of property or admission into one of the numerous criminal groups. Hence, it 

is here that we see how an attitude towards discourse, and towards the individual users of 

discourse, opens the  door for occurrence of violence; such an attitude does so by 

discouraging some individuals from further participation in a common discourse, or from 

continued reliance on discourse as a shared medium for constructive resolving of socio-
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political problems and conflicts. For such basic insights we are indebted to “Toch’s” police 

officers, their victims, and the discourse as practiced and interpreted by both. 

 

1.2 Athens v. Sparta (Peloponnesian war) 

Violation of agreements, especially in international relations, generates considerable 

problems regardless of whether it brings a gain or a loss to the parties to the agreements. It 

is not difficult to understand why this must be so. An agreement embodies a kind of 

collective promise, and its adoption implies that the parties should adhere to it. It also 

implies that, by following the rules they stipulated for themselves, the parties will be 

predictable and reliable to each other as they consider the words of the agreement as a true 

description of their future behavior. Hence, whenever an agreement gets violated, 

developments typical of the situation of a broken promise are extremely likely to take place 

– one party will be advertised as unreliable, hence, as one who is not worthy of negotiations, 

or whose words are generally not reliable. The violation, then, leads directly to the process 

of dediscoursification, which is nearly trivial: a violated discourse means that, at least for one 

of the parties, in future instances of political conflict and a sensed need for discursive 

resolving of political problems, the likelihood of successful reliance on discourse is 

significantly reduced.  

Violations of collective promise may be more or less flagrant. There is no doubt that, for 

instance, Hitler's 1936 violations of the Treaty of Locarno were considered flagrant; 

however, the will of the other parties to oppose Hitler at the time was minimal. This resulted 

in a kind of irrational behavior by the parties because they even tried to defend those 

straightforward violations by referring to the national interests of post-World War One 

Germany, or to an alleged injustice inherent in the Versailles Treaty; they were turning a 

blind eye to the fact that the clause on demilitarized Rhineland was built into the Locarno 

Treaty too, which, unlike perhaps the Treaty of Versailles, Germany signed willingly (Kagan 

1995, 355-360). However, it is in light of later developments that those parties started 

viewing the violations as they should have at the very start, in reasonable terms, as simply a 

violation of a given word and thus as a manifestation of unreliability, duplicity, or hypocrisy.   

Most importantly, some violations are more subtle in nature – it is not so easy to 

demonstrate that such violations are indeed straightforward violations of an agreement. 
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Such violations too may entail some negative consequences, but the party who is in violation 

will also be able to propose some arguments to defend the thesis that the agreement had 

not been violated at all, or at least not to a consequentially grave degree, or that it is or was 

unclear who has the primary responsibility for violation of the requirement of ad litteram 

implementation of the agreement. Sometimes, as in famous Cicero’s illustration from the De 

Officiis – on Spartan king Cleomenes who interpreted the “triginta dierum” (“thirty days” in 

the Latin) phrase in a peculiar fashion, – such a defense amounts to an absurdity (Cicero 

1921, I 33). Sometimes, however, it reads more plausibly. One should immediately take into 

consideration the fact that nearly all agreements need to be interpreted to a degree, which 

implies that whether the alleged violation of a treaty occurred depends on the question, and 

the problem, of treaty interpretation. Sometimes there is no problem of interpretation; in 

that case it can be relatively easy to demonstrate that one has violated a treaty; sometimes, 

however, the treaty interpretation will be open to debate, which means that one cannot 

easily answer the following question: has one straightforwardly violated a treaty, or has one 

only implemented it in accordance with their own creative, but sufficiently plausible or 

legitimate, interpretation?   

It is fairly interesting to note that the very first war, which has been documented in 

history in a relatively detailed description, that is, the war between Athens and its allies on 

one side, and Sparta with its own allies on the other, was preceded by a complicated kind of 

a treaty violation. Such violations result also in two kinds of predictable outcomes:  

1. dediscoursification, i.e. a drastically reduced will to continue working on political/moral 

problems through the medium of language; 2. metalingual reflection, i.e. an explicit focus on 

the status of the discourse amongst political partners soon to become the warring parties. 

The Peloponnesian war, which is the topic of this section, is preceded by a peace treaty 

negotiated in winter 446-5 B.C. As the treaty’s validity was mutually accepted to be limited 

to a thirty-year period, the treaty got its name “Thirty Year Peace Treaty” (Kagan 1995, 31-

32). The very text of the treaty had not been preserved; even worse, there are no authentic 

fragments or excerpts of the document. However, the chief historian of the Peloponnesian 

war, Thucydides, frequently refers to parts of the treaty, allowing the readers to form an 

approximate understanding of what the treaty specifically required. 

First, the treaty determined that the Athenians would return the land they had forcefully 

taken from Lacedaemonians, i.e. the Spartans; furthermore it stipulated that it would be 
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illegal for any member of the two principal alliances (of Athens and of Sparta) to switch 

sides, which reflected the fact that the previous war was initiated exactly by one such city 

that switched alliances. The treaty also contains a clause on arbitration as a peaceful means 

of problem or conflict resolution, through the good offices of a court that would hear, and 

ultimately decide on, the submissions of both parties. Finally, the treaty empowers the cities 

that have not been listed explicitly as member of an alliance to join at a later date 

(“openness of both coalitions to the neutrals”). Twelve years after the adoption of the treaty 

the matters had become entangled and complicated again, evolving gradually towards an 

outbreak of another war. 

Corinth, a member of the Peloponnesian alliance, and Corcyra (today Corfu), a neutral 

city-state, had conflicting interests over Epidamnus. Epidamnus was officially a colony of 

Corcyra, but Corcyra decided to remain outside of the conflict within its colony until Corinth 

decided to meddle into it. It is then that Corcyraeans started supporting an aristocratic 

faction within Epidamnus. Corinth, on their part, decided to settle a new colony at 

Epidamnus and invited all the willing Greeks to populate the settlement. A war soon broke 

out between Corcyra and Corinth which Spartans tried to mediate with some peace 

proposals; for instance, if Corcyra withdrew its naval force from the shores of Epidamnus, 

Corinth would consider the Corcyraean demand that the Corinthian settlers leave the city. 

Such proposals made no impact. Naval fleets of the two cities then clashed at Leucimna. 

Another important part of this story is that Corcyra’s strength was primarily in its fleet that 

was second strongest to Athenian: in any future war between the two principal alliances 

such a fleet was naturally expected to have a major role. In such a situation, in 433 B.C., 

Corcyra, a neutral city state, appealed to Athenians for help. Corinth itself sent its embassy 

to Athens at the same time. Predictably, in Athens the spokesmen of Corcyra made a strong 

case in support of the interpretation that, should Athenians decide to take Corcyra as an ally, 

they would not be in violation of the Thirty Year Peace Treaty. The Corinthian delegation, 

however, offered an opposing interpretation, arguing that, should Athenians embrace 

Corcyra as an ally, the Athenians will surely be in violation of the treaty.  

Corcyra advocated a literal interpretation (Thucydides I, 35); according to the treaty, the 

“non-enlisted cities” can simply join either of the two principal alliances. However, the 

Corinthian envoys issued a warning to Athens: as the condition of peace was the ultimate 

purpose of this treaty, making an alliance with a neutral city that is in the state of war with a 
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member of the opposing alliance would imply partaking in the war, and therefore would be 

contrary to the purpose of the peace treaty. “For although it be in the articles, that the cities 

written with neither of the parties may come in to whether of them they please; yet it holds 

not for such as do so to the detriment of either; but only for those, that having revolted from 

neither part, want protection and bring not a war with them instead of peace to those (if 

they be wise) that receive them.” (Thucydides I, 40)8 So, the Corinthian embassy advocated 

the view that, should an external party make an alliance with a party caught in a state of 

war, it would result in the spreading and escalating of the war – a view that is not necessarily 

pertinent or true without exception.  

Athenians now faced a true moral and intellectual dilemma. It is clear that, on first 

impression, Athens found the arguments proposed by both Corcyra and Corinth equally 

persuasive. Thucydides (I, 44) emphasizes that, when the issue was debated during an 

Athenian parliamentary session, there was a draw – the assembly members equally 

approved the positions of Corinth and Corcyra. However, the session continued into the next 

day when Athenians decided to make a special type of alliance, solely for defensive 

purposes, with Corcyra. The alliance provided that Athens comes to Corcyra’s defense, and 

vice versa, if needed, but the two would not be engaged jointly in an offensive action against 

a third party (Kagan 199, 45). The duration of the Athenian Assembly session clearly 

indicates that the Athenian parliamentarians found it extremely difficult to make the 

decision, and that a fierce debate preceded the vote. Thucydides does not record the parts 

of the debate, which leaves a big loophole in his historical account. Also it seems that he 

himself never takes a position on an important issue – have Athenians really violated, or not, 

the provision of the Thirty Year Treaty? This is puzzling, but is also an inspiring detail, which I 

tend to interpret as a symptom of a deeper attitude, as will be sufficiently clarified by the 

end of the section. 

Hence, the key question is as follows: by having taken Corcyra as an ally, has Athens 

violated, or contravened, an important provision of the peace treaty then in force? In literal 

terms, they had not. However, have they committed a violation of the key purposes, or 

goals, of the agreement? With regard to this question, it seems nearly impossible not to take 

one of the two positions. For instance, Donald Kagan, an influential American historian of 

                                                 
8
  In most of my quotes from Thucydides, I follow Hobbes’s translation (Thucydides 1839); however, when this 

translation reads too outdated, I rely on Crawley’s translation too (Thucydides 1952).   
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the Peloponnesian war, unambiguously takes the side of the Corinthian delegation, claiming 

that they had a stronger legal argument on their side; and concluding that Athens had 

indeed violated the Thirty Year Peace Treaty (Kagan 1995, 43). Furthermore, there is no 

doubt that Athenians themselves sensed that, should they decide to accept Corcyraean 

request, they would come extremely close to violating the said agreement. They understood 

the Corinthian argument very well and gave it a proper weight.  

In more general terms, the key issue may be framed as follows: what if a member of the 

alliance A1 enters into a serious dispute with a party that is innocent and has not seriously 

contributed to the dispute; and which is moreover interesting or appealing to the alliance 

A2, with which it has no formal relations? In other words, the treaty was not intended as a 

document that allows one of the principal parties to initiate a war with the other party by 

signing an alliance with some “neutrals;” however, it was also not intended as a carte 

blanche for aggressive members of one alliance to behave as they like in relation to some 

benevolent “neutrals” – such behavior too may be interpreted as disruption of the balance 

of power, which must have a negative impact on the relations between the two principal 

alliances. It is through the depiction of their alliance as an epimachia (“defensive alliance” in 

Greek) that Athenians obviously attempted to soften the negative connotations of their 

newly-formed agreement with Corcyra. However, one should also note that all defensive 

coalitions depend on a prior definition of an aggressive party; Corinth and Corcyra obviously 

had competing and irreconcilable definitions of aggression, which is why the Athenian 

decision vis-à-vis Corcyra did not lessen, but rather aggravate the tensions. 

Regardless of the previous considerations, in the course of the conflict by their naval 

forces against the Corinthian, Athenians responded to the Corinthian objection, claiming 

that the former have thereby violated the Thirty Year Peace, as follows: “Men of 

Peloponnesus, neither do we begin the war nor break the peace; but we bring aid to these 

our confederates, the Corcyraeans: if you please therefore to go any whither else, we hinder 

you not; but if against Corcyra, or any place belonging unto it, we will not suffer you.” 

(Thucydides, I 53) However, the Spartan assembly soon thereafter came to the conclusion 

that Athenians indeed broke the treaty, and started a war. Corinth and a number of 

Peloponnesian allies met at Sparta where some unnamed Athenian businessmen, too, took 

part in the meeting, and addressed the assembly. The reading of the speeches, at least in the 

version Thucydides presents, obviously implies that the Corinthian delegation wanted 
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revenge. The delegation had not proposed sophisticated legal arguments in support of the 

thesis that Athens had violated the treaty; they spoke more of the Athenian character, 

contrasting it to the Spartan one.  

The Corinthian argument was unreservedly ad hominem: as Corinthians put it, Athenians 

are cunning and dangerous, whereas the Spartans are somewhat slow and insufficiently on 

guard. Hence, the Spartans are advised to follow the Corinthian position and start a war 

before it was too late. Interestingly, the Athenian businessmen as well addressed the 

Spartan assembly in the following way: “…we advise you, whilst good counsel is in both our 

elections, not to break the peace nor violate your oaths; but according to the articles, let the 

controversy be decided by judgment [arbitration]; or else we call the gods you have sworn 

by to witness, that if you begin the war, we will endeavour to revenge ourselves the same 

way that you shall walk in before us.” (Thucydides I 78) In other words, here the Athenians 

drew on a critical provision of the Thirty Year Peace Treaty concerning the possibility of 

dispute resolution by arbitration. 

As the session of the assembly continued, the Spartan king Archidamus advised against a 

quick decision in favor of the war, and also against reaching a quick decision to indict Athens 

for violating the treaty. He warned both of the dangers of war and of obvious economic 

supremacy of Athens. Most importantly, he pointed out as follows: “one that offereth 

himself to judgment, may not lawfully be invaded as a doer of injury, before the judgment 

be given.” (Thucydides I 85) Additionally, Archidamus also advised that the Peloponnesian 

alliance should prepare itself for a war. However, a bellicose Spartan party, led by Ephor 

Sthenelaidas, overcame Archidamus; the ephor was the one who persuaded the Spartans 

that Athens had indeed violated the treaty. As a result, Sparta should only wait for a 

favorable decision by its allies before officially declaring war. Sthenelaidas was brutal and 

straightforward:  

“I understand not the many words used by the Athenians; for though they have been 

much in their own praises, yet they have said nothing to the contrary but that they 

have done injury to our confederates and to Peloponnesus. And if they carried 

themselves well against the Medes, when time was, and now ill against us, they 

deserve a double punishment…Let no man tell me, that after we have once received 

the injury we ought to deliberate. No, it belongs rather to the doers of injury to spend 

time in consultation. Wherefore, men of Lacedaemon, decree the war, as becometh 

the dignity of Sparta; and let not the Athenians grow yet greater, nor let us betray our 
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confederates, but in the name of the Gods proceed against the doers of injustice.” 

(Thucydides I 86). 

 

By this point, the war between the Athenian and the Peloponnesian alliance had already 

started. The meeting of the whole Peloponnesian league would take place soon and the 

alliance, encouraged by a prophecy issued by Delphic Oracle, decided to declare war on 

Athens. Thucydides (I 123) reproduces a long Corinthian speech as delivered at the meeting: 

“But we should confidently go in hand with the war, as for many other causes so also for 

this, that both the God hath by his oracle advised us thereto and promised to be with us 

himself: and also for that the rest of Greece, some for fear and some for profit, are ready to 

take our parts. Nor are you they that first break the peace, which the God, inasmuch as he 

doth encourage us to the war, judgeth violated by them; but you fight rather in defence of 

the same.”  

Therefore, it seems that the Spartan or Peloponnesian league started a war to recover the 

validity of a treaty, to defend a given word, or re-establish a discourse, by the force of arms. 

The league relates to the Athenian “wrong-doers” as if the latter violently broke the law, a 

discursive medium; now, the only way to bring Athens back to such medium seemed to be 

by an armed, violent force. This decision was followed by a degree of hesitation; in reality, 

the war did not start immediately, but through a series of Spartan ultimatums to which 

Athens responded by issuing some counter-demands. However, de iure the war had already 

started. 

The final ultimatum by Sparta to Athens, one that is very aggressively demanding, reads 

as follows: “Dismantle your league and declare the Hellenic states independent, if you truly 

desire peace.” Athenian leader Pericles responds to it as follows:  

“For whereas it is said [in the articles], that in our mutual controversies we shall give 

and receive trials of judgment, and in the meantime either side hold what they 

possess; they [the Spartans] never yet sought any such trial themselves, nor will accept 

of the same offered by us. They will clear themselves of their accusations by war, 

rather than by words: and come hither no more now to expostulate, but to 

command…nor retain a scruple in your minds, as if a small matter moved you to the 

war. For even this small matter containeth the trial and constancy of your resolution. 

Wherein if you give them [the Spartans] way, you shall hereafter be commanded a 

greater matter….we will let the Grecian cities be free, if they were so when the peace 
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was made; and if the Lacedaemonians will also give leave unto their confederates to 

use their freedom, not as shall serve the turn of the Lacedaemonians, but as they 

themselves shall every one think good: also that we will stand to judgment according 

to the articles, and will not begin the war, but be revenged on those that shall. For this 

is both just, and for the dignity of the city to answer.” (Thucydides I 140-144)  

 

This was the last in the series of negotiating interactions; Spartans received the response, 

negotiations were interrupted, and the Peloponnesian war broke out.    

Thucydides famously depicts the key cause of all aforementioned developments as 

follows: “The Lacedaemonians voted that the treaty had been broken, and that the war must 

be declared, not so much because they were persuaded by the arguments of the allies, as 

because they feared the growth of the power of the Athenians, seeing most of Hellas already 

subject to them.” (Thucydides I 88) “Fear” (deos in Greek) is thus one of the three major 

causes of war, according to Thucydides’ classification, which is one of the most influential in 

the entire history of social science; for instance, Hobbes reproduces Thucydides’ 

categorization in the Leviathan, which one should not find strange as Hobbes’s translation of 

the Peloponnesian war is one of the most famous. Furthermore, in his book On the origins of 

war and the preservation of peace Kagan emphasizes that, in his view, Thucydides’ 

classification is “most illuminating in understanding the origins of war throughout history” 

(Kagan 1995, 8). Two further motives, or causes, Thucydides proposes are as follows: 

“utility” (concrete interest or gain; ophelia in Greek) and “honor/dignity” (or reputation; 

timé in Greek). Thucydides emphasized those causes frequently in his book; even the 

speeches by his key heroes read as if they wished to demonstrate unquestionable 

pertinence and truth of Thucydides’ classification.  

However, the classification is to a high degree misleading since it hides some questions 

that in this context are very pertinent. The question Thucydides was not ready to pose, or 

tackle, is as follows: in aiming to satisfy or gratify the aforementioned imperatives (to 

overcome fear, to gain some utility, and/or protect their honor), why do people occasionally 

rely not on verbal means, such as negotiation, arguments, or discourse, but on the means of 

violence, including war? Why do people, in certain contexts, cease to believe in the power of 

verbal communication as a means of satisfaction of the three key motives? If one decides to 

apply strictly the terms of Thucydides’ classification, one is forced to draw the conclusion, as 
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Thucydides himself also did, that the question of whether Athens had indeed violated the 

Thirty Year Peace actually did not matter. Spartans had a fear from the growing power of 

Athens; hence, they decided simply to oppose it by any means available. Hence, the 

discussion of speeches, including the issue of the Athenian adherence to the peace 

agreement then in force, seems not to make any notable difference. Spartans simply used 

whatever excuse was at hand. But, let us face the facts: the question is extremely important. 

Besides, the question is purely factual – there should be an inter-subjectively verifiable 

answer to the question whether Athens indeed violated a provision, or the purpose, of the 

treaty. 

Imagine that we agree that Athens had violated the treaty; this means that, in this 

context, we would support the Spartan accusation – but, keep in mind that now, in 

Thucydides’ classification, the matter of “fear” becomes also a matter of honor and 

responsibility; one should not break inexplicably the word given to another party – the 

other’s honor and dignity serve as a limiting factor, in addition to one’s own honor, or 

responsibility. On the other hand, if we assume that Spartans were wrong, they initiated the 

war not as much out of fear as out of misapprehension, an erroneous belief that a discourse, 

important to the human dignity and honor, was forcefully removed. In other words, our 

attitude towards the politics that preceded the outbreak of the Peloponnesian war is to a 

large degree determined by our attitude to the discourse, to matters of treaty 

interpretation, treaty implication, or violation, and similar; even more importantly, the 

attitude by the parties themselves, Athens and Sparta, must have been determined by a 

similar attitude – contra Thucydides, the question of whether one has violated a peace 

treaty is and remains an objectively important one.  

This realization should also prompt us to realize that an attitude toward a discourse is 

among the major causes of war, and the parties are normally aware of such an attitude as 

demonstrated by their occasional, but explicit, adoption of a metalingual perspective at 

critical pre-war junctures. As Pericles has emphasized in the aforementioned speech, 

Spartans seemed to be ready to sacrifice their reliance on discourse in order to move to 

another realm of problem-solving by war. It is through such sacrifice that they, in the eyes of 

the Athenians, become barbaric or “less-than-human.” Predictably, Pericles points out that 

Athenians would do nothing but defend themselves; the defense is a necessity because, 

strictly speaking, one cannot be an aggressor against those who live in the world of 
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barbarity, whose world is marked by the absence of discourse and a lack of will to 

communicate, talk, or exchange words, thoughts and reasons. Hence, it is clear that 

Athenians too accused Spartans of having violated the treaty provisions. The latter did not 

want to implement the treaty’s arbitration clause; the clause was in force; hence, Spartans 

violated the treaty as well.   

Let us imagine now some counterfactual situations. Imagine that, prior to their 

acceptance of Corcyra’s proposal, or even after the first decision by the Spartan assembly, 

Athenians invite Spartans for consultations. At the fictional meeting they propose their own 

reasons in support of Corcyra’s proposal, and especially their reasons in support of the thesis 

that such an attitude should not be treated as a violation of the “neutrals” provision of the 

Thirty Year Treaty. At the same meeting Spartans would perhaps say that, due to its war with 

Corinth, Corcyra had assumed a status of a “counter-ally,” that is, an enemy of the whole 

Spartan/Peloponnesian league. To this Athenians could respond by another argument, etc. 

etc. 

In any case, a dialogue concerning the reasons for some interpretations of the “neutrals” 

provision could have resulted in, for all sides, a clearer picture of expectations vis-à-vis the 

provision, of how they ought to interpret it jointly. Finally, the dialogue could have helped 

them at least clarify the question of when it was legitimate to intervene in some conflicts 

between one party, unaligned with either league, and another party which is a member, or 

the leader, of a league. Such clarifications could have been beneficial not only to Athens, but 

to Sparta too – imagine a situation in which Sparta intervenes in a conflict to which one 

party is Athens, or a member of the Athenian league, and another is a neutral. In other 

words, it is not difficult to imagine a counterfactual situation in which a common discourse 

concerning different reasons for different answers to the question “does an act A involve 

some violation of the agreement?” leads to confirmation and strengthening of the 

agreement/treaty, or to a more reasoned and common interpretation of the agreement, or 

something one should perhaps even call “amendment.” 

Such developments, however, did not take place. What did take place are a number of 

unilateral moves without any consideration given to the partner’s likely response. The 

question of whether Athens violated the treaty is open one. They did not violate it directly, 

but one could as well plausibly argue that the Athenian interpretation of the “neutrals” 

provision, given as it was without elaboration or comment, is indicative of a considerable 
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lack of concern with a likely interpretation of the same provision by one of the key members 

of the Spartan league. It is also important to emphasize that Sparta arrived at the conclusion 

that Athens had indeed violated the treaty provision. This is the first step of 

dediscoursification. Such step, as explained, could have been prevented; and even after it 

was taken, the parties could have tried to recover their relationship through re-

discoursification.  

Following that first step, Athens gave its own proposal, to submit the dispute to 

arbitration, which on first impression sounds intelligent, and was perhaps even benevolent. 

It may have also implied that Athens, under the force of a judicial arbitration, would have 

been willing to disengage from its alliance with Corcyra. On the other hand, one could argue 

that the proposal by Athens was but a cunning trick. This, however, could have been 

confirmed or denied only by the Spartan acceptance of the Athenian proposal of arbitration, 

but Spartans refused to probe such a possibility. 

At that point Spartans had already left the space of discourse and decided to declare war. 

Paradoxically, believing that Athens violated the agreement, they refused to activate the 

only legitimate provision through which one could have objectively determined if Athens 

had indeed violated the “neutrals” provision of the agreement. Hence, now Spartans 

violated the agreement, while Corinth explained to them that they would fight a war for the 

purpose of rescuing a downgraded peace treaty. So, now they fully exposed themselves to 

the accusations of a lack of discursive dignity, of unreliability, and of a disrespectful attitude 

to their own word/discourse. On the other hand, following the Spartan accusation that it 

had violated the treaty, Athens must have been aware of the fact that its proposal to 

activate another provision of the same treaty would not be given a full credibility. The party, 

which accused another party of violation of a treaty, should normally at least hesitate to give 

credence to the claim that the accused party would abide by arbitration, especially if the 

arbitration annulled the interpretation the accused party has already formally, and publicly, 

adopted.  

In both cases we see that some discourses had been “cut out” of a relationship. Instead of 

producing such discourses, and building them into their relationship, the parties had 

undergone a mutual process of dediscoursification, a drastic reduction of the will to 

negotiate with one’s interlocutor. The accusation of a treaty violation is extremely severe. 

Those who violate an agreement also interrupt a discursive relationship in which both 
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parties have invested a lot of energy and effort. They not only make themselves less 

sociable, but also undermine, or undo, a discursive structure that they themselves have 

adopted, usually following a previous war or a long and turbulent process of negotiating. 

They transform themselves from an agent, who has adopted a common history, into an 

agent of pre-history, or anti-history, who breaks away with the language s/he shared with 

others. 

However, one should also have in mind that there may be some strong reasons that 

support either a temporary deactivation of some treaty provisions, or a creative 

reinterpretation of those provisions, as there may be also strong reasons for a temporary 

delay of promise-fulfillment, or for its reinterpretation in light of some unexpected 

circumstances. In such a case, one ought to communicate with those who depend, and often 

explicitly rely, on one’s promise. One ought to explain to them one’s reasons, and insist on 

the view that the binding force of promise continues to apply. One also ought to remain 

open to the partner’s own “input,” asking them to try putting themselves kindly into “our 

own shoes.” Finally, one needs to continue counting on one’s partner’s commitment to a 

reasonable discourse. Should one fail to respect all those oughts and needs, one’s discursive 

status is bound to be indistinguishable from the status of an egoistic and slippery promise-

breaker as one of the key figures of a dediscoursifying agent. 

  

1.3 Serbs v. USA/NATO (Rambouillet negotiations and “Allied Force”)9 

Imagine that you find yourself in the middle of a military-police conflict with a group you 

consider a guerilla, a military wing of political party who propagate secession of a land you 

consider a part of your own territory. A foreign representative comes to you for a visit and, 

after the meeting, in front of TV cameras states that the wing is in fact a “terrorist 

organization.” You reasonably take his statement as a sign of his approval of your actions 

(Petritsch et al. 1999, 211). You then continue with your actions against the guerilla force. 

However, a year later, the representatives of the same state accused you of a massacre of a 

civilian population in whose interest the “terrorist organization” claimed to have been 

fighting; on your own part, you are confident that the alleged massacre has not taken place 

(Herman, Peterson 2010, 95-99). You realize that the roles now had been terribly reversed, 
                                                 
9
  In this section I draw considerably on Pehar (2005).   
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that the said state starts considering you as a “terrorist organization,” or a “terrorist state” 

that not only violates the rights of the people the guerilla has been fighting for, but also do 

not hesitate to commit the worst possible atrocities against the people. Soon, the state 

starts threatening you with a military action. What attitude can you take to the situation?  

Expectedly, at first you will sense confusion; but then the state of confusion will be 

probably replaced with the following realization: you sense that the foreign representative, 

who approved of your military-police action, was actually a part of a script–he wanted you to 

understand him in a way that led to the escalation of violence. You have been encouraged to 

fight the enemy, but then this was turned against you; you realize that you have been 

misled, that you were expected to act with no inhibition, following which they decided to 

stop you at a moment when it was least expected. Such a script is one that explains the 

change in their attitude to the guerilla. Besides, you are also aware that what the foreign 

media present abroad as a “massacre of civilian population” is a hideous lie and fabrication 

intended to present you as a villain who needs to be stopped by all available means.    

You are now also aware that you have no efficient means to oppose the strong and 

aggressive propaganda; they have more money and are in control of more influential media. 

The feeling that you had been misled, or trapped, in a morally ruthless way, gave rise to 

another feeling: that you are already picked as a sitting duck, that a military machine is 

ready, and that you will be the agent through whom some other agents will achieve certain 

goals which you knew nothing about. In other words, in such conditions you will, on the 

basis of solid reasons, believe that the foreign state is not really interested in negotiating 

with you; they do not view you as a participant to some international-political dialogue – 

they have already decided, and your task is simply to bow your head and obey their orders. 

Of course, you could start opposing them, but they seem not too concerned about such a 

possibility. In other words, in such conditions you already realize that you will not be treated 

as a talking being, as somebody who needs to rely on the resources of language in order to 

arrive at a sustainable political solution of the conflict through a common, rational, and 

honest search for compromise.   

It is probably in such a state of mind that the Serbian delegation, the victim of the 

ruthless and immoral use of discourse, arrived at chateau Rambouillet near Paris on 

February 5 1999 to hold talks with Kosovo-Albanian delegation, with American, Russian, and 

EU representative as official mediators to the talks. Today we know that direct negotiations 
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never took place. The two delegations were hosted on different floors and never met face-

to-face. As the EU representative described their common strategy, he and his American 

colleague took the position that a draft agreement needed to be sold first to the Kosovo-

Albanian negotiators, and only later to the Serbian side. In light of the content of the draft 

agreement as later presented by the EU representative himself, this was not a reasonable 

strategy. The representative emphasized that the draft was one of a de facto international 

protectorate, which was more favorable to the weaker party, i.e. the Kosovo-Albanians, who 

argued for their own right of self-determination, and ultimately secession. Objectively, the 

Serbian side had more difficulty in accepting the basics of the draft. Additionally, in the 

course of Rambouillet negotiations, two very strange developments took place. 

First, the question of the Kosovo-Albanian referendum for independence of Kosovo/a was 

placed explicitly on the agenda; together with the question of what to do with UÇK, the 

Kosovo-Albanian military wing, it was the key stumbling block of the negotiations – the 

Kosovo-Albanian delegation insisted on the right to hold referendum and demanded that 

such a right be incorporated into a so-called “3 year-assessment clause.” The draft 

agreement, as initially presented to both Serbs and Kosovo-Albanians, contained no mention 

of referendum: “In three years, there shall be a comprehensive assessment of the 

Agreement under international auspices with the aim of improving its implementation and 

determining whether to implement proposals by either side for additional steps.” (Article III, 

provision 3, initial draft agreement). However, after a crisis in their relationship with the 

Kosovo-Albanian negotiators, some mediators decided to add a “creative ambiguity” to the 

aforementioned provision. Their proposal read as follows:  

“Three years after the entry into force of this Agreement, an international meeting 

shall be convened to determine a mechanism for a final settlement for Kosovo, on the 

basis of the will of the people [emphasis added by Pehar], opinions of relevant 

authorities, each Party’s efforts regarding the implementation of this Agreement, and 

the Helsinki Final Act, and to undertake a comprehensive assessment of the 

implementation of this Agreement and to consider proposals by any Party for 

additional measures.” 

 

At a first glance, the amended proposal suited neither Kosovo-Albanian nor the Serbian 

delegation. First, it did not suit Kosovo-Albanians because it did not explicitly refer to the 

possibility of referendum; and second, it did not suit the Serbian negotiators because it 
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seemed to leave open the possibility of referendum, which was and remains irreconcilable to 

all UN Security Council resolutions concerning Kosovo/a. Kosovo-Albanian side then made 

their first proposal for amendment: to add a reference to “referendum,” and when this was 

refused by the mediators, they proposed to change the wording to “on the basis of explicit 

will of its people.” However, the latter proposal was declined as well – the mediators 

thought that the possibility of holding a referendum was already left sufficiently open. 

Another strange or thought-provoking development occurred: in this situation, a common 

EU perspective or position had already disappeared. For instance, the Italian representative 

emphasized that, if they have already taken the view that the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 

should remain an undivided state within its (then) current borders, as indeed they have, the 

mediators should not refer to any possibility of independence, not even in the most 

ambiguous terms possible. As one of the commentators noted, “In its final chaotic hours, the 

Rambouillet peace conference on Kosovo degenerated into a play lacking both a director and 

its main character” (Hoagland 1999). One, too, needs to bear in mind that, near the end of 

the conference, an event bordering on incident took place. The American mediator 

guaranteed secretly to the Kosovo-Albanian negotiators that the “assessment clause” 

actually means what the latter intended it to mean, which is the right to hold a pro-

independence referendum (Weller 1999, 232). Upon having been informed of this, the 

Russian mediator issued a strong protest. More importantly, as he was informed of this, the 

Serbian delegation must have been informed too. It is exactly because of such bilateral 

assurances that the Kosovo-Albanians gave their consent to the draft agreement on one 

condition: they would give their full and unanimous consent after having consulted political 

and military bodies of their people in Kosovo/a, in a two-week period. They also attached a 

note to their conditional consent, which stated that “the assessment clause” should be 

interpreted as calling for the referendum for Kosovo/a independence.  

The Serbian side was informed of all such developments. As expected, they declined the 

draft agreement. Politely, however, they also welcomed the progress achieved during 

negotiations, and pointed to some specific areas in which some harmonization of views was 

noted. Specifically, they emphasized two things: first, they expressed their desire for further 

negotiations, and also expressed the view that direct negotiations between the two key 

parties would be beneficial to all. More interestingly, at this point, the USA could not have 

claimed unambiguously that a single party was to be blamed for the negligible result of the 
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negotiating round, but it was also impossible to claim that one party was more bellicose 

either. On February 23 1999, the Rambouillet negotiations officially ended. Another round of 

negotiations was scheduled to take place in Paris, from March 15 to March 19.  

Between the two rounds of negotiations, an important meeting took place between the 

Serbian President Milan Milutinović and the EU representative. The latter explained to 

Milutinović that the “assessment clause ambiguity” was “deliberately chosen to give justice 

to both, mutually exclusive positions.” Besides, the EU representative suggested to 

Milutinović to submit in a “side letter” the Serbian interpretation of the assessment clause, 

specifically of the phrase “on the basis of the will of the people.” It seems that Milutinović 

never responded positively to such a suggestion (for more detail, see Pehar 2005).  

Further developments took a straightforward and predictable direction. In Paris, Kosovo-

Albanian delegation accepted the draft agreement. Again, there were no direct negotiations 

between the parties, and the Serbian delegation declined the draft despite the pressure that 

was put on them. At the last meeting between the trio of mediators and Yugoslav President 

Milošević, on March 22, Milošević characterized the Rambouillet draft agreement as nothing 

but “a fraud.” More importantly, however, the American decision-makers were now in a 

position to place blame squarely on one side: the Serbians declined the draft peace 

agreement, hence, according to US representatives, the Serbians were opposed to political 

problem-solving by peaceful means; hence, they were the key culprit against whom a 

military force had to be applied.10 On March 24 1999, the NATO strikes against selected 

targets in Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, code-named “Allied Force,” began. In light of this 

brief recounting of the history of Rambouillet negotiations, the key question is as follows: 

what really happened in the story? How did the Serbian negotiators view and interpret the 

process of negotiating with the Kosovo-Albanian and the American side, on the basis of the 

draft agreement the mediators offered to them? 

First, as to the meaning of the problematic “assessment clause”: in principle, the Serbian 

side could have tried to offer their own interpretation that would place obstacles on an 

attempt to justify the independence of Kosovo through a referendum. However, one ought 

to also keep in mind that “on the basis of the will of the people” could hardly be interpreted 

                                                 
10

  That is why, after it turned out that there was disagreement between the American mediators and the Kosovo-

Albanian delegation at Rambouillet, Madeleine Albright explained her frustration in the following way: “The Kosovar 

Albanians must do their part by giving a clear and unequivocal yes.  It is up to them to create a black and white situation.” (in 

Herman, Peterson 2000, note 14) 
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as meaning something other than the possibility of a referendum. How could one determine 

“the will of the people” except by means of a referendum? Hence, in that particular regard, 

a door to a securing interpretation for the Serbian side seems not to have been open. 

However, the Serbian delegation could have offered something else by way of 

interpretation: insistence upon the additional elements of interpretation (opinions of 

relevant authorities, efforts by the each party in the course of implementation, and the 

Helsinki Final Act). Of course, this could have been deemed problematic: the fact that “the 

will of the people” was explicitly stated as the first in the original proposal could have had 

the implication that it was also the most important factor for the purpose of interpretation.  

Therefore, the Serbian negotiators could have said the following: “According to our own 

interpretation, the syntactical position of the phrase ‘the will of the people’ has no 

implications to the process of interpreting; to us, the most important factors are as follows: 

Helsinki Final Act, the opinions of relevant authorities, and efforts by each party.” However, 

one immediately recognizes that, in this context, the only relatively clear source of 

interpretation is the Helsinki Final Act; but, bear in mind that the Act was unable to prevent 

dissolution of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia nine years earlier. As to the 

remaining factors, the Serbian side was in no position to influence them, and even worse, 

the meaning of “the will of the people” was to them, and everybody else, very clear.  

Besides, the most important matter to consider in this context is the fact that the Serbian 

interpretation would emphasize something that was already contained in the preamble to 

the agreement (“commitment to sovereignty and territorial integrity of [1999] Federal 

Republic of Yugoslavia [FRY]”), which is a bizarre implication. Secondly, as to “the opinions of 

relevant authorities” and “efforts by each implementing party,” it is clear that the key 

question was “who determines which authorities are relevant?” and “who will assess the 

efforts by the implementing parties?” This indeed leads us to the gravest problem. 

Whatever the meaning of the contentious “assessment clause,” its application and 

rudimentary meaning obviously imply that somebody stands above the parties to the 

agreement; somebody should assess their efforts, and somebody should determine which 

opinions of which authorities are relevant ones. In other words, the clause itself implies that, 

by signing the treaty, each signatory also accepts its legal and interpretive inferiority in 

relation to a third party that is not named in the clause; the latter’s superiority and 

sovereignty are secured since it has the final say, and holds a paternalistic relationship, to 



39 

 

the parties-signatories to the agreement, i.e. both the Kosovo-Albanian and the Serbian side. 

This fact has obviously to a large degree eluded the Kosovo-Albanians too.  

Now, one needs to have in mind that the third, superior party is defined in the document 

in clear and straightforward terms. The party is an ultimate legislator for for Kosovo, an 

institution officially called The Chief of the Implementation Mission (CIM). S/he is the one 

who should assess the efforts of the implementing parties. Most importantly, the draft 

agreement provides that “the CIM shall be the final authority in theatre regarding 

interpretation of the civilian aspects of this Agreement, and the Parties agree to abide by his 

determinations as binding on all Parties and persons” (Article V, Chapter 5 of Rambouillet 

Draft Agreement). 

Considerations presented thus far have two key implications. First, the Serbian side was 

motivated to focus on the issue of interpretation; moreover, it was encouraged to give its 

own interpretation of the agreement. However, as a part of the same process, the side had 

also been brought to realize that, in the future, it will have declared its own interpretation 

irrelevant, and submitted fully to the interpretive authority of the CIM. Secondly, this 

immediately implies that, had it adopted the draft treaty, the Serbian side would give up its 

own voice, or silence its own language. The side was supposed to give up its own right of 

substantial participation in real political problem-solving in Kosovo/a – it was threatened to 

sign the document in which it was clearly stipulated that Kosovo/a will be placed under an 

international protector whose decisions will be deemed unquestionable and non-opposable. 

The cynical part of the agreement ensured that the Serbian side must give up their 

sovereignty in order to confirm “territorial integrity and sovereignty of FRY.” Altogether, this 

means that the ultimate meaning of the entire Rambouillet package, from the US to the 

Serbian side, was in a simple, and yet forceful, message: “be silent for an indefinite period of 

time.” 

Therefore, when Milošević characterized the agreement as “a fraud/deception,” he was 

correct. He was faced with a simple choice: either “he” goes silent of his own, or is forced to 

do so. From the perspective of a language-using being, these are not real options. Thus, the 

final conclusion to be drawn from this episode must read as follows: before the start of 

NATO intervention at FRY/Kosovo/a, the American diplomacy dediscoursified the Serbian 

side by demanding that the latter, through the act of signing a document, commits itself to 
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an indefinite period of political silence and irrelevance. A human being can respond to a 

document that contains such a demand only by refusing to sign to it.   

Looking at the whole dynamics from another, American angle, the fact that the US 

managed to make the world buy the idea that the Serbian side declined a just agreement, 

and that it thereby showed it was peace- or negotiations-unfriendly, is both disturbing and 

depressing. The major problem is not as much in the fact that Clinton’s envoys did not at all 

negotiate with the Serbian side as in the fact that they demanded from the Serbian side an 

incredible thing: to express by its own words its own, free cessation of the use of language, 

which is really an impossible demand similar to the following one: “by my own will, I accept 

the conditions in which another’s will shall replace my own.” American mediators and 

diplomats then explained to the world that the unwillingness of a party to meet such a 

demand was proof that the party was in principle against peace.    

There is no doubt that those who cared to read were able to see through the American 

strategy. A writer who argued for the NATO strikes in his book on the Kosovo war also 

reported quite honestly both Richard Holbrooke’s and James Rubin’s view of the 

Rambouillet negotiations:  

“What negotiation [at Rambouillet] there was took place between the Americans and 

the Albanians, as Hill and Albright forced the Kosovars to defer independence and to 

disarm their guerillas. For Richard Holbrooke, now side-lined from the diplomacy by 

Albright, Rambouillet seemed like a chaotic waste of time: negotiating with one side, 

but not the other. But State Department spokesman James Rubin insists that the real 

point of Rambouillet was to persuade the Europeans, especially the Italians who 

tended to think of the Albanians as terrorists and drug traffickers, that they were 

actually ‘the good guys.’ Rambouillet was necessary, in other words, to get the 

Europeans to ‘stop blaming the victims’ and to build the resolve at NATO to use force.” 

(Ignatieff 2000, 56) 

 

A statement by a close aide to Madeleine Albright (perhaps again Rubin) leads us to the 

same conclusion. He claimed that, for the American diplomacy, the Rambouillet negotiations 

served a single purpose: “to get the war started with the Europeans locked in” (the quote in 

Daalder, O’Hanlon 2000, 89). In other words, the intention of the Rambouillet negotiations 

was primarily to generate the impression that the Serbians were against peace, as well as to 

prevent the Europeans from opposing such an impression in a more concerted fashion. For 
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such a purpose, a game with so-called “creative ambiguities” was necessary; this was aided 

by the Austrian ambassador Petritsch, the EU representative, who managed to maintain the 

public illusion that the EU had a common position both during the Rambouillet talks and in 

their aftermath. 

Clinton’s envoys at Rambouillet, and also during the preparations for NATO strikes, played 

a simulation game: they offered a “peace agreement;” the party who was deemed an ally 

adopted the agreement; the party who was under the threat of NATO-strikes declined it 

(though it obviously accepted it as a foundation for talks), which the US administration then 

used as a quasi-reason to accuse the party of a bellicose, or fundamentally peace-unfriendly, 

attitude. However, it is very clear today that the US actually offered a kind of an agreement 

that the Serbian side was simply in no position to accept; the draft agreement not only 

demanded that the Serbian side give up its own sovereignty, but that, more importantly, it 

also give up its status of an equal signatory party, which needs to partake in the process of a 

fair implementation of the peace treaty.  

This means that the American diplomacy used discourse itself exclusively as a weapon by 

which the adversary, in this case the Serbian side, was to be cornered or defeated. Discourse 

was used as such in the sense that the adversary’s attitude to the agreement, as well as to 

the process of negotiating the agreement, was viewed and interpreted only through the lens 

of justification of an already prepared military action. One could have recognized this 

already in verbal behavior of Madeleine Albright, Clinton’s Secretary of State, who 

responded to the news of “a massacre” in Račak (January 15 1999) with the following words 

of enthusiasm: “Spring has come early to Kosovo” (Herman, Peterson 2010, 96). During the 

London conference on Kosovo, on January 29 1999, at which the US and its allies drafted 

their final negotiating position, Ms. Albright also rebuffed her own spokesman James Rubin, 

who dared to propose somewhat softened, more diplomatic wording of the final 

communiqué, with the following words: “This is London, remember….not Munich” (Ignatieff 

2000, 61). In other words, “it will be as we (USA), not as Hitler/Milošević, decide,” Albright 

implied.     

Here we witness a special kind of dediscoursification. The discussion in section 1.2 

indicated that one possible form of dediscoursification consists of a violation of a currently 

valid agreement, or of an act that one of the parties can reasonably interpret as such 

violation; or of an interpretation that was offered in such a way that the partner party can 
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reasonably claim that a) their own concerns or interests were not sufficiently taken into 

account, or b) that no attempt was made to form a consensus on the interpretation. This 

form of dediscoursification is, therefore, committed against a background of an already 

adopted, officially binding agreement. 

In the case of the Rambouillet talks and the American diplomacy as analyzed here, we 

witness a more intriguing example. An agreement had not been officially adopted, but 

adoption of the agreement is officially sought. At the same time, one party is encouraged to 

focus on the interpretability of the agreement, but is also explicitly told that its own 

interpretation will not matter; what will matter is the ultimate interpretive decision by the 

ultimate foreign decision-maker. This means that one seeks the adoption of an agreement 

that cannot be adopted due to the following fact: one party is presented with an ultimatum, 

as a precondition for the agreement, to silence their voice and consider their own discourse 

as irrelevant to the key stations of the agreement interpretation and, thus, implementation. 

This further entails that the phenomenon of dediscoursification is already produced in that 

party. American diplomacy simply exploited this fact publicly as a quasi-reason to quasi-

justify its claim that the Serbian inimical attitude to, and the refusal to sign, the particular 

draft agreement demonstrated the latter’s bellicosity and/or inability to understand a 

language other than “the language of military force.”    

Moreover, one should emphasize here that the American diplomacy itself is 

dediscoursified from the very start. It needs the whole process of quasi-negotiating, a long 

chain of discourse, only to get a shaky and illusory justification for a war the decision for 

which had already been made. In this episode, discourse is put to the service of war from the 

very start; it is intended as something that should show its own inefficiency, and in turn 

open the door to the use of military force. Hence, a single role is assigned to discourse – to 

create a situation in which the general public is likely to form the view that discourse had 

come to an end, leaving the space wide open to non-discursive, military means of 

“persuasion.”      

  

1.4  Skidelsky v. Ignatieff (On Kosovo and “Allied Force”) 

NATO “Allied Force” strikes against selected targets in Serbia and Kosovo ended in early 

June 1999. Relations between some of the NATO allies have in the process become 
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somewhat tense, which probably contributed to the decision to end the action earlier than 

initially scheduled (Ignatieff 2000, 208). NATO troops then entered Kosovo as the Serbian 

side was persuaded by a strong application of “the language of military means.”11 However, 

the war of words, a hermeneutical war concerning the question “for or against armed 

intervention?” has not ended; actually, it continues to this day. 

The dialogue, which is scrutinized in this section, does not take place between the parties 

that later fought a war, but is sufficiently similar to such a dialogue. In fact, it was to a large 

extent simply an echo of the debate that took place prior to the NATO strikes, and even prior 

to the Rambouillet conference itself. It is a dialogue in which the parties propose mutually 

irreconcilable views vis-à-vis the following question: “Should one apply (or should one have 

applied) an international military force against Milošević in order to resolve the Kosovo 

issue?” Also, it is quite possible, and I think legitimate, to consider the dialogue simply as an 

effect of the polarization of opinion as a necessary side-effect of all wars. It is important to 

add further that the polarized views by and large reflect, or reiterate, the views advocated 

by the very parties to the conflict prior to, during, and even after, the war. I think that one 

should as well bear in mind that those polarized views, as expressed by external parties, 

cannot be simply reduced to expressions of sentiments, for instance, sympathies for one or 

the other “gladiator,” though sentiments of course played some role. Here one deals with a 

real and intellectually weighty conflict between different views on politics, morality, and the 

human relationships; finally, to complicate issues even more, such kind of a conflict 

necessarily involves the matters of anthropology and political philosophy, or theory, broadly 

conceived. 

The dialogue discussed here involves Michael Ignatieff, a political commentator and 

journalist (later a Harvard lecturer and a Canadian politican who today serves as the CEU 

Budapest University Director), and Robert Skidelsky, an independent member of the UK 

House of Lords. It took place in the form of an exchange of letters published in Prospect 

magazine in June 1999 (reprinted in Ignatieff 2000, 71-87). The total of six letters was 

published, three for each participant to the debate, with Skidelsky having published the first 

letter. It is also important to emphasize that the letters were written in May at the peak of 

                                                 
11

  As Ignatieff points out (2000, 176-7), the leaders of NATO alliance have not officially declared war, nor have they 

asked their parliaments for consent; the constitutions had simply been bypassed, to which a “linguistic subterfuge,” as 

Ignatieff calls it, came in handy: the Kosovo war was not called “war,” “our leaders spoke of strikes and coercive 

diplomacy.”   



44 

 

the NATO military campaign the outcome of which was still uncertain at the time. Briefly, 

Ignatieff was writing in favor of the intervention, hence one can treat him as an advocate of 

the official American and British, as well as Kosovar Albanian position. Skidelsky, on the 

other hand, opposed the intervention, and one can, with some qualifiers, treat him as an 

advocate of the Serbian, or independent, and opposition-based, Anglo-American voice to the 

debate. 

I am presenting their dialogue here for one fundamental reason: I believe it can inform us 

of a special form of dediscoursification that we have not encountered in previous sections. 

However, before focusing on the special form (which further relates to some parts of the 

dialogue discussed in section 1.6), a few introductory words concerning the framework and 

context of the dialogue are in order. 

Tony Blair, the UK Prime Minister and a key Bill Clinton’s ally, also one of the two key 

advocates (and commanders-in-chief) of NATO strikes, delivered a speech titled “The 

doctrine of international community” (Ignatieff 2000, 72-73) in Chicago on 22 April 1999. 

The speech defends the idea of humanitarian military intervention, and offers a number of 

arguments in support of the military action against Milošević and the Serbian side. Those 

arguments are closely related to the tradition of the just-war theorizing I discuss in Chapter 

4. Most importantly for the purposes of this section, the arguments also provide a 

framework to the Prospect debate between Skidelsky and Ignatieff. The former opened the 

debate by arguing against Blair’s arguments; the latter will defend Blair in subsequent 

letters. At Chicago Blair drew on the human rights doctrine and presented four conditions 

which, in his opinion, make a military intervention legitimate or justified: 1. violations of 

human rights reach a degree of systematic attempt to expel or destroy a group of people; 2. 

those violations pose a threat to the peace and stability of the neighboring region, or have 

the capacity to produce a spill-over effect; 3. all diplomatic means must have been 

exhausted fully and effectively prior to the decision to take a military action; 4. military force 

should be applied only if we reasonably think that it could really change the situation and be 

effective in accordance with our definition of effectiveness and/or political interest. 

Ignatieff attempted to frame the debate as one between “kin souls,” or advocates of 

identical premises. He described such premises as broadly “liberal” and emphasized that 

those who defend such values can nevertheless come to opposed views concerning the 

values’ proper implementation. Ignatieff thus took the whole debate to be a pertinent 
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illustration of Isaiah Berlin’s idea that, even if two interlocutors or decision-makers share key 

premises concerning their moral values, this does not guarantee that there will be no 

conflict over the proper implementation, or practical interpretation, of such values in some 

specific conditions (Ignatieff 2000, 71-72). Once you have read the debate, however, you will 

promptly realize that this is not the case here. Ignatieff and Skidelsky do not subscribe to the 

same set of values, whether one decides to call them “liberal” or not. During their debate, 

Skidelsky even wonders if Ignatieff “rates justice higher than peace,” which is perhaps the 

key point of their contention (Ignatieff 2000, 80); obviously, Skidelsky rates peace as at least 

equal to justice, or assigns to it perhaps even a higher value. 

At some key junctures the dialogue becomes a rich source of the examples of sophistry, 

or of conclusions that could not survive a more detailed logical-epistemological scrutiny. This 

applies primarily to Ignatieff’s own contributions to the debate. For instance, at the very end 

of the debate, Ignatieff accused Skidelsky of “appeasement” (Ignatieff 2000, 87). The word is 

infamous and was used many times by the advocates of the NATO strikes, and it was also 

implied by the comparison of London and Munich that Madeleine Albright conveyed to 

James Rubin (section 1.3). The word connotes that Milošević was a Hitler, and that the Hitler 

had to be contained by military means in a timely fashion. A sufficiently educated person 

should not find it difficult to defeat this historical analogy. Milošević could not have posed a 

threat to the European order, or to NATO; four years earlier, he signed the Dayton peace 

framework that recognized international borders of a neighboring country, Bosnia-

Herzegovina, and at Rambouillet it was his delegation that was put in the position of a victim 

of ultimatums, not the Kosovo-Albanian. Serbia was not a country in a state of emergency, 

as was German Reich in 1933, etc. etc. These are just some of the indicators that the 

reference to “appeasement” seems to have served only as a political propaganda that 

depicted Milošević as “a demon of the past,” an “evil incarnate,” that deserves to be struck 

by the mighty NATO engine.  

Secondly, Ignatieff failed to understand that at the time NATO did not have a clear 

definition of their political goals. Today, in year 2017, we know that the US secretly had such 

a definition in mind, but it was and remains to a large extent politically incorrect. It was in 

violation of all the UNSC resolutions concerning Kosovo/a, and it was also fully in line with 

the political goals of the Kosovo Albanians and Kosovo Liberation Army. As such, it could not 

have been officially presented as a part of the NATO campaign. This has an important impact 
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on the conditions justifying humanitarian military intervention that Blair referred to in his 

speech as, without the said definition, Blair’s fourth condition could not have been satisfied. 

In other words, one cannot assess the impact of one’s military action unless one has a clear 

political goal in mind in light of which one can assess such action. That is why Ignatieff 

described the conditions of the success of the NATO military action in totally unrealistic 

terms, as follows (2nd letter):  

“If Milošević agrees to negotiate a settlement which allows for the refugees to return 

under international protection, then the bombing should cease at once. If he refuses 

to negotiate, the bombing should continue until Serb forces are sufficiently weakened 

to permit a ground invasion of Kosovo, whose aim would be to occupy the province, 

disarm Serb forces, return refugees, rebuild the province, place it under UN 

administration and then exit as soon as a permanent ceasefire could be negotiated 

with the Serbs.” (Ignatieff 2000, 85)  

 

Ignatieff’s “vision for Kosovo” can easily be shown as unrealistic and implausible. First, the 

land invasion was considered impossible because the NATO planners were against it since 

the very start. Secondly, imagine that the invasion did take place; and imagine that Kosovo 

was occupied by the NATO force without a previous agreement. Ignatieff does not explain, 

nor could he explain, why should NATO in such conditions need a permanent ceasefire with 

the Serbian side. Is it for the purpose of NATO’s departure from Kosovo, and a hand-over of 

governance to a UN administration? If so, should not that allow the Serbian forces to resume 

hostilities, and try re-conquering Kosovo by force in the conditions when no political 

agreement was in force? Obviously, Ignatieff does not even come close to an attempt at 

formulating a viable political solution to the Kosovo problem, which is why his vision of an 

ideal post-war situation reads as a phantasm.  

Thirdly, like Blair, Ignatieff in his letters advocates the view that all diplomatic alternatives 

have been effectively exhausted prior to the start of the NATO action. Skidelsky denies such 

a view. One should first of all notice that, contra Ignatieff, this is not a debate concerning the 

values, but one concerning the matters of fact. If you have collected all relevant information 

concerning diplomatic efforts by the USA, EU and Russia, before and during the Rambouillet 

talks, you should be in a position to propose and defend a plausible answer to the question 

of whether all available diplomatic methods have been in fact exhausted. In other words, in 

such conditions one would be in a position to arrive at a reliable conclusion concerning the 
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following query: have the international actors rightfully inferred that it was impossible to 

reach an agreement with Milošević, that he stood outside the discourse, and was the key 

dediscoursifying agent not only in relation to Kosovo Albanians, but to the international 

representatives as well? 

In light of the previous section it is clear that the answer to the query must be in the 

negative. However, even more interestingly, a part of the answer draws on some excerpts 

from Ignatieff’s book, for instance, when he quotes Richard Holbrooke’s view of the 

Rambouillet talks, which was also supported by the words of James Rubin. To repeat: 

according to the words, and the excerpts from Ignatieff’s own book, the goal of the 

conference was not to reach an agreement, or to effectively use a period of diplomatic 

negotiations for a free and fair exchange of arguments with the goal to reach a compromise; 

its goal was, first, to present Kosovo Albanians to the EU as good guys that are but victims of 

the bad ones (i.e. the Serbians); and secondly, to convince the Kosovo Albanian delegation to 

give their consent to a fixed peace framework that was defined well in advance of the 

conference. In light of such facts, Ignatieff’s (and Blair’s) view, that the third condition for 

the NATO strikes was fulfilled, is utterly unconvincing, of which Skidelsky was aware too. 

Now, how does the latter respond to the positions and letters by Ignatieff? 

First, as was already emphasized in “Toch’s” dialogues, a phenomenon typical of 

dediscoursification takes place: Skidelsky assumes a metalingual perspective. He needs to 

say something about language as used by Ignatieff. Following this, and based on the view he 

takes of the language of his interlocutor, he also takes a more or less negative view of the 

interlocutor himself. One can recognize this to a certain extent in the second letter, but in 

the third letter the phenomenon is unmistakable. In the second letter Skidelsky emphasizes 

the following: “You also weaken the presumption [emphasis added by Pehar] of non-

interference unduly by omitting the most compelling argument in its favor, namely that it 

offers the only secure basis for good (and peaceful) interstate relations in a world where 

values differ” (Ignatieff 2000, 80). And then: “…you rather airily wave aside the objection 

[emphasis added by Pehar] that NATO is making war on a member of the UN without UN 

authorization” (Ignatieff 2000, 81). 

However, in the third letter, the metalingual perspective, together with an implied view 

of interlocutor, becomes fully explicit: “I am amazed that you continue to believe [emphasis 

added by Pehar] that Russia at any time supported the NATO solution;” and: “I would have 
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expected more skepticism from you [emphasis added by Pehar] about NATO’s claims.” 

(Ignatieff 2000, 86) In other words, we witness Skidelsky who depicts Ignatieff’s words as 

non-rationally motivated statements, which also implies a negative view of both the 

interlocutor and the dialogue with him. Skidelsky is “amazed,” and his expectation vis-à-vis 

Ignatieff’s skepticism, prudence or intellectual honesty, is disappointed. 

On the other side, Ignatieff’s response is of the same character. In comparison, his 

utterances are even less polite. In his third and last letter, Ignatieff employed the word “you” 

four times, and attached to it some moral attributes that can be identified only by a 

metalingual perspective: “You can only maintain your position by misrepresenting the 

facts….You cling to the fiction that diplomacy might have averted war….You forget that the 

Russians were at Rambouillet…The fact which you do not wish to face [emphasis added by 

Pehar] is that every peaceful diplomatic alternative to war was tried and failed….” (Ignatieff 

2000, 86-87) Altogether, this means that Ignatieff views Skidelsky as someone who distorts 

facts, who is forgetful, and who lives in a fiction or in the state of deliberate denial of reality.   

Again we find a metalingual perspective which, by producing an image of an interlocutor, 

also produces a relationship that has an adverse effect on the will to continue 

communicating with the interlocutor. If Skidelsky is indeed forgetful, if he deliberately 

distorts the facts and lives in the world of fiction, then one can hardly expect to arrive at a 

fair and sustainable agreement through talking to him. Here Skidelsky, in Ignatieff’s 

discourse, becomes something like “Milošević writ small,” a defender of authoritarian 

leaders who “believe that force should substitute for dialogue in their domestic affairs” 

(Ignatieff 2000, 79).           

Secondly, which brings us to the reason why the dialogue is discussed in this section, a 

special form of dediscoursification we have not yet identified can be clearly discerned 

between Ignatieff and Skidelsky. Here Ignatieff is the one who primarily and genuinely 

generates dediscoursification, while Skidelsky had been dediscoursified – he is a victim of 

Ignatieff’s dediscoursifying. What does this form look like? First of all, it concerns the 

meaning of words or sentences; hence, it concerns one of the fundamental components of 

communication. For example, it is already in his first letter to Skidelsky that Ignatieff writes 

as follows: “Your position – to stay out and do nothing – is sustainable only on the 

assumption that Milošević is telling the truth.” (Ignatieff 2000, 77) However, in the first 

letter by Skidelsky we cannot find a statement supporting that position. That is why 
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Skidelsky, in his next letter to Ignatieff, needs to emphasize that, “this does not mean that 

‘stay out and do nothing’ is the only option; nor do I believe Milošević’s propaganda” 

(Ignatieff 2000, 81).  

In his second letter to Skidelsky, Ignatieff also emphasized the following: “You dismiss this 

structure of international human rights law as nothing more than the homage which vice 

pays to virtue” (Ignatieff 2000, 83). Again, in Skidelsky’s previous letters one cannot find the 

sentence that could be strictly identified as the sentence Ignatieff attributed to him. What 

Skidelsky really claimed was that “international human rights law” is a subject of conflicting 

interpretations, that different states interpret the relevant conventions differently; also that, 

in some states, the standards of conduct internally are different from the standards adopted 

in western democracies, and that conflicts might arise between some individual norms at 

moral, legal, and/or political level, which makes such conflicts intractable and hard to resolve 

(for instance, when two nations claim a right to a single stretch of territory, which calls for 

some kind of modus vivendi); and finally, that there is a presumption against interference in 

internal affairs of another state as stipulated by UN Charter (Ignatieff 2000, 80-81). 

However, we cannot find the strong statement that Ignatieff attributes to Skidelsky on 

insignificance, or weakness, or a fictional nature, of international human rights law. So, what 

kind of discursive practice do we deal with in this case?  

Actually, Ignatieff ascribes, or imputes, to Skidelsky’s statements the meanings that those 

statements do not carry. He does not relate to Skidelsky’s language with a sufficient level of 

respect in the sense that Skidelsky must be a chief interpretive authority of his own verbal 

deliveries. We are constrained in relation to the discourse produced by others in both moral 

and semantical sense: our interpretations should not be arbitrary since, frequently enough, 

there is an objective structure of meaning that one should not depict, grasp, or pass on, in an 

unfounded, subjective, or distorted way.   

In moments of a heated debate, a strong conflict of opinion, the phenomenon of 

semantic imputation is not unexpected or rare. One party to such a debate will desire 

strongly to defeat his or her opponent, to show to the audience that the opponent 

advocates the views that deserve not only intellectual defeat, but also condemnation. In a 

situation when an opponent advocates some more sophisticated views, one of the ways to 

quasi-defeat him before an audience is by reformulating his own views, consciously or not, 

and projecting into them some simpler meanings that can be then straightforwardly 
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opposed and condemned. Such is the fundamental function of “the imputation of meaning,” 

or semantic imputation, within the context of heated and highly polarized debates. Among 

the more famous historical figures, Lenin used frequently such a form of manipulation to 

defeat his opponent, and often humiliate him, in front of listeners or a wider public (Inić 

1984, 74).  

One needs to emphasize immediately that the “imputer” talks for the sake of a third 

party. He is not really interested in communication with his opponent, or a critic of his own 

opinion. He is interested exclusively in the effect that his presentation will have on the 

public, or those who follow, and form an opinion of, the debate. Hence, it is fully logical that 

the imputer is interested in an inattentive audience, or in one who has already formed a 

view favorable to the imputer’s. Obviously, he needs to rely on those who are insufficiently 

capable of drawing some finer intellectual distinctions. So, in the mouth of the imputer, the 

words become swords that are in advance defined as servants to a higher purpose, which is 

to present a negative view of the opponent in order for such a view to be broadly accepted 

or reinforced. In fact, the phenomenon is one of a relatively sophisticated kind of lying – a 

kind of lie that relates to the original, authentic sentence, but is worse than common lying 

primarily because it draws on the assumed inimical attitude of the audience toward its own, 

and the audience’s, target.  

Semantic imputation brings discomfort to its victims in several ways. First and foremost, it 

is discomforting because it shows that a true communication, or debate, does not take 

place. Hence, most importantly, the imputer demonstrates that s/he does not communicate 

with the victim. The latter’s words seem to be futile as they seem unable to convey the 

meaning to a person who officially claims s/he has been communicating. The victim’s words 

are deflected and deformed in the mind of the imputer.  

We need to notice immediately that the imputation nearly automatically generates a 

metalingual perspective. To counter the imputation, Skidelsky needed to adopt such a 

perspective since it is only through such a perspective that he, or anyone, is in a position to 

compare his meanings with those that Ignatieff, or anyone, attributed to him. Of course, 

along the way the former also had to form a view of such practice. In the course of the 

experience he also had to realize that it is very inconvenient when one wastes time to “clear 

the very ground” instead of exchanging arguments proper. Imputer forces one to deal with 

very elementary matters; immediately after the first letter, Ignatieff must have come to the 
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conclusion that the position he projected into Skidelsky’s words was not Skidelsky’s real 

position. Regardless of Ignatieff’s conclusions, however, in his second letter Skidelsky had to 

deal with something that, from the viewpoint of a reasoned debate and conversation, 

sounds like an “unnecessary interpretation” that is not required in the conditions of a 

normal, reasoned debate.   

Also, we need to notice that “clearing the very ground” may give to the imputer simply 

another opportunity for another imputation. The imputer is not interested in a real 

communication between persons, nor in the kind of honesty that is required to sustain 

communication between reasonable adults. His communication reminds one of a 

communication with ghosts or a fiction that the imputer aims to dispel or silence. In light of 

this fact, Skidelsky’s continuation of letter-exchange with Ignatieff may seem surprising or 

overly optimistic. After such imputation takes place, communication is almost entirely 

refocused on a third party – one party, your direct interlocutor, is “throwing dirt” at you, 

while you try to clean yourself before a third “pair of ears.” At the same time, you 

immediately start to realize that the whole process of communicating is likely to come to 

nothing. This indeed is the process of dediscoursifying with a highly predictable outcome. 

 

1.5 Taney v. others (“Dred Scott” and American Civil War) 

On March 6 1857, US Supreme Court Chief Justice, Roger Brooke Taney issued judgment 

of a historic impact under the title “Dred Scott, Plaintiff in Error, v. John F.A. Sandford” (see 

the brief excerpts in Urofsky 1994).12 Dred Scott, an African-American slave, pleaded before 

the court to declare him free. His submission was based on his stay in northern states of the 

USA as well as on US Congress Missouri 1820 Compromise which confirmed the status of 

“free ones” to those states in the sense of “not allowing slavery.” Taney made a decision 

that was to shake terribly the US and that is, by now, considered as the worst ever decision 

by the US Supreme Court; according to the famous and oft-quoted words by another 

Supreme Court Justice, Charles Evans Hughes, the decision was “a self-inflicted wound that 

almost destroyed the Supreme Court.” What are the main points of Taney’s decision that 

                                                 
12

  Or here: https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/60/393/case.html (Accessed July 28, 2015). 

https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/60/393/case.html
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was backed by a majority of seven Supreme Court justices, with only two dissenting 

opinions? 

First, “the question whether the federal courts had jurisdiction over the Scott lawsuit was 

indeed properly presented for review by the Supreme Court.” Secondly, “neither a slave nor 

a free black man could be a citizen of the United States entitled to bring a lawsuit to federal 

court.” Thirdly, “the provisions of the Missouri Compromise…that barred slavery in the 

western territories of the United States north of Missouri were unconstitutional and void; 

Congress had no power to bar slavery from any territory or state.” Fourthly, “Dred Scott’s 

status was governed by the law of Missouri–where he lived and brought suit–and not by 

Illinois law or Wisconsin’s territorial law. Under Missouri law, Scott remained a slave.” 

Fifthly, “Scott’s federal lawsuit was an improper attempt to re-litigate the prior decision of 

Missouri’s highest state court, which had already finally determined that Scott was not 

emancipated by virtue of having lived in Illinois and the Wisconsin territory. Accordingly, the 

federal courts should never have entertained Scott’s lawsuit in the first place.” (Greenberg 

2009, 104-105)  

The five points embody a chain of legal reasoning based on the interpretation of the US 

Constitution, a document from which the US Supreme Court itself derives its legitimacy (see 

Weber 1995). One should, for a start, notice that Taney’s reasoning, enunciated in the very 

long document, centers on two issues: first, are colored people, both free and not free, a 

part of the category of “US citizen”? In other words, should they enjoy the entitlements that 

derive from the category? Taney answered those questions in the negative. Simply due to 

the fact that African-Americans are descendants of slaves, they are not a part of the 

category of “US citizen.” As they do not belong to the relevant legal category, Dred Scott 

cannot legally submit his case to any court of the US. Taney draws such a conclusion from an 

interpretation of the US Constitution as well as from the Declaration of Independence and a 

number of laws that were in force in several states during the formative era of USA. There is 

no doubt that some provisions of the US constitution do tolerate the slave-holding 

relationship, but whether they effectively prevent the change of one’s status from a slave to 

a “freed black man who is also a US citizen,” is at least an open question. Despite the fact 

that the US Constitution does not give an unequivocal answer to such a question, Taney 

decided that the change of the status was, as a matter of the law, impossible. 
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The second important aspect of Taney’s decision concerns the property rights according 

to a provision of the Bill of Rights, the Fifth Amendment to the US Constitution that 

guarantees the right to “life, liberty, and property” in the sense that such rights cannot be 

abrogated except by a “due process of law.” Taney considered the “slave-slave holder” 

relationship as fully defined by the amendment. Slave is a property: something that fully 

belongs to the free owner and that, strictly speaking, cannot be distinguished from other 

commodities that may be offered for purchase, like cattle or immobile property (such as 

house, land, and similar). As the right to property is protected by Fifth Amendment, nobody 

can deprive an owner of his or her slave. Regardless of the different laws that may apply at 

different territories, the slave cannot be recognized as a distinct legal category; s/he is an 

inalienable part of the owner, simply an instrument of which the owner disposes according 

to his or her will. That is why the Missouri 1820 Compromise, a legal decree by the US 

Congress, is deemed invalid, unconstitutional and legally void – the states cannot, by decree, 

deprive the owner of his slave, which the 1820 Compromise seemed to imply.   

In a nutshell, Taney’s deductions point to two fundamental conclusions. First, the rights of 

African-American population are fully unprotected – a “black” US resident cannot be or 

become a US citizen; in contrast, the right of the slave-owner is fully protected – his property 

is his own forever and cannot be taken away from him. Secondly, there is no legal way to 

change the status of a “black slave” (which, in Taney’s view, is not a relevant legal category 

anyway) to the status of “a free USA citizen.” In other words, when it comes to the second 

issue, Taney clearly implied that the very institution of “emancipated slave” made no sense; 

slaves cannot be emancipated simply because emancipation cannot have a crucial legal 

effect – it cannot change their status into one of “USA citizen.” Or, when one said to his slave 

“now you are free to go,” it meant nothing because, in Taney’s view, it could not mean “now 

you are a free citizen of USA protected by USA laws and accountable under those laws.”  

So, in Taney’s reasoning, we see two categories: the category of “black/African people” 

and the category of “slaves.” Taney needs to maintain the distinction between the two 

because, in 1857, de facto many US citizens (for instance, in northern states) believe that 

there were and remain some “freed black people.” Taney needs the former category 

primarily because of northern states for which this decision served as a kind of “stick” 

carrying the following message: “black people cannot become citizens; your emancipation of 

black people is purposeless and has no legal effect.” As to the second category, Taney’s 
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decision is intended as a kind of “carrot” for the southern, slave-holding states; through the 

decision he conveys to the southern states an important message as follows: “your laws are 

valid as they are in accord with the Fifth Amendment, and as they in particular protect those 

who ought to be protected simply in their role of the property holders.” It seems therefore 

that Taney’s legal tactic was of a dual kind: he supported the existing rights of the southern 

states, and decided to immortalize their laws closing effectively the road to emancipation for 

the slaves; secondly, he denied the rights of the northern states, and also decided to forever 

render their practice of emancipation illegal by effectively closing the road to a legal 

transformation of “black/African people” into “USA citizens.” 

Both implications were extremely counter-intuitive and legally-politically disruptive. The 

first aimed at the question “Is a slave-owner really free if he cannot dispose of his own 

property, transfer or give it up, according to his own will?”; the second aimed at the 

question “Can a black person be deemed free if s/he is not accepted as a USA citizens in the 

full sense of the word?” Despite the fact that the answers to those two questions were then 

as now nearly self-evident, Taney, and some states, simply declined to accept them, and 

held fast onto the belief that, to both questions, they are free to give their own, non-

generalizable, idiosyncratic, and fully arbitrary kind of answer.   

Let us now turn to two crucial themes: the relevant elements of the context of the ruling, 

and the question of the quality of the ruling itself as a rational, or reason-based, discourse. 

Taney indeed ruled under the influence of politics, which does not mean that the ruling was 

fully determined by politics. Today we know that a communication took place between, on 

the one hand, President Buchanan, whose inauguration coincided with the time of the 

writing of the decision, and, on the other, some members of the Supreme Court. It is also 

clear that Buchanan learned about the contents of the decision before it was actually 

pronounced. The comments in the press clearly indicated that Buchanan’s ideas about 

desirable developments coincided with Taney’s. A few weeks after the election, in his letter 

to Grier, one of the Supreme Court members, Buchanan put it as follows: “The great object 

of my administration will be if possible to destroy the dangerous slavery agitation and thus 

restore peace to our distracted country” (Greenberg 2009, 68). Furthermore, in his inaugural 

address (March 4 1957), Buchanan refers directly to the forthcoming Dred Scott decision, 

and points out that he “shall cheerfully submit, whatever this may be” (Greenberg 2009, 75). 
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It is also interesting to note that a change in the course the Court was taking with regard 

to the decision can be, in an important part, explained by Buchanan’s influence. In February 

1857, the Court was considering a more neutral decision, one that did not touch on the issue 

of the Missouri Compromise; it was a draft decision intended simply to declare that Scott 

was not in a position to submit a legally valid case, hence, that he could not be emancipated 

either. The draft was being prepared by Justice Samuel Nelson, a Democrat from New York, 

and was later published as his concurring opinion. However, the draft was not adopted as a 

final text of the decision since the Court opted for a more comprehensive and more detailed 

approach. The latter option, and the very final text, is the only one that was compatible with 

the intention of both President Buchanan and the Court to, as put by Justice James Moore 

Wayne, “settle the national controversy about slavery once and for all, and thereby restore 

and preserve the peace and harmony of the country” (Greenberg 2009, 243). In other words, 

the Court majority believed that the Dred Scott decision would be widely recognized as one 

drafted by peace-makers, a group who intended to restore harmony and bring stability to 

the USA. As I show later in the section, the subsequent developments showed that the 

course of action they took did not result in the intended outcome.   

Another element of the context of the ruling is important. The ruling had almost no real 

or practical impact in the sense of its immediate political-legal implementation. In other 

words, one can here hardly speak of the implementation of the decision which was, 

however, intended as extremely authoritative and weighty. First, it caused no change in 

legislation of the northern states. Furthermore, it failed to determine the legal status of 

Kansas as a new territory, which at the time was at the center of the conflict between the 

proponents of slavery and the proponents of emancipation. Second, though in theory there 

was a possibility of imposition of the ruling, perhaps by military or police means, the means 

of imposition were not available, at least not to the advocates or the proponents of the 

ruling. Third, and most interestingly, a few months after the ruling, in May 1857, Dred Scott 

was emancipated in Missouri through a series of strange transactions – first, it was 

discovered that the true owner of Dred Scott was a sister of John Sandford, his alleged 

owner, and Ms Sandford was at the time married to a republican congressman Chaffee who 

“handed in” Scott to Taylor Blow who then manumitted Scott together with his whole family 

(Fehrenbacher 2009, 231). 
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Now it is necessary to discuss briefly the very quality of the decision which, as a discourse 

of legal and argumentative kind, was inherently committed to some epistemic and empirical 

standards and norms. Measured by such standards and norms, Taney’s decision is terribly 

lacking and founded on poor reasoning, which, however, is not a key flaw, as I explain later. 

Its key problem, or flaw, lies in another fact which is only indirectly related to the explicit 

wording of its arguments. In his decision, Taney, first and foremost, offers a legal 

interpretation of the US Constitution according to which the slave-holding is legitimized and 

approved by the Constitution, and according to which the African-American population is 

left outside the scope of the category of “USA citizen.” However, we need to keep in mind 

that Taney explicitly stated that his ruling did not delve into the issue of fairness or injustice, 

but focused only on the explicit contents of the text of the Constitution. In other words, it 

was not Taney’s concern whether the US Constitution could be considered as an 

embodiment of injustice. 

But, in fact, the US Constitution is simply a document that opened some room for 

interpretive conflict (see Graber 2006, esp. 106-109). As to such a kind of document, one 

who aspires to offer an authoritative interpretation should also be able to demonstrate that 

his interpretation, when measured by the same set of elements as all other competing 

interpretations, is more plausible. This simply means that, when, for the purpose of 

interpreting, one takes into account only one cluster of elements, and neglects the others, 

this procedure violates both epistemic and hermeneutical standards of proper interpretive 

procedure. We need to take into account all the elements and then, based on all, explain 

how and why our interpretation should be considered as more plausible than the competing 

ones. This is exactly the standard that Taney very visibly violates. He does not compare the 

competing interpretations, nor measures all interpretations by a common set of elements. 

He simply ignores the elements that sit uneasily with, or do not fit, his own interpretation. 

This is of course a major flaw, but still not the key one.  

Legal elements irreconcilable to the contents of Taney’s decision may be put as follows: 

there is no doubt that the original US Constitution contained what was called a “fugitive 

slave clause.” However, the clause does not refer explicitly to slaves, but to “persons held in 

labor or service.” Also, one clause of the original US Constitution counted a “slave,” for the 

purpose of elections and representation in national/federal bodies, as “three fifths of a 

person” (which put the southern states at a considerable advantage in the sense of national 
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representation); but again, the clause refers not to “slaves,” but to “other persons.” There is 

no doubt that such clauses may be explained by a relatively tolerant attitude of the US 

Constitution to the practice of slavery; however, it is also very clear that they may be taken 

as indication of the will of the drafters of the original US Constitution to refuse to admit the 

legal standing of the practice of slavery in the US Constitution – how, otherwise, to explain 

the fact of a systematic avoidance of the terms “slave” or “slavery”? Secondly, many scholars 

have already emphasized that Taney’s interpretation of the Fifth Amendment is flawed and 

illogical (Finkelman 1997, 40-43). It is obvious that the amendment could not mean that the 

right to property was absolute; and it could not mean that such a right always overrules the 

right to life, or liberty, either. The clause explicitly protects the right to property, as well as 

the right to life or liberty, but a properly conducted procedure of law is one vehicle for 

placing limits on enjoyment of these rights.   

Additionally, some historical considerations are simply irreconcilable to the tenor of 

Taney’s verdict. Taney failed to consider the fact that the founding fathers obviously had no 

problem with the concept of a “free black man” who is also a “USA citizen.” As Justice Curtis 

pointed out in his dissenting opinion, at the time of adoption of the US Constitution, the 

African-Americans were considered free in at least four, or five, states of the union; and in 

those states they also enjoyed the right of casting electoral ballot. Also, Taney’s historical 

thesis, that the whole generation of American revolutionaries and founding fathers 

undoubtedly supported slavery, is a flawed kind of history – for instance, Madison, 

Washington, Jay, Hamilton, and Franklin condemned slavery and hoped that, one day, their 

state will be freed from the moral and political evil (Greenberg 2009, 113-115 and 200-203).   

Thirdly, simple logical considerations are as well violated by the Dred Scott ruling. It 

implies or involves a metabasis eis allo genos–an illegitimate trespass to a different type of 

issue: consideration of a single case, without an additional clarification, becomes a 

consideration of all the cases that may lie at the foundation of the case. Many 

commentators have argued that the Dred Scott could have been solved much more elegantly 

in two ways: since it was a legal submission by an individual, against another individual, the 

decision could have remained within the limits of the case thus conceived; hence the case 

was soluble following the precedent Strader v. Graham, as proposed by Justice Nelson, 

which the Supreme Court actually declined (Finkelman 1997, 31-33); or, secondly and even 

more elegantly, following the principle “res iudicata”: one party should not be allowed to 
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transfer an identical case simply from a lower to a higher judicial level; if the party decides to 

do so, its case should be modified and put in the form of a complaint against the previous 

verdict by a lower level court (in this case this was the Missouri Supreme Court). However, in 

such a case the Dred Scott decision would not be longer than five to seven paragraphs. All 

Taney’s considerations concerning the US Constitution, the founding fathers, the “free black 

persons,” the rights of Congress etc., had to be excluded from such a brief and concise 

adjudication (that would still be unfair and arbitrary) (Greenberg 2009, 146-147). 

In Taney’s mind, however, the Dred Scott case is just an opportunity which he indeed 

takes to expand his own vision of many other matters, to propose a grand theory of the 

values of the American Constitution, an ultimate interpretation that would, once and for all, 

resolve the most central conflict in the USA, and present a moral-political framework by 

which all future generations of Americans will be bound. Of course, this was a very ambitious 

project, a grand idea, and the hope that the project might have been realized, as nurtured by 

Taney and his Supreme Court majority, indicated that those justices were so shortsighted 

that they were unable to predict an otherwise highly predictable outcome – the ruling was 

to be met with full contempt and animosity in the large part of USA, which was bound to 

aggravate the conflict and make it even more intractable, potentially even lethal.  

This brings us to consideration of the key flaw. It is often claimed that the decision was 

one of the causes of American Civil War (Wallance 2006). In such a sense, it may be a perfect 

example of dediscoursification – it is a discursive delivery that motivates a group of people 

to give up discourse as a medium of problem-solving. It is a discourse that considerably 

reduces, in at least one party to a political conflict, the will and readiness to tackle political 

problems through negotiation, that is, by the use of discourse. But, how can we explain the 

function, or power, of dediscoursifying in the Dred Scott decision? One may hope to answer 

the question only by focusing on the character of the dialogue, or public discourse more 

generally, as an effect of the decision. Hence, we pose the following question: how did 

American public discourse evolve in the aftermath of the decision, leading to some, yet to be 

discerned, discourse-related obstacles as an effect of the Dred Scott ruling?  

First, we need to highlight that this question cannot be answered in the way that 

Fehrenbacher and Greenberg attempted. Greenberg tried to answer the question simply by 

noticing the fact that the ruling reduced the will to compromise (Greenberg 2009, 319) – 

however, he offers no explanation as to why such reduction took place. Fehrenbacher, on 
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the other hand, formulates the question as one of the immediate political effects of the 

ruling in the sense of a party politics and voter behavior – for instance, should we claim that 

Taney’s decision “elected” Lincoln as the US President, or more precisely, has the decision 

exerted a decisive influence on the behavior of voters who voted for Lincoln (Fehrenbacher 

1981, 289-294)? But, the question on the causal powers cannot be answered in the way 

proposed by Fehrenbacher – today it is indeed impossible to go into full detail, and one 

cannot know the full detail simply because one cannot determine the exact motivational 

structure of the 1860 pro-Lincoln voter. One needs to take a different attitude and try 

explaining the relationships through a more general mechanism that can be applied to 

relevantly similar cases. With such a purpose in mind, I believe that the idea of 

dediscoursification is of a major relevance.  

When we address discursive effects of the Dred Scott decision, with a focus on the 

American public discursive space, we cannot avoid addressing responses by the press, by 

public institutions such as the church, by politicians such as Senator Douglas, Lincoln himself, 

and a leading abolitionist, Frederick Douglass. All the responses indicate that something of 

key importance took place. As is to be expected by an impartial eye, the Taney ruling 

produced within the American public discourse an atmosphere of war, or a war-prone 

mentality. The “Dred Scott” decision was interpreted and presented as a use of discursive 

political weapon that some viewed as an irreversible victory and others as a humiliating 

injury. Frequent reference to “conspiracy” by Lincoln, for instance, or to a fear from arrival at 

Boston of a slave-holder with his slave, based on the decision, is just one kind of such 

reaction (Finkelman 1997, 46). In sum, all such responses are highly saturated with three 

types of metaphors: the decision as “a military movement;” the decision as “a weapon,” and 

the decision as a “declaration of war.”  

For example, Frederick Douglass relates the decision directly to the physical assault on 

Senator Sumner, and points out that “even the crushed worm may turn under the tyrant’s 

feet.” (Finkelman 1997, 176) A southern journal speaks of “the defeat of enemy” and adds 

that, through the Taney ruling, the enemies of the union are now driven off their “point 

d’appui” (the main military assembly point, in French) (Finkelman 1997, 130). Another 

southern, but pro-republican journal depicts the decision in the following terms: “it is dictum 

prescribed by the stump to the bench–the Bowie-knife sticking in the stump ready for 

instant use if needed” (Finkelman 1997, 145).  
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Those are all typical and representative examples. In addition to such types of metaphors, 

the use of negative moral attributes becomes more prominent and frequent – free 

northerners and abolitionists describe the decision as “wicked” or “blasphemous,” whereas 

the South describes the northern response as “treason,” “disobedience,” “revolution,” or 

“unpatriotic.” After having contrasted the decision with divine laws/reasons, Frederick 

Douglass marks it as “incarnation of wolfishness” (Finkelman 1997, 174). In other words, in 

addition to the expressions of the view that a pattern of discourse was used as a weapon 

that generated a war-like atmosphere, we also find expressions of the view that the other 

side has become in a moral sense so degraded that it is literally beyond the possibility of 

repair; the other side is depicted as a kind of animal, a non-human life with whom one could 

not communicate nor cooperate on the basis of trust and equality. To the northerners, the 

decision exemplifies an attempt to turn them all into slaves. In contrast, the southerners 

describe the decision as morality incarnate, as a sign of supreme knowledge and 

competence, as a message from the very summit of political-legal world (though Taney 

himself emphasized that he has not dealt with the issue of justice); and they treat those 

negative reactions by the northerners as manifestations of a disrespectful attitude toward 

the Constitution, as a direct, even revolutionary, threat to the foundation of the USA. 

Northerners, in congregations, reply to this that “being obedient to the decision” means 

“being disobedient to God” (Finkelman 1997, 149-154). In other words, one can clearly see 

that, following the ruling, dialogue becomes futile and starts sounding more and more like 

an exchange of gunfire.  

A fitting illustration can also be found in a reply by the Washington press Union (an 

unofficial voice of President Buchanan and a wing of northern part of Democratic Party that 

advocated slavery) to a piece published by the editor of a libertarian press Tribune from New 

York. The reply is brutal, offensive, and framed as a threatening call to a specific individual to 

come to senses; briefly, the Union puts it as follows: obey the decision, and cease addressing 

the issue of “abstract human rights that do not differentiate between different skin colors”–

the US Constitution as well as the USA itself are such as framed by Taney in his decision; 

hence you need to consider only your own skin color, i.e. the fact that you are not a black 

person but a white one! Quote:  

“We congratulate [this as well is an offensive tone by which the Union itself implies 

that the Tribune is of a 'black skin color'] the Tribune upon its full appreciation of its 
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own color, but whether ‘the rights of human nature’ recognize any distinction founded 

on color was not, it ought to remember, the question before the court. The question 

before the court was, whether any such distinction was recognized by the constitution 

and laws of this Union; and if the editor of the Tribune ever gets before the court on a 

question like that, we advise him to stick fast to his own color, and not presume too 

much upon ‘the rights of human nature.’” (Finkelman 1997, 166-167) 

 

Now, what aspect of the Dred Scott decision does explain the war-like atmosphere, or 

what aspect of it should we take as a rational cause of all the above presented discursive 

effects? The answer to the question is as follows: the decision was taken both by Taney and 

by a majority of his supporters as “the ultimate word,” or “the ultimate interpretation of the 

Constitution;” the key authority of the decision was placed not into the reasons that were 

offered as a part of the decision, but into the Court’s institutional position as the Court itself 

viewed it. The proponents of the decision took it as a vehicle for closing the space for 

dialogue not only with the advocates of the opposing view, but also with any other user of 

political discourse that ever dealt with the issue of slavery. In other words, one discursive 

agent communicated to all other discursive agents the message as follows: “there cannot be 

more questions why; now you need to cease talking and do as I say; no further dialogue is 

possible regardless of the strength of your counterarguments.”   

Here we see a striking parallel with the case of the police officer from Toch’s Violent Men 

discussed in section 1.1. Taney views himself as an “a priori embodiment of the right word,” 

as a final voice of the ultimate law. Hence, a further dialogue with him is impossible, he 

dediscoursifies himself and at the same time he also dediscoursifies the recipients of the 

message, which dediscoursifies both by presenting a “non-reason” as a reason. The message 

attempts to force the listener/conversant to accept as reason something that is not one, and 

also to accept the violent, inhuman, and unjustifiable cessation of the debate and/or 

communication. 

It was already noticed that Taney of the Dred Scott decision is a justice standing for the 

idea of so-called “judicial supremacy” (Fehrenbacher 1981, 241-243). According to Taney, 

the Supreme Court is the one who decides on the meaning of the US Constitution in the way 

that is binding on all branches of government. This, however, is a controversial thesis that 

natural born democrats, such as Jefferson, President Andrew Jackson, or Abraham Lincoln, 

were never able to swallow. The thesis was and remains irreconcilable with the US system of 
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“checks and balances” because it opens the door widely to judicial despotism, which is a rule 

by an unelected minority. One can witness such Taney’s defense of judicial supremacy in a 

comment on the decision he gave two years after the Dred Scott (Fehrenbacher 1981, 243). 

Also, it is clear from the way in which Buchanan welcomed the decision, and called for it, 

that it was indeed intended as an ultimate word binding on all US citizens and on all 

branches of government equally.  

One should here also note that Taney did not defend such a view in earlier cases. It may 

sound incredible, but Taney was the justice who, in one of the Passenger Cases, emphasized 

“that it be regarded hereafter as the law of this court [US Supreme Court], that its opinion 

upon the construction of the Constitution is always open to discussion when it is supposed 

to have been founded in error, and that its judicial authority should hereafter depend 

altogether on the force of the reasoning by which it is supported” (quoted by Wechsler 

1999, 311). Taney of the Dred Scott ruling actually defends a sophism that is incompatible 

with the preceding sentence, and that a Supreme Court justice, Jackson, in a 1953 case 

formulated in the following fashion: “We [the Supreme Court] are not final because we are 

infallible, but we are infallible only because we are final” (quote in Weinreb 2005, 151).  

Lincoln started to oppose the decision very early through the venue of famous “Lincoln-

Douglas debates.” The attack on the idea of “judicial supremacy” was clearly the key premise 

of his public statements at the time. He claimed approximately as follows: “had the decision 

really resolved an issue, I would have obeyed it, and called to others to obey it; however, as 

this is not a case, I don’t yield; in Congress, if the decision would come to a vote, I would 

vote against it.” Lincoln then adds that a number of previous Supreme Court rulings were 

later overturned or revised. The case he referred to frequently was the case of President 

Jackson who refused to sign the decision on US Central Bank that Jackson deemed 

inconsistent with the US Constitution. Lincoln, like Jackson, viewed himself primarily as a 

free discursive agent who, just like the Supreme Court, acted as a free and equal interpreter 

of the Constitution, as one who enjoys an inalienable right of presenting his own reasons in 

support of his own interpretations (Finkelman 1997, 201-204).  

The southerners, however, viewed Lincoln’s counterarguments not as rationally 

motivated, but as expressions of disobedience, of the will to dismantle existing 

arrangements, or simply as an “unpatriotic act.” In fact, Taney’s decision itself, which 

explicitly called for the cessation of dialogue within a system in which the need for dialogue 



63 

 

can never cease, can be characterized as an unpatriotic act that directly assaulted the 

existing arrangements. By blocking a further use of discourse, it undermined the system and 

brought it to the point where the opposite party necessarily started to consider “a war for a 

preamble,” (Finkelman 199, 164) a use of violence that would perhaps regenerate a 

discourse of free, equal, and rationally discoursing beings.  

Of all the opponents of the Dred Scott decision, Frederick Douglass, an abolitionist of 

African-American origin, expressed the atmosphere of dediscoursification in the most 

unmistakable terms in his 11 May 1857 speech (Finkelman 1997, 169-182). In the speech 

that is eloquent, calm, precise, and strong, Douglass depicts the road from a discourse to 

dediscoursification, and thus to an expected eruption of violence, as clearly as one can. He 

went as far as welcoming the decision because it made both the colored people and slaves 

realize that the struggle would have to continue, that “national conscience” could not be 

silenced, and that such a struggle was likely to be fought both by discursive and non-

discursive means. He clearly recognized that the key message of the Supreme Court was 

“peace, be still,” and it was a message conveyed to every single US citizen (Finkelman 1997, 

174). Of course, Douglass added that the citizens’ lips cannot be closed just like that, and 

that the US citizens cannot be discursively treated as slaves. The Supreme Court can try to 

cease their dialogue with the people, but the people will continue their dialogue with other 

peoples. As Douglass put it, “You may close your Supreme Court against the black man’s cry 

for justice, but you cannot, thank God, close against him the ear of a sympathizing world….all 

that is merciful and just, on earth and in Heaven, will execrate and despise the edict of 

Taney” (Finkelman 1997, 175).  

Since discursive space is closed through a quasi-reason and violently, it is perfectly clear 

to Douglass that violence may break out between those who are no longer involved in a 

dialogue with each other. When somebody closes to me the space of discourse, and thereby 

produces in me the belief that words have become ineffective, I must be prepared to seek, 

or expect, a solution through a non-discursive medium, and to put my own body and life into 

the service of my own discourse. Douglass very clearly verbalized such a move towards 

violence as an effect of the discursive constellation embodied by Taney’s attitude toward 

discourse: “The world is full of violence and fraud, and it would be strange if the slave, the 

constant victim of both fraud and violence, should escape the contagion. He, too, may learn 
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to fight the devil with fire, and for one, I am in no frame of mind to pray that this may be 

long deferred” (Finkelman 1997, 176).  

Finally, it is now obvious that at least three dialogues discussed in this chapter (Toch’s 

dialogues, Milošević v. USA at the time of Rambouillet negotiations, and now Taney v. 

Others) are very closely related; they manifest some similarities and regularities which allow 

some theses concerning discourse, slavery, and war, to be tentatively proposed in this 

section. First, the dialogues clearly indicate that discourse, slavery, and war are connected 

through the phenomenon of dediscoursification. Slavery, for example, can be defined 

primarily as a discursive relationship in which the state of war is first preserved, and then 

transformed into a relationship between two human beings one of which does not recognize 

the discursive status of the other; the slave-holder must not treat the slave as a person 

capable of rational discussion in which arguments are exchanged to chart jointly a common 

ground. This means that the slave-holder’s attitude toward discourse, when discoursing with 

the slave, in fact boils down to a continuation of the use of weapons in a different medium; 

he can use his discourse in relation to the slave only as a tool or weapon, for instance, as a 

threat or order.  

Aristotle (1959, 1253b30-33) famously defined the slave as “a living tool” – the slave 

understands words and can pronounce words; but the slave cannot supply argument or 

convey truths to teach his master. The slave’s discourse is not marked by moral attributes 

and does not figure as a medium through which the slave could, or should, demonstrate 

his/her own rationality. This means that the discourse of the slave-holder, or master, 

constantly dediscoursifies the slave; it constantly reminds the latter that s/he is not a 

discursive being in the real sense of the word – s/he is nothing but a reward that the war 

brought to his, or her, master who won the war. So, here we can see clearly the following 

sequence: war, slavery, a specific discursive relationship, dediscoursification, preservation of 

the state of war.  

This further means that all it takes for one to produce in someone else the belief that the 

latter is treated as a slave is to assume a specific discursive attitude toward her or him; that 

is, to assume an attitude toward discourse that brings the slave into a position in which s/he 

is forced to accept one’s discursive product without a reason, or due to a pseudo-reason. 

This will in him, or her, necessarily produce a justified impression that s/he cannot talk to the 

master, and that the dialogue will not pay off simply because the master may, by an 
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arbitrary fiat, terminate the dialogue even when everything speaks in favor of its 

continuation. In other words, if you fail to offer reasons, or if you refuse to partake in 

dialogue about reasons that you yourself described as “ultimate, final and irrevocable,” it is 

nearly certain that your interlocutor will form the belief that, in your eyes, s/he is deemed a 

slave; s/he will take such a refusal to indicate that you consider him, or her, incapable of a 

discussion concerning reasons. Consequently, s/he will start considering you a pertinent 

instance of the concept of “slaveholder.” It is also important to emphasize here that, within 

such a discursive relationship, the very words “slave” and “slaveholder” need not be 

explicitly used; such a relationship will nonetheless be an example of the relationship of a 

slaveholder to a slave.  

Another discomforting effect follows from this: if, in one’s eyes and for compelling 

reasons, you assume the status of a slaveholder, it is nearly certain that one will want to 

wage a war against you, or will come to the rational idea that s/he may have to declare a 

war against you. You turn one both into a slave, with whom you do not discourse in the 

language of reasons, and into a bellicose party, because you have generated in one the 

conviction that the discourse with you would not pay off, that the problems you two share 

cannot be solved within the medium of language, and will thus have to be tackled possibly 

by the use of force. This is why the triad of discourse, slavery, and war, is so intimately 

grouped together. Taney’s ruling is useful because it offers an example of the kind of 

discourse that is used in relation to a slave as well as of the effects of such discourse. Hence, 

by saying something crucial about the series “war, slavery, discourse,” this example conveys 

a critically important message about the series “discourse, slavery, war” too. In the former 

as well as in the latter, dediscoursification is the key factor.   

 

1.6 Polynices v. Eteocles (Phoenician women by Euripides) 

In the period between 411 and 408 BC, Euripides, one of the three greatest classical 

Greek dramatists, published and directed the tragedy Phoenician Women.13 The tragedy is a 

story of conflict and war between Polynices and Eteocles, the two Oedipus’ sons cursed by 

                                                 
13

  In my presentation of, and citation from, the drama, I follow Euripides (1913) and (1938); I often modify the latter 

in accordance with the former. I also draw on an excellent expert comment by Papadopoulou (2008). The reader should also 

have in mind that Classical Greek drama is generally considered as a rich and inspiring source of the social/political advice 

and theorizing, for which see, for example, Woodruff (2005).     
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their own father. The story is a part of the Theban epic cycle which, like Homer’s epic 

oeuvre, generated many themes of classical Greek literature. Hence, here we deal with 

mythic characters; however, we should also keep in mind that Euripides ascribed often 

realistic contents to those characters that were widely recognizable by the public of the 

time. For instance, in his work we often find some theses, or views, that we know were 

presented by Classical Greek sophists, and also by politicians.14  

The theme of the tragedy is as follows: Polynices and Eteocles agreed to share the rule 

over Thebes by rotating the ruler’s seat every other year. Polynices was the first to concede 

the throne, so he left the city, while Eteocles remained to rule. It seems that the two’s key 

motive was to avoid their father’s curse, in which they obviously did not succeed. Polynices 

spent his year of absence living a kind of refugee life in Mycenae, hosted by king Adrastus 

who even gave him his own daughter for a wife. Polynices, however, explained that his life in 

Mycenae was like a life of a slave, which is important both for the theme of this section and 

of this book, as will be explained latter. After the year of his rule passed, Eteocles was 

unwilling to return the rule to his brother. Polynices responds by taking a whole army from 

Mycenae and moving towards, and against, Thebes. This theme was used earlier in Greek 

tragedy, most famously in the Seven against Thebes by Aeschylus.15    

Why are Polynices and Eteocles important to the topic of dediscoursification? Jocasta, 

their misfortunate mother, also both mother and spouse of Oedipus, organized a meeting 

between the two within the city of Thebes to try to find a mediated, a peaceful solution to 

the conflict. Eteocles guaranteed safety to his brother, and the two then attempted to 

resolve the crisis in a brief round of negotiating. Though it is a relatively short episode 

(approximately lines 446 to 640), it is rich in contents and presented in a masterful style. 

Euripides was a keen and skilful painter of social interaction who wrote the tragedy in the 

period of the Athenian decadence, near the end of the Peloponnesian war, which to him 

offered a rich social-psychological template he incorporated in the dramas that dealt 

specifically with the human conflict and violence. We will see that all the important features 

of dediscoursification are contained in the brief episode of negotiation between Polynices 

and Eteocles. Literally, it reads as if, using the two warring brothers as fitting examples, 

Euripides wrote a succinct treaty on dediscoursification.    

                                                 
14

  For an accessible introductory overview of the key sophistic doctrines, see Taylor, Lee (2014)   
15

  Euripides, of course, draws on Aeschylus, but he also uses the duel between Menelaus and Paris from Iliad 3 as a 

prototype, for which see Papadopoulou (2008, 43-46).    
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The negotiation episode can be divided into six stages: first, Jocasta gives to her sons a 

brief lesson on the principles of effective negotiation; secondly, Polynices presents his case; 

thirdly, Eteocles responds to his brother; fourthly, Jocasta attempts at mediating; fifthly, 

Eteocles calls off negotiations and thereby opens the door to war; the sixth stage is one of a 

logomachia, a battle of words, of the ugliest kind – the two brothers exchange threats, 

humiliations, expressions of rage and hatred, their talk becomes emotional, accelerated, hot 

and dense, and starts sounding like a fist fight, or a sword clash, losing completely that 

quality of calm and measured tone of argumentative and cooperative turns.  

To begin with, negotiations are opened by Jocasta: she advises Eteocles in person to be 

self-controlled, to speak in slow words (bradeis mythoi) that suit wise persons; she also 

suggests to the two to look one another into the eye and forget for a while about their past; 

they should look forward to the future and attend primarily to their own current verbal 

expression. She adds that Polynices is one who should start first; “you suffer injustice, as you 

claim” (adika peponthos, hos sy fes, line 467), and then she calls on a god to help them.  

Now it is Polynices’ turn. He claims that his speech will be simple as pertains to the word 

of truth (haploys ho mythos tes aletheias ephy, line 469), and he expresses the hope that “an 

unjust logos may be cured by wisdom.” He then briefly recounts the history of the conflict, 

emphasizing that Eteocles has sworn to gods when he accepted the arrangement of a one 

year-rotating mandate. In other words, this tells us that the brothers have made a promise 

to one another, and also sanctioned the promise by official taking of solemn oaths. Finally, 

Polynices issues a threat of the use of force, of commanding the army he brought along, 

unless he gets his just due. Again, he refers to gods as the witnesses to the fairness of his 

demands. Interestingly, the Chorus of Phoenician women, who inspired the title to the 

tragedy and who were interrupted on their trip to Delphi by the conflict between the two 

brothers, commented approvingly on Polynices’ demands (lines 497-8). 

The third stage: Eteocles responds to his brother’s demands. This is the stage of the crisis 

on which further developments critically depend. However, by the end of the stage, the 

reader/spectator will have realized that this was to be a tragedy in the classical sense, and 

that the conflict was not going to be resolved peacefully. Eteocles delivers a speech that may 

be taken as a perfect example of a dediscoursifying discourse. His response begins with the 

following words: “Should the same matter be beautiful or wise to all, a two-tongued quarrel 

[amphilektos eris – a quarrel marked by “both” discourses, reminding directly of amphibola – 
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ambiguity] would not take place. As it is fixed in reality, nothing is to mortals of equal worth, 

or the same, except words/names; the matter itself [of equal worth and the same] does not 

exist here [in this world].” (lines 499-502) In other words, Eteocles here claims that the 

words, the designations of matters, especially those relevant for the social and political 

relations, are vacuous; the identity of names gives no guarantee that there is, for instance, 

the identity of justice or of beauty, or for that matter of any value that should steer social 

relations. He thus indirectly tells Polynices that the latter’s words are empty and refer to 

nothing. There is no shared justice, no shared notion of equality; there are only justices and 

equalities as desired and promoted by particular individuals. 

Eteocles in fact here poses an advanced claim that an agreement cannot be reached 

because there is no shared definition of key moral-political terms. We should also note that 

he uses the very fact of quarreling as an argument, reminding us thus directly of 

Izetbegović’s “topic” I present in the next section. “You see, what now happens between the 

two of us – that is the norm. There is no alternative to this” – this is his key message to 

Polynices. The quarrel, the dispute, is here to remain; it cannot be settled or removed. This 

means that Eteocles’ “argument” is of a self-referential nature: the two brothers have a 

dispute, and since the dispute indicates that there is no shared idea of justice and equality, 

the brothers shall remain caught in the state of dispute. Here we can also witness a direct 

influence of the Greek sophistic relativists on whose ideas Euripides draws deliberately and 

skillfully in this episode.  

Eteocles then continues his defense with a straightforward claim: he would give 

everything to be able to hold onto the greatest of the goddesses, the Tyranny (Tiranis), 

something we can descriptively designate as “an absolute kingly power of one over the 

multitude.” We can here immediately notice that, by posing the claim, Eteocles has already 

committed a contradiction: if designations of values are vacuous, then the name of the value 

he mentions is vacuous too – to different minds, the notion of “tyranny” will read 

differently. Hence, what Eteocles means by it, according to his own reasoning, cannot be of 

any general worth or significance. In other words, Eteocles cannot mean some general, 

common good. He can only mean some kind of “absolute kingly power that does not 

embrace or unify the multitude; a power that remains private and unrelated to those over 

whom it rules.” 
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Besides, Eteocles adds further, Polynices arrived at Thebes fully armed; he has issued a 

threat, and should Eteocles now give in, that would be a shame for both him and Thebes; it 

would also be an insult to his manliness if he accepted a loss – “to pleon” (an accumulation 

of gains, in Greek), guaranteed to him by his Tyranny, would slip away from his hands. 

Polynices’ army is used by Eteocles as another “argument” – the latter points out that the 

word should be able to accomplish the same as the sword, and one who attempts to make 

peace fully armed commits a wrong. By saying this, however, Eteocles commits another 

contradiction because he started his response by claiming that language is essentially 

powerless. To remind, to Eteocles, language is an unruly cluster of vacuous words that 

cannot be filled with shared, general, or to all language users applying contents. Finally, 

Eteocles concludes that he would never be a slave to Polynices, and would openly commit 

injustice, because “should one do injustice, doing injustice for the sake of Tyranny is the 

most beautiful” (lines 524-5). 

Upon having read Eteocles’ speech, we realize that his interlocutor must be motivated to 

cease using discourse at once. By discoursing Eteocles violates every single value that a 

discourse between benevolent persons ought to uphold: he states contradictions; denies the 

thesis that essential moral-political attributes could carry a shared meaning; furthermore, he 

denies the validity of common criteria and values; openly admits that he intends to continue 

with violating his own solemn oath; and, as the only argument, he offers his own sense of “a 

private beauty” (at the very start of his speech he claimed that the term “beautiful” has no 

common meaning that several individuals could share) that quasi-justifies his “doing of 

injustice for the sake of Tyranny.” Predictably, the Chorus of the Phoenician women 

comments on his speech with the following words: “This is not beautiful, but is contrary to 

justice.”16       

The fourth stage: Jocasta is trying to intervene, and mediate to the dispute. Her speech is 

much longer than either Polynices’ or Eteocles’, which could mean that Euripides placed 

some special value in the speech, and perhaps tried to propose his own credo in social or 

political philosophy. First, Jocasta obviously sides more with Polynices than with Eteocles. 

Her words aim predominantly at Eteocles. Her critique of Polynices, on the other hand, 

concerns only his taking of the army against Thebes, the city in which he grew up and to 

                                                 
16

  This contradicts the claim by Papadopoulou (2008, 78) that “the truth is that nowhere in the play do the Chorus 

openly oppose Eteocles.”   
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which he was emotionally much attached; it is probably uttered only to save the appearance 

of Jocasta’s neutrality. Secondly, her speech is an attempt at “re-discoursification.” She aims 

to rebuild Eteocles’ reasoning and discoursing capacity. However, one also senses that this 

was a kind of “swan song to discourse;” re-discoursification can take place only if there are 

two parties to it, and if both sides to a dialogue actively try to re-discoursify a relationship. 

As the things stand with Eteocles, this part by Jocasta is a solo performance as in Eteocles 

she could not find a partner to the process of the recovery of discourse and its values.  

She delivers a subtle, rhetorically perfect speech that can be divided in three parts: first, 

she aims to defeat Eteocles’ thesis that equality is “but a name;” we are in advance very well 

aware that her argumentation might not succeed because Eteocles does not share some 

important premises on which she relies. Now, Jocasta claims as follows: equality should 

always be preferred to vainglory because it gave the humans the law; those who have less 

are an enemy to those who have more. This is followed by a wonderful metaphor: “Equality 

has also ordered numbers for mankind; the dark eye of night, the light ray of sun, all that 

goes in equal annual circles, and feels no envy for each other’s victories.” (542-5) Thus, she 

relies on a metaphor of natural phenomena and processes to explain to Eteocles that 

equality and justice are of universal prominence, not limited exclusively to the human realm. 

This is the first step of her argument – a step addressing equality as universal, not only a 

human, value.    

Secondly, she aims to defeat Eteocles’ words on the beauty of tyranny and vainglory; she 

turns Eteocles’ argument against itself: “glory” and “possession of wealth” are themselves 

vacuous names. In contrast to the attributes of justice and equality, those terms are filled 

only with private and subjective content. As she emphasizes, “the possession of wealth” is 

simply a matter of fortune; what we have and enjoy is given to us by gods who, after some 

period of our enjoyment or sometimes suffering, deprive us of all property as and when they 

wish. This means that, in the second step/element, Jocasta insists on a fully private character 

of Eteocles’ values, values that one should not take too seriously because they are too 

indeterminate for us to draw prudently on them. 

Then comes the third element – she aims to recover Eteocles’ reasoning capacity: try to 

imagine, she tells him, that you are faced with the choice between two things: the 

tyranny/absolute rule over Thebes, on the one hand, and the rescue of Thebes, on the other. 

In other words, she is suggesting to him that, due to the coming war and Eteocles’ stubborn 
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adherence to his permanent tyrannical rule, the city of Thebes might end up being burnt, 

destroyed, or ruined. Instead of Eteocles, she herself is drawing the consequences by 

imagining that, in such a situation of an extreme choice, Eteocles would still prefer a 

tyrannical rule. Hence, the third step/element is of a practical nature – Jocasta presents to 

Eteocles specific practical effects of his own likely choice in a specific and realistic situation; 

she is trying to activate his capacity of prediction and control of his own deliberations. In 

other words, she is trying to scare him somewhat by presenting to him his own preferences 

that include his inclination to an empty/illusory value: “To the Thebans, the wealth (ho 

ploytos) you intend to possess will bring pain in order to satisfy but your own vainglory.” 

(566-7) Thus she tells him frankly that the wealth he would retain will be of no value; he will 

be stripped down to his own vanity. 

Jocasta’s words and arguments are in vain. The fifth stage follows. Eteocles simply calls 

off negotiations and states that time has run out. There is only one solution, as he says: “for 

me to continue with the kingly rule in this city.” In other words, Eteocles openly claims that 

the words meant nothing, that he has not moved an inch away from his initial position, and 

that, from the very start, there was nothing to negotiate about. To his own mother he 

releases the final message as follows: “Ending your long advice/lessons (ton makron 

noythetematon), leave me alone!” (lines 592-3) Then immediately he turns to Polynices and 

issues a threat: “Leave these city walls, or die!” 

His last words to Jocasta are ironic, and one can see this very clearly in the Greek text – he 

calls her words/argument “those items that bring order to the mind,” which is, of course, 

Jocasta’s, but not his own perspective. Finally, one should also emphasize that Eteocles has 

described the whole process of negotiating as an “agon logon,” i.e. as competition by words, 

as a verbal duel, something that could have ended only with either a defeat or a victory. He 

does not frame negotiating as a search for compromise, but as a conflict between some firm 

positions which cannot be modified and of which only a single one may survive. Again, we 

witness a dediscoursifying agent, someone who does not believe that discourse could, or 

should, affirm or produce some shared values.          

Now it is clear that the war will not be avoided. However, the dialogue is not over yet. A 

sixth stage takes place, which is a running tirade from lines 595 to 625; the verses are swiftly 

exchanged, Polynices delivers one immediately followed by one by Eteocles. The exchange is 

full of insults and threats. Expectedly, Eteocles is one who is more merciless. At the same 
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time, however, we see the summit of Euripides’ literary art – the brevity of sentences 

symbolizes the end to discourse; the sentences do not carry a significant information value, 

they state nothing that is really important. Euripides envisaged and presented them 

probably as swords that clash and produce that monotonous clicking sound. The reader will 

also experience an acceleration of discourse, which connotes the brothers’ excitement and 

rush, their feeling that the war is around the corner; at the same time, the accelerated 

speech also connotes a process that is less controllable, or predictable, and which thus 

becomes a pertinent symbol of the fortune or accident that in all wars plays a major, 

sometimes even decisive, role.  

For instance, Eteocles orders Polynices to leave the city, to which Polynices replies that he 

has been evicted from his own home, to which then Eteocles replies by saying “as you came 

here to evict!” Or, Polynices asks Eteocles to allow him to see his father, which Eteocles 

swiftly declined. Then Polynices calls his sisters, to which Eteocles responds as follows: “why 

are you calling them, when you are their worst enemy?” In some turns we see an interesting 

pattern. Polynices starts a sentence, but Eteocles completes the very same sentence in his 

own way, reversing and disrupting its intended meaning. For example, in lines 603-6 

Polynices starts as follows: “Altars of my progenitor gods….,” to which Eteocles adds an 

ending as follows: “that you came here to ruin;” then Polynices adds, “do you listen to me?,” 

and Eteocles adds further, “who would listen to one who brought an army against his own 

homeland?” 

The patterns read as if Eteocles deliberately steals some words from Polynices and 

reverses their meaning; the former resembles one who steals a sword from his enemy, and 

then uses it against its original owner; the strategy reminds us also of the imputation of 

meaning. At the same time, we do not hear, or read, the sentences that are whole, 

complete, and self-contained; we hear or read some combinations of words the meaning of 

which neither of the speakers determines fully. Language becomes unnaturally abbreviated, 

disrupted, and victimized by merciless manipulation, with the only purpose being to cause or 

express pain, or to cause, express or reinforce aggressiveness, which altogether results in a 

bizarre combination of expressions of both pain and aggressiveness. Euripides thus manages 

to simulate most vividly the human words that resemble animal cries and roars more than a 

human discourse (see also Papadopoulou 2008, 96-97).  
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We need to add two major aspects of the example of negotiation that, by generating 

dediscoursification, took a wrong turn, and moved the agents closer to the war instead away 

from it. Eteocles finishes his speech with an etymology; he says that Oedipus, his and 

Polynices’ father, was right when he christened Polynices the way he did: Polyneikes in 

Greek means “one whose quarrels are many;” in other words, the name designates a 

quarreler, one who produces many disagreements and misunderstandings. This is not an 

example solely of poetic irony where the actor, who showed no will to resolve a dispute 

(that is, Eteocles), attributes to his brother all the blame. This is also an example of Eteocles’ 

recognition that names may directly reflect the truth; he implies that the meaning of this 

name is something everyone should agree with, that it is imitative or onomatopoeic for all 

the users of the Greek language.   

But, Eteocles with this claim again commits a contradiction because, to him, the name 

“Polynices” becomes a counterexample to his thesis that the common names are vacuous 

and a subject to individual both interpretation and variation. “Polynices” becomes an 

exception who, due exactly to his name’s meaning, needs to be destroyed so that both 

Eteocles’ claims can be confirmed, one on the lack of shared meanings and the other on the 

lack of a shared notion of justice and equality. However, in light of the etymology, we need 

to emphasize that the etymology of “Eteocles” is “one to whom the truth is glory,” or “one 

who is famous by his truthfulness.” Of course, this is an impossible etymology in this case, 

and I believe that Euripides deliberately abstains from putting it into Polynices’ mouth to 

enable the readers themselves to give thought to it.  

In other words, Eteocles is one who carries a name that is a perfect misfit to him or 

perfectly incompatible with his character. In that sense, he has been placed outside 

language; his own name is misleading or deceiving, which suggests, or connotes, that 

language itself is unreliable, and that it serves more falsity than truth. Thereby the process of 

dediscoursification is already hinted at; our positive expectations vis-à-vis the use of 

discourse and the process of communication are drastically reduced when we encounter the 

very vacuous name of “Eteocles.” 

The second major aspect is as follows: at the end of his speech, marking the move toward 

the conflict of armed force, Polynices states that he must flee his home again, like a slave, 

though he is a son of the same father as his brother (lines 627-8). However, what does he 

mean by “the slave”? We need to return to his dialogue with Jocasta which immediately 
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precedes the negotiating episode. He told Jocasta that those who are evicted from their 

homeland, and then hosted by a foreign ruler as he was, suffer primarily from a single evil, 

“ouk echei parrhesian” (line 391): “they do not enjoy the freedom of speech.” They do not 

use discourse as a free man, according to the values of discourse, but need to remain on 

guard and measure every single word even when they aim to tell the truth, or be sincere, or 

help one by a word. Jocasta replies to it as follows: “You refer to the slave who dares not say 

what he means.” Polynices to this briefly replies as follows: “One needs to bear the 

ignorance (incompetence) of those who hold power,” and adds that he himself had to 

endure such hardship for some short-term gain.  

In other words, Polynices defines the slave as a person marked by a special attitude 

towards discourse: a slave is one who needs to control tightly his own discourse, one who 

subjects his discourse to some criteria that are not rational, and the origins of which lie not 

in the moral-discursive values. The master’s discourse may be irrational, lacking, flawed, in 

need of a correction, but, the slave is one who has to bear such a discourse, one who must 

not try to correct it; in the public dimension, the slave is one who has to treat a very 

imperfect discourse as perfect one.  

This then means that a lie, or untruth, is inherent to the slave’s attitude towards 

discourse; and this also means that those who intend to use discourse in accordance with its 

inherent moral values are, qua slaves, discouraged to do so. Hence, the figure of the slave is 

primarily defined as one of a repeatedly dediscoursified person, one whose will to discourse 

is, due to his very status, blocked or discouraged; and it is exactly for such a reason that the 

slave has been traditionally marked as something “less than human.” For instance, Aristotle 

describes them as “living tools.”    

It is quite natural for Polynices to find himself in such a state after his dialogue with 

Eteocles; he is in a state of one who tried to achieve something by discourse, but his 

discourse was made meaningless, void, and devalued by one who, most of all, enjoys 

Tyranny and uses discourse in such a way that a reasonable use of discourse could not reach 

him. Hence, we may conclude that Eteocles made Polynices again slave-like not as much by 

refusing to yield to the demand of “one-year rotating rule” as by reviving in Polynices the 

view that the use of discourse must remain unproductive, that moral or political problems 

cannot be resolved with a reasonable exchange of arguments, or by a joint assessment of 

reasons. Before Eteocles, just like before those who held power at Mycenae at the time of 
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Polynices’ exile, Polynices must go silent; he must understand that he is now in a situation in 

which discourse cannot be of any use, in which he either has to yield to a force or try to 

neutralize it by a counter-force. He was fully aware that, following dediscoursification he 

experienced while communicating with his own brother, he had to remain a slave, that is, 

one who would not be able to express the potential of his discursive human nature even 

after he takes an otherwise praiseworthy role of the warrior, or the fighter, for justice. 

 

1.7 Chamberlain, Izetbegović, and Arab-Israeli post-242 negotiators:  

dediscoursifier’s special figures 

 

There is no doubt that, throughout the period leading up to World War Two, Hitler acted 

as a dediscoursifier; he lied about his intentions, broke many promises that either he himself 

made or to which Germany was committed by international treaties, and issued many 

contradictory statements. To Hitler this was simply a rational strategy by which, at the time, 

he hoped to achieve the goals he considered as legitimate German goals: expansion of 

Germany’s Lebensraum, subjection of inferior peoples, and German military and economic 

domination of the European continent. In 1940 Joseph P. Goebbels admitted that Hitler’s 

strategy was one of deception, emphasized that, “we [Nazis] succeeded in leaving the enemy 

in the dark concerning Germany’s real goals,” and added that, by the end of 1940, “Germany 

slipped through the risky zone,” and was in a position to display its intentions fully and 

honestly (quoted in Kissinger 1995, 259). British Prime Minister Chamberlain, on September 

2 1939, declared war on Germany, and stated that, “We have a clear conscience, we have 

done all that any country could do to establish peace. The situation in which no word given 

by Germany’s ruler could be trusted, and no people or country could feel itself safe, had 

become intolerable.”17 He was fully right with his own metalingual characterization of Hitler, 

which depicted the latter as an abuser of language. Was he, however, right about his own 

“clear conscience”?    

A brief response to the question must be in the negative. In fact, it is not difficult at all to 

demonstrate that Chamberlain himself must have acted as a dediscoursifier upon all other 

                                                 
17

  The text of the declaration is at http://www.bbc.co.uk/archive/ww2outbreak/7957.shtml  

 (Accessed July 28, 2015).  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/archive/ww2outbreak/7957.shtml
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relevant diplomatic agents of the time, including Hitler himself. Through the period of 

negotiating with Hitler on all major issues, including the Munich Pact negotiations, 

Chamberlain’s verbal deliveries were as contradictory as Hitler’s. First and foremost, all he 

said about Hitler and Germany’s aspirations at the time demonstrates that, until the last 

days of peace, he had no coherent view of either Hitler or about what he hoped he could 

achieve through his negotiations with Hitler. His confusion, and erratic replacement of one 

view with another, contradictory one, was shown as early as 1937; following his reading of a 

book that adequately described the nature of Nazi regime, Chamberlain stated that, if he 

accepted the conclusions of the book, he should feel despair; but, he added, “I don’t and I 

won’t” (Kagan 1995, 378). He in no way explained that sentence; he did not add his 

argument in support of the thesis that the despair he refers to ought to be dispelled. His 

later characterizations of Hitler evince the same kind of contradiction: at one point he 

qualifies Hitler as one impossible to negotiate with, but then, at the next, he swiftly changes 

his view and qualifies Hitler as one who he can negotiate with, and even as one with whom 

he can reach a reasonable agreement.  

For instance, following Germany’s Anschluss of Austria on March 13 1938, Chamberlain 

officially responded by emphasizing that “it is perfectly evident now that force is the only 

argument Germany understands.” However, in the later period, we see a Chamberlain who 

not only failed to act more resolutely against Hitler, but one who failed to take a more 

coherent stand on Hitler. On September 15 1938, following his first meeting with Hitler on 

the issue of Czechoslovakia, Chamberlain praises Hitler before his cabinet and states firmly 

that “Hitler meant what he said,” and “Hitler was telling the truth” (Kagan 1995, 397). One 

should not then be caught by surprise to find that Chamberlain, first, fails to take German 

military occupation of Prague as a clear breach of the Munich Agreement, hence as a casus 

belli, and that Chamberlain’s declaration of war against Germany, following German 

occupation of Poland, is forced on him by the British Parliament.18 Chamberlain simply had 

no view of Hitler, either negative or positive.  

What kind of communicative relationship, then, do we find between Chamberlain and 

Hitler? It is a peculiar one. On the one hand, we have a person who violates his own 

promises, or international commitments, without any problem. He, Hitler, is a person who 
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  For this, and more detail, see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neville_Chamberlain  

 (Accessed July 28, 2015). 
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stands outside language in an ethical sense, a person to whom language simply plays a role 

of one of the tools, or weapons of a severe and merciless struggle that will result in either a 

victory or a defeat. Hence, Hitler, whenever tactical conditions so required, issued peaceful 

messages, expressed his faith in peaceful negotiations, but did so in a bombastic and 

excessive way, never taking a more cautious attitude toward his foreign political adversaries 

(Anschluss takes place as if remilitarization of Rheinland never took place,19 and 

Czechoslovakia takes place as if the Anschluss never took place). 

Facing Hitler was a diplomatic actor, Chamberlain, who officially places his confidence in 

discourse as a general medium of political problem solving. However, this actor never comes 

close to adopting an unambiguous, or even deliberately and continually ambiguous, view; he 

never adopts a view based on which one could claim that the actor was deceived or misled. 

Chamberlain does at times consider a worse possibility as well, but in the situations when 

such consideration was reasonable, he does not fully endorse it. When one faces both a 

friendly and inimical message, it is always reasonable to count on a worse possibility–

otherwise one can be unpleasantly surprised. However, Chamberlain does not act 

reasonably; he either takes no view at all, or does not work on adopting one, or continues 

considering a more optimistic possibility, and all that together combined in a strange 

cognitive mix. That is why Hitler formed the image of Chamberlain he did: either as a coward 

who has no view, one who is easily deceived, or perhaps one who, in Hitler’s eyes, decided 

to be eccentric in a characteristically English way, but at a wrong time (see also Kagan 1995, 

412).  

In other words, Hitler and Chamberlain acted as a harmonious couple, a duo that 

maintained a communicative relationship through a common effort and with a strange, 

perverse kind of compatibility that resembles the compatibility between a sadistic and a 

masochistic type. The relationship resulted in a bizarre outcome: in effect, Hitler was one 

who, throughout the relationship, remained faithful to his own word as presented in the 

Mein Kampf. In that sense he fulfilled the promise he gave to himself, the promise that 

others perhaps had not regarded with sufficient seriousness;20 of course, along the way he 

                                                 
19

  After remilitarization of the Rhineland, Hitler in an address to the Reichstag states the following: “Now, more than 

ever, we shall strive for an understanding between the European peoples….We have no territorial demands to make in 

Europe…Germany will never break the peace.” (Kagan 1995, 357)  
20

  Some high-rank officials have nevertheless taken Hitler’s promises to himself sufficiently seriously. In December 

1938, after return of the Sudetenland to the German Reich, Robert Coulondre, the newly appointed French Ambassador to 
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also had to break many promises he gave to others – a different implementation of Mein 

Kampf in the given conditions was impossible, as everyone could have realized already at the 

time of Hitler’s promise-breaking. Hence, from the viewpoint of communication, Hitler and 

Chamberlain were equally responsible for the interruption of communication and thus also 

equally responsible for the outbreak of World War Two. Their communicative relationship 

actually seemed to display one key characteristic: one communicative agent, Hitler, 

somehow managed to infect the discourse of another communicative agent, Chamberlain, 

with his contradictions, which is why the latter remained unable to communicate openly and 

productively not only with the former, but also with the entire British and world-wide 

public.21  

One interesting consequence follows from the image of Chamberlain as a peculiar 

discourse-user, and a dediscoursifier, that is offered in this section. Prior to World War Two, 

we cannot really speak about the strategy of appeasement in the sense of a “hesitant and 

extremely cautious attitude by an actor, or a number of actors, against a potentially highly 

menacing actor.” Chamberlain had no view of Hitler as a potentially menacing actor simply 

because Chamberlain had no consistent view of Hitler at all. That is why he never came close 

to endorsing the idea of launching a preventive attack against Hitler, or threatening Hitler 

with such an attack; in his mind Hitler was not atrocious or threatening, but was not the 

opposite of such attributes either (McDonough 2011; Record 2011). 

Alija Izetbegović, Bosnia-Herzegovina Collective Presidency Chair at the start of, and 

during, the Bosnian war, from 1991 till 1995, in one crucial aspect is comparable to Prime 

Minister Chamberlain – he too did not hesitate to change his views swiftly and erratically, 

and to endorse contradictory propositions whenever they suited his short-term political 

interest. In my book on Izetbegović (Pehar 2011a), I documented both the many instances of 

Izetbegović’s endorsement of contradictory positions and his verbal strategy that had a 

                                                                                                                                                         
Berlin, put it as follows: “The first part of Mr. Hitler’s programme – integration of Germans into the Reich – is completed. 

Now the time for Lebensraum has arrived.” (Mazower 1998, 75) 
21

  Chamberlain’s discursive attitude is well illustrated by a comment on Hitler we find in a French socialist press 

Populaire after remilitarization of the Rhineland: “Hitler has torn up a treaty, he has broken all his promises, but at the same 

time he speaks of peace and of Geneva. We must take him at his word.” (Kagan 1995, 358) The last sentence is utterly 

ambiguous as it addresses and confirms both Hitler’s violation of his promises and his speech on peace. An intelligent reader 

might read this sentence with an ironic smile as if the sentence cannot be meant, read, or uttered in its literal sense. Trust in 

Hitler is not possible because he broke his promises, but at the same time it is necessary because he speaks of peace and the 

spirit of Geneva. Hence Populaire commits a contradiction and simply allows Hitler to infect, by his own contradiction, the 

press report itself. In a brief excerpt we see the whole dynamics of dediscoursification that took place between the key 

diplomatic actors at the dawn of World War Two.   
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dediscoursifying effect on his political interlocutors, which is why in this section I will focus 

only on the most essential of Izetbegović’s attributes as a moral-discursive agent.  

First, Izetbegović had no problem with reneging inexplicably on the highly important and 

potentially peace-saving agreements that he accepted in the months preceding the outbreak 

of the Bosnian war, and this aspect of his verbal agency had already received a fair amount 

of critical comment (for more detail, see Pehar 2011a, 168-184). However, it is important to 

emphasize here that his loose attitude toward the agreements he signed was also confirmed 

by his treatment of, and attitude toward, the Dayton Framework for Peace, which defined 

Bosnian constitutional post-war design. In other words, Izetbegović was in fact one of the 

political agents who continued the state of war into the post-war period by attempting to 

impose an interpretive construction of the Dayton peace framework, which was in 

accordance with his war-time political objectives, but not in accordance with the legitimate 

interests of the other internal parties to both Bosnian war and peace (for more detail, see 

Pehar 2014b and 2014c).  

Secondly, as already emphasized, Izetbegović tended to endorse many contradictory 

propositions and positions concerning both the internal structure of Bosnia and the ways in 

which Bosnia’s internal relations should be organized.22 For instance, many times he voiced 

the position that Bosnia should be organized as a classical unitary state, with no internal 

division of sovereignty and no special rights accorded to Bosnia’s ethnic groups, Bosniak-

Muslims, Croats, and Serbs, who today officially have the status of Bosnia’s co-constituent 

peoples. However, on some occasions, he admitted that Bosnia is composed of three 

different ethnic groups who have their specific interests, and that Bosnian peace and 

internal stability depend on a compromise between the ethnic groups. And yet, on other 

occasions he tended to depart radically from such a view by presenting publicly the following 

theses: Bosnia has its foundational people, Bosniak-Muslims, who, unlike Croats and Serbs, 

                                                 
22

  As Aristotle already pointed out, endorsement of contradictions puts one’s interlocutor into a difficult position 

because the interlocutor cannot view those who endorse contradictions as committed users of a meaningful discourse. 

Aristotle compared those who don’t trust, and hence seek a full logical demonstration for, “the principle of contradiction” 

with “a vegetable” because such form of life does not speak nor expresses some views (Aristotle 1924, 1006a1-25). In other 

words, contradictory language defeats itself, it deprives itself of its own meaning, and results in a situation in which the users 

of language seem not to have used language at all. Obviously, this is a form of dediscoursification – our interlocutors to our 

contradictions respond as something that we need to eliminate together; an additional clarification is sought concerning either 

the meaning of the terms used (for instance, does one deal with metaphorical use of the terms of the contradiction?) or the 

meaning of negation. However, when additional clarification, and elimination, is not sought, a user of discourse is culpable of 

dediscoursification: s/he actively motivates us to cease discoursing with him or her because we find the dialogue with her, or 

him, confusing and his or her thoughts and words principally non-shareable. Izetbegović’s key problem was in his view that 

life is more pertinently and adequately characterized by religious contradictions, or “antinomies” as he called them, than by 

scientific and mutually coherent theories, for which see Pehar (2011a, esp. 159-164).  
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form a majority in Bosnia, but have no “reserve-countries,” no “Croatia and Serbia,” for 

themselves. Hence, Izetbegović added, Bosnia’s Bosniak-Muslims should have some special 

rights, and receive a special and exclusivist treatment, in Bosnia itself (for more detail, see 

Pehar 2011a). Now, as Bosnia in 1991-1992 had 44% of Bosniak-Muslim population, the 

representatives of the two other ethnic groups characterized Izetbegović’s position rightfully 

as an open propagation of political falsehood, and considered such or similar statements as 

highly detrimental to a possibility of continued dialogue, that is, as statements that 

produced the phenomenon and process of dediscoursification.  

Here I will not propose a more lengthy analysis of the detrimental influence Izetbegović’s 

use of discourse had on the discourse of other Bosnian, and even international, political 

actors. I will, however, distil two important aspects pertaining to Izetbegović’s discourse that 

play an important role in subsequent chapters, in Chapter 2 and Conclusion in particular.  

First, and most interestingly, in January 1992, prior to the outbreak of the Bosnian war, 

Izetbegović formulated the following “argument,” a quasi-topic, against a negotiating 

process that should involve legitimate representatives of Serb, Croat, and Bosniak-Muslim 

peoples: the negotiating positions of the negotiating parties are mutually very distant and 

thus the likelihood of reaching an agreement is very low; hence, to continue with negotiating 

makes no sense; also, the reasons those parties put forward in support of their positions 

should be offered to the Bosnian citizens who should then decide on the matters by a 

majority vote (for the context and the exact wording of this “argument,” see Pehar 2011a, 

132-133). We should have in mind that such Izetbegović’s position also had a major practical 

effect: from April 1992 till December 1992, through the critical eight months of the initial 

period of the Bosnian war, Izetbegović ceased negotiating with legitimate representatives of 

the Bosnian Serbs. Also, we should have in mind that Izetbegović’s “resolution” of the issue 

of the distance between negotiating position was fully impracticable – in Bosnia of the time, 

and even today, on some major issues it is impossible to form a winning majority of Bosnian 

citizens who could as well satisfy the criterion of “a three equally constituent peoples’ 

representation.”23 In addition to the two aspects surrounding Izetbegović’s “argument,” one 

should have an exact understanding of what the “argument” actually implies. It, basically, 

implies the following: the fact that the parties have different views, and different reasons in 

                                                 
23

  This, however, does not prevent local political parties from negotiating and formulating a compromise, a 

diplomatic formula that can moderately satisfy the interests of all constituent peoples.  
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support of such views, figures as a reason against a common exploration of the reasons 

through a reasoned debate; or, the distance between both the positions and the reasons 

supporting those positions should be taken as a reason against the negotiating process. This, 

of course, is far from plausible, and we will see in Chapter 2 why the moral matrix of 

discourse involves a discursive requirement that is irreconcilable to Izetbegović’s 

“argument.” To this one also needs to add that, having in mind Izetbegović’s endorsement of 

many contradictory positions, he indeed was a party impossible to negotiate with not due to 

the distance between his own and the Serb negotiating positions, as he himself put it, but 

due to an obvious lack of position that his own contradictions implied for both himself and 

his interlocutors. 

Secondly, Richard Holbrooke, American mediator who helped the Bosnian and the 

neighboring countries’ representatives to negotiate the Dayton peace settlement, in his 

memoirs presented a curious picture of Izetbegović as a negotiator. For a start, Holbrooke 

unmistakably presented Izetbegović and his team, i.e. the Bosniak-Muslim representatives, 

as a key culprit of the drama that unfolded at Dayton, as a party that nearly spoiled the 

negotiating effort by placing many obstacles on it. In actual fact, it follows from Holbrooke’s 

presentation that, until the very end of the Dayton negotiations, both his team and the 

European representatives remained extremely skeptical about Izetbegović’s willingness to 

sign to the deal (Holbrooke 1999, 197-8, 224, 271, 302, 305, and 309). Holbrooke even adds 

that he remembered “how often things had unraveled with the Bosnians [this term he uses 

throughout the book to designate exclusively the Bosniak-Muslim representatives] in the 

past” (Holbrooke 1999, 309), emphasizing that he himself was unable to find a sufficient 

amount of moral-discursive seriousness, responsibility, or commitment, in Bosniak-Muslim 

negotiating team led by Izetbegović.24 Thus, Holbrooke in his memoirs presents Izetbegović 

in clear terms as a political agent who tended to dediscoursify his political interlocutors, 

including those more sympathetic to him than to the other Bosnian parties.   

More importantly, Holbrooke also puts a political frame on Izetbegović as a 

dediscoursifying agent, and explains in a peculiar way the latter’s tendency to renege on the 

agreements he signed, and his confusion or contradictions: as something of which 

Izetbegović was not, and is not to be held, culpable. Such Holbrooke’s political framing is 

presented very early in his memoirs. Here is how he explains Izetbegović’s erratic verbal and 

                                                 
24

  See also Greenberg, McGuinness (2000, 55)  
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negotiating behavior: “Having put all their effort into survival, they [the Bosniak-Muslim 

representatives and negotiators including primarily Izetbegović and his close aides] had 

never functioned as a government in the normal sense of the word” (Holbrooke 1999, 97). In 

other words, Holbrooke presents Izetbegović as a victim of the Serbian aggression who 

simply fought for sheer survival. In Holbrooke’s presentation, the victim was so busy dealing 

with the business of survival that he had no time to formulate his own political agenda or 

work towards achievement of his own political goals. 

However, such Holbrooke’s presentation is in fact a misrepresentation that can be easily 

refuted with some excerpts from Holbrooke’s own book, and with some recently published 

transcripts of BiH Presidency sessions that reveal unambiguously the character of 

Izetbegović’s own political agenda. As to the latter, at a meeting held in BiH Presidency on 

January 28 1994 (this is a period of war when Izetbegović’s position was at its weakest point 

in terms of both military and political strategy), Izetbegović states the following:  

“We [Bosniak-Muslim representatives and negotiators] have been voicing different 

perspectives. Some objections are sent to me from abroad – tell us, Bosnians, what do 

you want? Tell us, we need to know. One of us claims one thing, another claims 

another, the third a third, and the foreign secretary claims a fourth thing. Those gents 

abroad do not know what we want. Now, watch out, what do we want? Something is 

missing in this formula – our views do indeed vary. Do you know why? That depends 

on our possession of weaponry, or our lack of weaponry. If we possess weaponry, the 

whole of Bosnia is a result. It we totally lack weaponry, then we have to accept 

something else” (the quote and context in Pehar 2011a, 137).  

 

This is perhaps the best depiction of Izetbegović as a dediscoursifier who acts as an 

independent source of dediscoursification. The quote clearly implies that Izetbegović was 

not really interested in negotiations, or discourse, and that he used it only as a weapon of 

the political or diplomatic struggle; that his basic political calculus was determined fully by 

the amount of the means of coercion placed in his hands, and that he was not thinking at all 

about the possibility of formulating a compromise, a diplomatic formula, in a direct and fair 

negotiation with his political adversaries; finally, the above quote implies undoubtedly that 

his political goals were set maximally.  

As to Holbrooke’s own awareness of Izetbegović’s political agenda, which cannot be 

reconciled with the former’s statement on Izetbegović as a victim so hard-pressed that he 
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did not have time to form, and try implementing, his own views on a desirable shape of 

Bosnia, again we find it documented early in his memoirs. Holbrooke, for example, 

reproduces a speech Izetbegović delivered on 27 January 1991 (more than a year before the 

start of the war), before Bosnia-Herzegovina parliamentarians, in which Izetbegović clearly 

stated that he would sacrifice peace for Bosnian sovereignty, but never sacrifice Bosnian 

sovereignty for a peace; Holbrooke then adds, “To the Serbs, this was a war cry.” (Holbrooke 

1999, 32-33) However, Holbrooke fails to mention that Izetbegović’s speech also meant that 

he wanted a fully sovereign, centrally governed, non-federated Bosnia-Herzegovina, and 

that, within the context, he implied again that his political goals were set maximally. 

Furthermore, Izetbegović’s statement on “sacrifice of peace for sovereignty” was very 

problematic also to Croats who, in a lower voice than Serbs, demanded that Bosnia be 

federated and decentralized taking into consideration its multi-ethnicity and composition by 

the three equally constituent peoples. This is a fact that at least partially explains the war 

that broke out between Bosnian Croat and Bosnian Muslim forces in early 1993.  

Finally, Holbrooke’s characterization of Izetbegović as merely a victim, with no political 

agenda of his own, is undermined by one important episode from August 1995, when the 

outline of the Dayton peace settlement was being prepared, as Holbrooke himself presents 

it. It follows clearly from Holbrooke’s memoirs (Holbrooke 1999, 96-7) that Izetbegović 

endorsed the Dayton deal as a part of a choice that Holbrooke offered to him. The choice 

was as follows: either Bosnian-Muslim independent statelet, on a smaller part of the Bosnian 

territory, or Bosnia-Herzegovina in its current borders, but radically rearranged in 

accordance with the following formula: it will be a federation composed of two strong 

entities, with one loose central government; one of the entities was to be called “Republika 

Srpska” exactly as the Serbs have demanded at the start of the Bosnian war. Izetbegović 

opted for the latter (Holbrooke 1999, 97).  

Again, Holbrooke fails to mention one extremely important thing: as he explicitly 

proposed it, the choice had no option of a Bosnian full and undivided sovereignty, which is 

exactly the political goal for which Izetbegović said he would, and for which he did, sacrifice 

peace. Secondly, and more importantly, Holbrooke clearly signaled to Izetbegović that USA 

had no problem with the constitutional transformation of Bosnia into a federation, and even 

more importantly, that it did not have a problem with full disintegration of the state either. 

Hence, Izetbegović must have realized that, to move forward with the Dayton negotiations, 
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he was told unambiguously that he must give up his maximalist and compromise-unfriendly 

political goals which, as Holbrooke put it, to the Serbs meant a war cry. 

Altogether, this means that Holbrooke’s political framing of Izetbegović’s discourse, and 

of the dediscoursifying potential of that discourse, as something that was just an effect of a 

more tragic condition, or of another “villain’s” behavior, is a historical distortion, an abuse of 

history for political purposes. Holbrooke was fully aware of Izetbegović’s maximalist 

demands, and of Izetbegović’s slippery moral-discursive character. However, he must have 

also sensed the need to picture Bosnia as a site of a struggle between good and evil, to make 

sense of American post-Dayton engagement in the peace-implementation process, and this 

is what probably motivated him to try picturing Izetbegović, and his people, as a “victim” of 

the Bosnian war.25 One last, but crucial lesson may be drawn from this Holbrooke’s politically 

motivated misframing of Izetbegović as an “accidental” dediscoursifier: dediscoursification 

can be, like everything, reframed in political terms so that it does not look like one. Such 

political framing in fact simply propagates and extends the process of dediscoursification. In 

other words, here Holbrooke’s framing of dediscoursification turns himself into a 

dediscoursifying agent. 

I conclude this section with a brief presentation of another diplomatic communication 

that went wrong and produced a dediscoursifying effect. It concerns the communication 

between Arab and Israeli negotiators in the period from late 1967, following the adoption of 

UN Security Council Resolution 242 (UNSCR 242) in November 1967, until 1973 (Yom Kippur, 

or October War between Israel and Arab countries led by Egypt). UNSCR 242 was adopted in 

the aftermath of the Six-Day War between Israel and Arab countries, which resulted in Israeli 

occupation of major portions of Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon and Syria. The 242 is famous for its 

ambiguity, which was the key stumbling block to the Arab-Israeli negotiations, both direct 

and indirect, that followed. I have analyzed the crucial aspects of this process elsewhere 

(Pehar 2011b, esp. 74-83);26 so here again I am distilling the most essential aspects on which 

I draw later, especially in chapters 2 and 3. 

What was the key problem during those negotiations, and how did the parties abuse their 

discourse, which led to communicational failure and cul-de-sac? As said, UNSCR 242 is 

ambiguous, which means that it is open to interpretation: when one focuses on one set of its 
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  For more detail on American long-term engagement with Bosnia, see Pehar (2014c) 
26

  See also Riad (1981, 65-75) and Chomsky (2003, 179-182)  
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elements, one will draw one conclusion concerning its proper interpretation; when one, 

however, focuses on another set of its elements, one will draw another interpretive 

conclusion that is irreconcilable with the former. This does not mean that the situation is 

hopeless. A focus on one set of elements is buttressed by one set of reasons. The focus on 

the competing set is buttressed by another set of reasons. Altogether, this means that the 

parties aiming to establish a shared meaning of an ambiguous document should simply do as 

follows: either compare the competing reasons and assess them together through a 

prolonged dialogue or agree that the document cannot produce a single and shared 

meaning, after which they may come up with a compromise-formula that they would simply 

put on the document. Unfortunately, this is not something that Arab and Israeli negotiators 

did. Instead, they dediscoursified one another. How did they do this? 

They simply continued adhering to their own interpretation regardless of the outcome. 

The opposite party was faced with an interpretive ultimatum: either they adopt the 

“orthodox” interpretation, which is “ours,” or there will be no talks at all. In other words, a 

party can focus exclusively on the products of interpretation, the final interpretive deliveries, 

and forget all the rest that is in fact more important: the reasons for interpretation and a 

dialogue concerning such reasons. It is through such an attitude that an ambiguous 

discourse, the 242 in this case, becomes actually one large contradiction: Israel fights for an 

interpretation A, whereas Arab representatives fight for an interpretation B which implies 

non-A; and there the dialogue on interpretive possibilities ends. Language becomes 

contradictory and thus ceases to play a role.27   

Hence, in this case the mechanism of dediscoursification is simple and clear. The parties 

are inimical to the possibility of a discussion of the reasons, and they a priori consider their 

interpretations as mutually incompatible or contradictory. This also means that they both 

refuse to assess jointly the weight of the elements on which their interpretations draw, 

which means that they simply dismiss, with no explanation, all the elements that may be 

adduced to support the competing interpretation. So discourse, the UNSCR 242, is 

considered as contradictory and thus taken out of the equation. It becomes a means of self-

defeat or, more precisely, a means for return to the pre-242 time, instead of becoming a 
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  This means that I fundamentally agree with an observation by 1967 US Secretary of State, Dean Rusk: “Both sides 

departed from 242 in important ways” (Rusk 1991, 333). Also, one needs to have in mind that, on November 12 1967, US 

Ambassador Goldberg directly told Riad, Egyptian foreign minister, that the 242 had to contain some degree of ambiguity in 

order to overcome obstacles (Riad 1981, 65).    
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source of a shared meaning that is supported by adequate and shared reasons, and then 

taken honestly as binding on all the parties concerned. As a matter of historical 

interpretation, this is exactly what happened at “Big Four” (USA, UK, France, USSR) meetings 

held in early 1969, when the meaning of the 242 was debated.  

The sympathies of the major actors were obvious to an impartial eye. USA and UK openly 

held a pro-Israeli position, while France and the Soviet Union held a pro-Arab position.28 The 

pro-Arab camp simply insisted on the withdrawal of the Israeli force from occupied 

territories, and viewed such a withdrawal as a precondition for any future steps. The pro-

Israeli camp, however, insisted on direct negotiations between Israel and its Arab neighbors, 

and continued emphasizing that the “future boundaries” will have to be negotiated to 

enable Israel to withdraw from the “temporarily occupied” territories. It was obvious that, 

for instance, the Soviet envoy, Ambassador Malik during those meetings simply ignored the 

part of the 242 that addresses “safe and recognized borders.” On the other hand, American 

ambassador Yost ignored the part of the resolution that emphasizes the principle of 

inadmissibility of acquisition of territory by the use of military force (for this and more detail 

on the meetings, see El-Farra 1987, 127-129). 

Hence, through the entire period leading up to the October, Yom Kippur war (1973), the 

negotiations were still-born. In July 1973, the US vetoed the UN SC Resolution that required 

from Israel to withdraw from all the occupied territories. USA representatives explained 

their veto by stating that the parties, without an external pressure, needed to agree of their 

own on the right interpretation of the 242 (El-Zayyat 1981, 31). Egyptian representatives 

responded to this veto with utter disappointment and outrage. They took it as a symbol of 

an end to all discursive efforts, or full exhaustion of all diplomatic means, in tackling the 

issue of interpretation of the 242. One obvious practical effect of such exhaustion and 

stalemate in negotiations was the continuation of the Israeli occupation of Palestinian (and 

Egyptian, Jordanian, and Syrian) territory.  

One can recognize within the Arab discourse at the time a clear series of responses to the 

continued occupation. First, the US is considered as a power that actively promotes and 

enables the continuation of Israeli occupation (El-Farra 1987, 121). Secondly, the concept of 

ambiguity is now given a more pejorative meaning: the ambiguous 242 is seen as a 
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  In other words, the argument on the 242 rapidly turned into a part of global, Cold War rivalry between two super-

powers, Soviet Union and USA; this, of course, aggravated considerably the problem. 
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misleading agreement, a document that effectively blocks resolution or a language that, 

being neither constructive nor productive (El-Zayyat 1981, 39), enables Israelis to continue 

with the application of force, i.e. the occupation of the territory. Thirdly, the faith in a 

negotiated solution is fully replaced with the belief that some external force of non-

discursive kind must be applied to convince Israel to change its attitude; it could be either an 

American pressure or an Arab military strength, but, either way, it is now widely believed 

that a solution ought to be imposed on Israel by all means available (El-Farra 1987, 136). So 

once again, we witness a clear case of dediscoursification as was already attested, or hinted 

at, by Egyptian President Nasser’s 18 February 1968 statement: “We will listen to the United 

States although she wants to make us enter a dark room called ‘negotiations on Resolution 

242.’ We will cooperate with the devil himself, if only to prove our good intentions! 

However, we know from the start that we are the ones to liberate our land by the force of 

arms, the only language Israel understands” (as quoted in Riad 1981, 75).29 There is no doubt 

that, for similar reasons, Israeli representatives were at the time thinking the same of 

Egyptian President and of the Arab representatives and negotiators more generally.   

  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
29

  For Israeli position on the 242, and especially for Begin’s statement, at the time of Camp David (1977) 

negotiations, that the withdrawal of Israel from Sinai only means a full implementation of the territorial aspect of the 242, see 

also Neff (1991); for the claim by Abba Eban, an influential foreign minister of Israel, that “the preambular principle of 

inadmissibility of acquisition of territory by war is irrelevant to Middle East,” as well as for a successful refutation of the 

claim, see Finkelstein (2003, 144-145). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

MEANINGS, TRUTHS, REASONS, AND PROMISES 

 

 

 

In Chapter One I have presented nine case-studies that have a number of features in 

common. First, they all concern dialogues between some parties that would, ending the 

phase of verbal communication, start waging a war against one another. Secondly, dialogues 

to a sufficient degree substantiate the idea that those parties’ attitude to language, as 

evinced during the pre-war stage, must have played some role in the outbreak of the wars. 

As a part of this, parties also form a view of their interlocutors as moral, not only discursive, 

agents; and based on the view, they also form the view of the likelihood of coming to an 

agreement with the interlocutors. This then paves the road to the onset of war. Of course, 

forming either view necessarily involves a metalingual perspective. It was also sufficiently 

clearly presented through the dialogues that the dynamics of the relationship, which is to a 

large degree language-related, shows some key similarities with the master-slave 

relationship.  

Additionally, I have already given a name to the process – it is the process of 

dediscoursification marked primarily by the fact that discourse, based on the human attitude 

toward discourse itself, plays a progressively diminished role in a human relationship. It is as 

if a language-user uses language in a way that increasingly prevents or undermines the 

shaping of the human relationship by language, a kind of suicidal or self-destructing 

language. Importantly, I pointed out that the whole process may be reframed or politicized, 

as Holbrooke did with Izetbegović as a dediscoursifying political agent. However, such 

reframing/politicization may be shown implausible on the grounds of rational, reason-driven 

considerations. 

Most importantly for the purpose of the continuation of the argument presented in the 

book, Chapter One clearly indicates that the key factors of the discursive attitude that 

generates dediscoursification need to be grouped into four parameters. All the dialogues 

concern some fundamental values, or parameters, of discourse that frequently occur as 
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dominant and defining in a human discursive relationship; the negotiating episodes 

presented in Chapter One clearly indicate that there are at least four such dominant 

parameters, or values, through which the discursive agents consider and assess each other: 

meanings, truths, reasons, and promises. For instance, it is clear that the section on Taney 

and Dred Scott, and a part of section 1.1, primarily concern the value of reason-giving; the 

section on Ignatieff and Skidelsky centers on the notion of meaning and the imputation of 

meaning; the same applies to the part on the negotiating behavior of both Israel and Arab 

states following the passage of the UNSCR 242. The sub-section on Hitler and Chamberlain is 

primarily on the parameter/value of truth, while the section on the dawn of Peloponnesian 

war concerns predominantly the idea of promise-making and -breaking. The parts and 

sections on Izetbegović, Rambouillet talks, and Euripides’ Phoenician women, deal with all 

those parameters either taken singly or in combination. 

Hence, the task of Chapter Two is to elucidate to a sufficient degree the nature of the key 

parameters/values. In other words, the chapter will revolve around the following question: 

when one claims that one of the four parameters had been violated, or undermined, 

through one’s discursive strategy, what does it exactly mean? It is clear that, before 

answering such a question, one needs to understand the positive import of the four 

parameters in relation to the process of communication. Why do we, and why should we, 

consider the four parameters as valuable to the process of communication? How can we 

pertinently and successfully explain the fact that the positive view, and a constructive 

upholding, of the four parameters assists and sustains the human communication, whereas 

the undermining of, and disregard for, the same parameters leads to a progressive decline of 

discursive interaction, that is, to dediscoursification? 

My discussion of the four parameters starts with meaning and ends with promising, while 

truth and reason-giving are examined in the middle sections. I believe that this is the most 

sensible way to proceed primarily because of the process of language-learning viewed as the 

process of cognitive maturing. As a matter of fact, when you teach your child a language, 

you first expect from him or her to learn the meanings of the words and sentences. Then, 

secondly but not less importantly, you expect from him or her to start giving pertinent, 

accurate, and increasingly complex descriptions of the world. Reason- and promise-giving 

are more complicated phenomena that require intellectually and character-wise, or social 

cognition-wise, more mature individuals. For instance, reason-giving can commence only 
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after an individual language-learner takes note of the possibility of presenting diverse and 

competing accounts of the same set of experiences; as to promise-giving, it is clear that, for 

such a practice to be possible, one needs to be able to understand the ways in which one’s 

action nests into a wider framework of social action composed of a number of different 

individual contributions; this, however, requires a pretty versatile and socially, intellectually, 

and linguistically mature individual, one who can form an idea of cooperative and mutually 

reinforcing behavior that characterizes a community composed of a number of different 

individuals. 

2.1 Meanings 

What is meaning? And, what exactly happens when words, sentences, or texts in a certain 

language mean something? What criteria should an individual user of language meet for us 

to be able to state that, to him, or her, some sentences mean something, or that s/he 

conveys some meanings with his or her sentences? Such questions are explored and debated 

by a large number of diverse disciplines including semantics, sociology and cognitive science, 

the philosophy of language, hermeneutics, the theory of information and computation, and 

many others. Now, whatever one’s particular take on the notion of meaning, one should not 

neglect or deny the following facts.  

First, the meaning of sentences is normally learned and taught either in the course of 

internalizing one’s own mother tongue, or by learning a second language. Meanings are 

never learned or taught as a private or solitary process; the process necessarily involves at 

least two individuals marked by a high degree of psychological proximity. One individual is 

considered a teacher, and the other a student of language. The structure of meaning is 

transferred from one to the other, but this does not imply that the student’s contribution 

amounts to a passive adoption of the structure either as a package or wholesale. 

Secondly, the meaning of words and sentences is typically something one can be right or 

wrong about. The instructor may transfer wrong information, and the student may be wrong 

about the meaning s/he internalized. Also, a grown-up may be wrong about the meaning of 

a word or sentence. In other words, there is an objective aspect to the notion of meaning in 

the sense that meaning is not something one can arbitrarily transfer or grasp. This also 

means that the instructor needs to be committed to the task of accurate transfer of accurate 

meaning as well as of the correcting of the student whenever the latter was not right about 
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a meaning. This, however, does not mean that the student’s grasp of meaning does not 

permit a degree of variation – some sentences or words may be grasped more fully or 

accurately than the others.   

Thirdly, the process of meaning-learning has its natural course and direction. An infant 

cannot be expected to start immediately building larger structures of language; and the 

sentences initially formed do not have to be formed perfectly; we leave room for some 

degree of inaccuracy and grammatical error as long as it does not affect adversely our key 

task of understanding and communicating. Also, we expect the whole course of language-

learning to develop from a simpler to a more complex kind of patterning, and to extend first 

to the specific and concrete verbs and nouns, and only later to more abstract or combined 

verbal or nominal structures. As a part of this, our natural expectation is that a child learns 

first to deal verbally with the less abstract aspects of the world. For instance, s/he will first 

learn to refer to the parts of her body and to some aspects of her immediate environment 

that correspond to her natural, biological needs. Also, we expect the animal world to be 

verbally processed with a relative ease. However, some items will become a part of the 

child’s verbal mastery only at a later stage: for instance, numbers, arithmetical sets, chemical 

compounds, logical variables, and atmospheric and astronomic phenomena will emerge later 

in the process of gradual verbal mastering of the world (Quine 1989).  

Fourthly, the process of language-learning typically takes place through a play and 

considerable amount of bodily activity – throwing a ball, getting food, running through the 

house, showing pictures, changing clothes, preparing for the bed….In such contexts of the 

play and a shared non-verbal activity, some narratives are very clearly presented to both the 

child and the parents (Bruner 1990, 77-81). It is very clear to both how a canonical form of 

activity can take place. Most importantly, such activity is repeatable and may be re-activated 

by a sheer effort of will. Children typically throw a ball hundreds of times, and similar. 

Reproduction of the event is here of major significance, because it makes the process of 

learning much easier and more amenable to correcting evidence. 

Fifthly, the instructor naturally relies on the presence of some general, cross-modal 

capabilities in the student. The former counts on the latter’s ability to grasp and connect, 

which is of major importance to the process of connecting the patterns of language with 

whatever those patterns refer to. For instance, the student needs to understand beforehand 

that “red” means “color” since it is impossible to explain to him what “color” means prior to 



92 

 

explaining what “red” means. Such reliance on natural and innate capacities of 

understanding is based on our common biological design. We think it is natural that a child 

inherits some capacities from his parents due to their common biological make-up (Burling 

2005, 65-91; Quine 1989, 33-38). Think, for instance, of our natural expectation that, to a 

child, the index-finger pointing, or ostensive definition, means what it also means to us. We 

cannot teach the child that such pointing means that his, or her, attention needs to be 

drawn to the relevant aspects of our common environment; we simply presuppose such 

natural inclination or disposition.  

The five aspects of the learning of meaning described here are not the only relevant ones, 

but they are the most relevant in the sense that they tell us what really happens in the 

course of the process. One thing which immediately strikes our eye is that the process, or 

practice, is not purely verbal; it is also to a large degree ethical. The practice involves ethical 

relationship defined by ethical attributes and aiming at ethical goals. People who grasp 

meanings, and those who help them grasp, are a part of a bigger ethical whole that 

generates some moral goods, which is why one can describe the practice as universally 

valued and morally positive one. This is especially clear when we consider the following 

aspects:      

1) The instructor is the one who helps or assists the student; the former guides the latter 

through the process in which s/he acquires new information, skills, and similar.  

2) Such process is characterized by some clearly defined goals; in other words, the criteria of 

successful performance need to be clear to both sides.  

3) The process builds on something that is pre-given; its goal is not to remove the pre-given 

conditions, but to confirm and employ them to the largest degree possible. Those pre-given 

conditions may be more precisely described as some universal truths concerning the student 

as a human being, as a member of the human species, including the propensity to play, the 

capacity of mimicking or imitation, an innate capacity of associating and grasping.  

4) The process is mutual and bipartisan. Both sides make coordinated investments. Also, 

both sides invest according to their capacities, and both also invest the same, or similar, kind 

of resources: for instance, time, energy and mutual interest and concern.  

5) Identification with one’s partner is a natural attribute of the process: from the viewpoint 

of instructor, the goal is to make the student as similar to the former as possible in terms of 

verbal mastery; however, it goes without saying that, as a part of such identification, the 
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instructor needs as well to identify with the student in relevant aspects – for instance, the 

two need to produce similar sound patterns, point to the same things, focus their attention 

on the same chunks of matter, and similar.          

Hence, as a process, the acquisition of meanings is primarily an ethical practice, social 

agency that produces a moral good and depends on a highly ethical relationship between 

some partners to the process. This is important because language is not infrequently 

theorized as a practice that stands apart from the kinds of practice that call directly for moral 

assessment. Teaching and learning of language is not as directly ethical as, for instance, 

saving humans, helping those in need, or paying to a charity; it nonetheless has all the 

attributes of a highly ethical practice: identification, mutual dependence, a fair share of 

investment, a shared and constructive employment of common resources. At the same time, 

however, language-learning is a very mundane and repetitive kind of practice. 

Thus far, I looked at the process of meaning-learning as a whole, with its social 

cooperative aspects to which both parties contribute. When we look, however, at the 

outcomes of the process in more detailed and precise terms, we come to be even more 

aware of the ethical aspect of meaning acquisition. For a start, one should ask the following 

question: what outcomes do parents, or instructors, expect to see at the end of the process 

of meaning-learning? Furthermore, how do they judge that their students have acquired the 

meanings of their common language to a sufficient degree?  

The whole process, viewed through the outcome-oriented lens, may best be explained as 

a process through which parents, or instructors, expect the student to become sufficiently 

authorized, or endowed with authority, to perform some verbal actions under suitable 

circumstance that s/he would not be able to perform without having internalized a structure 

of meaning. With regard to the notion of authorization, it should be qualified as a triple form 

(Sellars 2007, 57-80). First of all, we expect the learner to start responding appropriately 

with words to visual stimuli, and vice versa. In other words, we need to see that the learner 

has grasped a proper kind of connecting between something that is observed by his eye, on 

the one hand, and a proper sound pattern, on the other. If he makes such a connection 

successfully and adequately, we count him as being authorized to deliver to anyone a proper 

sound pattern that would then count as a proper description of a part of reality, or to 

receive such delivery. We take the learner to have become, for his or her community, a 
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reliable guide to the aspects of the world the community deems relevant for its own 

existence.  

However, one should not forget that such connecting is only one part of the story. No 

instructor of language comes without the notion of acting, or agency, as an element of a 

proper teaching method for his or her young students. This means that an instructor also 

expects from his students to respond with an appropriate action to a relevant kind of verbal 

stimuli. For instance, a mother may ask her child to bring her something, or do something for 

her. This is a part of the training in the meaning acquisition as well. If the child responds by 

appropriate action, we count him or her as one who understood the meaning of the 

message. In other words, we expect from a learner to grasp also the connection between an 

order, or a plea to act (which is a piece of language), on the one hand, and proper agency or 

practice (by which the child, apart from following the order, or satisfying his or her mother, 

demonstrates also that it grasped the meaning of the piece of language), on the other. This 

is another kind of authorization. Again, the purpose of the training is to authorize the child 

to become a reliable responder to the requests to perform some actions. The only way in 

which the child can become such a responder is by having internalized the meanings of 

adequate words. So, we already have two kinds of authorization that all children either 

implicitly or explicitly receive when they are trained in the skills of language: one pertains to 

the pair “perception-language”; the other to the pair “language-acting.”  

In addition to the two kinds of authorization, we have another one which orders the pairs 

of “language-language.” Normally, we expect from the learner not only to become an 

authority in establishing the connection between visual inputs and verbal outputs; or only 

between verbal input and non-verbal, acting output; we also expect from him, or her, to 

become an authority in establishing the connections between some verbal items and some 

other verbal items: for instance, to grasp that, when one says that shark is a kind of fish, one 

also says that shark is more similar to salmon than to Tom, or to any man, or to an elephant. 

Such connections are related, or considered as related, primarily to the realm of logic and 

general knowledge of the world that semioticians, for instance Eco (1984), call 

“encyclopedia.” We expect from the learner to be able to derive some sentences from other 

sentences, which can help us immensely when, for instance, we discuss the meaning of the 

more abstract terms that can be defined only through some less abstract ones. Again, we 

count the meaning learner as successful only if s/he derives proper implications from the 
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words or sentences–for instance, if a learner says that “the fish normally carry green boots,” 

we will find it difficult to assign to the learner the authority to speak about fish under 

suitable concept or structure of meaning; such a sentence is not among ordinary 

implications of the sentences dealing with the fish (see also Leech 1981, 89-109).   

Altogether this means a lot from an ethical point of view. Authorization is primarily an 

ethical notion – it involves recognition of an individual’s status, of his or her ability to act 

reliably within his or her community. The triple authorization implicated in the process of the 

meaning acquisition requires integration of several levels in each individual; it draws on 

many regularities, associations, and rules crossing three different realms that are all equally 

important to the individuals’ capacity to partake in community: perception and visible world, 

acting within the world, and language-based thinking. Hence, to acquire the structure of 

meaning means to receive from the skilled members of community a proper kind of 

authorization that endows the previously less skilled members with certain status, dignity, 

and authority or social power. Without the structure of meaning, no individual would be 

able to act in accordance with the requirements of reciprocal help, to assist others to 

orientate themselves within a wider environment, or to grasp an entire range and 

significance of one’s story concerning the environment (Tomasello 2008). Therefore, when 

one looks more specifically at the outcomes of the process of meaning acquisition, the 

ethical import and weight of the structure of meaning that individual human beings routinely 

acquire becomes even more obvious and prominent. 

One useful way of presenting the notion of authorization is to relate it to the body parts. 

For instance, when I train one to become able to report reliably on the items in the 

environment, I thereby train her or him to be able to act as my secondary or auxiliary pair of 

eyes. I train him or her with one predominant purpose in mind: to enable him or her to act 

as my own eyes under suitable circumstance by reporting reliably on the contents his or her 

eyes have spotted and identified. Also, the authorization concerning “language-acting” pairs 

may be properly related to the notion of “secondary or auxiliary hands.” The child bringing 

to her mother a cup of tea, after the mother verbally issued a plea, acts as a pair of 

supporting hands to her mother. Again, such acting cannot be divorced from the notion of 

meaning since it is mediated through a verbal message; the mother uses her language as a 

gentle hand that borrows her child’s pair of hands that then bring her some benefits which 

would otherwise remain outside her reach. Hence, one can see that, by building on a 
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common structure of meaning, individuals, when suitably authorized, become able to form a 

“collective body” in which ethics is fully developed and operational. Here I will not propose 

in more detail this notion of “language/meaning as a generator of the collective body,” 

which is more fully developed in Chapter 3; here I give the hint simply because, following the 

notion of triple authorization, I already have enough substantive evidence to give it.  

When we speak of the process of meaning-learning as a process of authorization, we 

cannot avoid speaking of rules. It is clear that a suitably authorized user of language needs to 

internalize many rules that will guide him or her through establishment of a large number of 

connections that cross the spheres of language, of visual field, and of acting. For instance, if I 

need to report to Tom on the snake I saw near a pond, one of the rules of English language 

stipulates that I use the words of appropriate semantic import – “snake,” “pond” etc. If I 

need to ask Ted to bring me a cup of Indian tea without sugar, one of the rules of English 

language stipulates that I use the words of corresponding semantic import again. Hence, it 

seems impossible to deny that, as a part of the process of language-, and meaning,-learning, 

the notion of rule must play a prominent role, and the users of language cannot avoid using, 

following, or constructing many rules that define their verbal behavior. To authorize properly 

someone means to endow him or her with a number of rules that s/he authoritatively 

applies, to which s/he adheres, or which s/he respects. This again should have a major 

impact on our view of the learning of language as an ethically significant, and perhaps even 

defining, practice.30 

Now, imagine that somebody grants all the ideas I presented thus far. Also, imagine that 

one supports the basic idea that the “instructors of meaning” aim, and normally succeed, to 

authorize the students of language in the ways presented above. However, imagine that one 

raises an objection, or expresses a doubt, in the following words: “It is true that, by teaching 

our children a language, we offer to them a morally valuable tool; however, nothing in the 

tool says or directly implies that they should use it in morally positive ways. Imagine that the 

children start using the tool in the way they want, not morally, but simply to get whatever 

they want to – imagine they decide to misuse some rules of language to deceive some other 

children; or imagine they do well when requesting verbally help from others, but fail to do so 

when receiving such requests from others. How should one respond to that? Or, what could, 

                                                 
30

  The literature on language and rule-following is vast; for some major contributions, see Wittgenstein (1953), 

Kripke (1982), Bloor (1997), Jackendoff (1988), Horwitch (1999).   
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or should, prevent the children from abusing the potentially moral tool of language in the 

aforementioned fashion?” 

The first thing to highlight is that, of course, nothing can physically prevent the children 

from misusing the moral aspects of language to bring to themselves some narrow gains. 

However, such practice of misuse implies some costs. One of the costs is in 

dediscoursification itself. Also, the general cost will be in a self-destructing influence that 

language, which does not operate as a morally positive tool, exerts upon itself. More 

specifically, the concept of meaning, when properly used and attended, implies that one 

means something to someone. In other words, the notion of meaning without the capacity 

to share meaning makes no sense; and the meaning that is not acceptable, under some 

inter-subjectively valid standard, will not be taken as meaning at all. This implies that the key 

problem with the children’s arbitrary use of the toolkit we offer them is in the divorce that 

such a use would require between the notion of meaning, on the one hand, and the 

standards on which such notion depends, on the other. I have in mind primarily two 

standards: the standards of truth and rationality.  

Donald Davidson emphasized the importance of the principle of charity in his many essays 

(Davidson 1984, 1986b, 1999a, 2004; Joseph 2004, 62-70). The principle operates as a tissue 

that connects the body of meanings with the body of beliefs. It fundamentally operates on 

two different occasions: one is the occasion of meaning-acquisition; the other is of meaning-

interpretation. As to meaning-acquisition, the principle focuses on the fact that it is virtually 

impossible to learn the meaning of sentences against the background of beliefs that are not 

shared: one can learn meanings only through sentences that both instructor and student 

hold true in the same sense. Normally, the instructor points to an item in the environment 

and ascribes to it a property that is true of the item: “this is a dog, the dog barks, this is not a 

cat,” etc. In other words, when we start to learn the meaning of those common mundane 

words, we learn them through a large corpus of sentences that we normally take as true. 

Imagine that the instructor teaches a student the meaning of the words by uttering false 

sentences – the student will get wrong meanings too.  

This means that the concepts of meaning and truth are intimately connected. One’s entry 

into the world of language can take place only through the door of meaningful and true (that 

is, objectively true) sentences. This then means that, for one to be able to use language, one 

must have already internalized a large number of true sentences; this also surely means that 
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one’s use of language, and one’s adequate grasp of meanings, has a natural “bias” towards 

the idea of truth.  

We can explain this easily if we further focus on meaning-interpretation. Imagine that 

Tom says that he has seen a spider in his girlfriend’s room (Davidson 1999b). Imagine further 

that we take him to mean so to us. But now, try to imagine also that Tom has some 

unnatural beliefs on spiders, or rooms, that you could not share with him. This simple 

“experiment” informs us of two things: when we understand and interpret another person’s 

meanings, we implicitly share many beliefs with him or her. We cannot interpret Tom as 

meaning (to us) that he has seen a spider in his girlfriend’s room unless he holds a number of 

appropriate beliefs concerning spiders and rooms. This implies that, in understanding one’s 

meanings, we need to share many beliefs with him or her; and both of us need to take many 

beliefs as shared as well as true.  

Secondly, the concept of meaning cannot be in any sensible way divorced from the 

concept of rationality – if one aims to convey some meanings to some people, then one 

needs, in the same breath, to adhere to the common standards of rationality demanding 

from individual language users to be pertinent, true, and coherent in their verbal deliveries. 

Without a sufficient degree of adherence to such standards, we fail to convey meanings to 

other people, and even to ourselves; think, for example, of Izetbegović’s contradictions. 

Thus, to learn meanings means also to form beliefs that are a shared concern of a whole 

community, which further means that, in learning the meanings, the meaning-learner must 

also internalize some standards to which other language-users adhere as well (see also 

Davidson 2005b).   

This can be neatly illustrated with the concept of contradiction: when one utters a 

contradictory statement, does s/he violate beliefs or meanings? The truth is that s/he 

violates both. A contradictory statement fails in both ways, as an expression of both 

meaning and belief. It makes no sense, which means that it cannot be ascribed a sensible 

meaning. At the same time, no discernible belief can be conveyed through a contradiction. 

Hence, we normally respond to a contradiction with a double question: “what can one mean 

by such a statement or its parts?” and “what belief does s/he really hold?” This simple 

example shows us again that the expressing of one’s meanings through language depends 

on one’s adherence to some norms of rationality, and thus on one’s ability to assume 

responsibility for the other’s reading/interpretation of oneself. The expressing of one’s 
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meanings depends on one’s ability to distinguish the shareable from the non-shareable, and 

to uphold such a distinction; this, undoubtedly, is a highly ethical pursuit.     

This is why the process of meaning-learning cannot be taken as strictly procedural. It is 

not a process by which some individuals simply adopt some procedures that they later 

decide to use according to their momentary whim; with the adoption of language comes a 

big package of both responsibility and some substantive values, such as truth, coherence, 

clarity, and responsibility for shared standards and rules. This does not mean denying that a 

motivated, non-arbitrary deviation, or innovation, is possible, but such deviation requires 

justification, a special kind of explanation that a simple adherence to the canonical use does 

not. This again means that the use of language necessarily involves an attempt to reach 

others, and as such it also involves a fair amount of responsibility toward others; by meaning 

something to someone, I am trying to build a bridge to him or her, which can be done only 

through a standardized structure that we both share, respect, and deem acceptable and 

sustainable.  

The story on meaning-acquisition is not complete without some recognition of the role of 

a metalingual perspective in the process of language-learning. On several occasions Roman 

Jakobson emphasized that, as soon as a child acquires a larger set of semantic units, s/he 

starts explicitly pondering over the relationship between those units (e.g. Jakobson 1971, 

286). S/he naturally starts thinking of, and publicly discussing, the following question: which 

semantic units should be taken as more similar to each other than to the others, and to what 

degree? For instance, should we take some units as mutually replaceable, and why? Such 

questions necessarily involve a metalingual perspective, a child’s ability to use language to 

discuss language, or to use meta-language to say something significant about the first-order 

language. The use of the metalingual perspective naturally aims at a more optimal and 

efficient verbal and cognitive functioning; it is normally assumed in order to bring more 

order into the clusters of semantic units, to clarify them, and to remove some 

inconsistencies, misunderstandings or flawed interpretations.  

Most importantly, such metalingual perspective is triggered especially on two occasions: 

when a child starts recognizing the possibility of introducing the novel semantic connections, 

such as metaphor; and when a child encounters a problem in understanding more complex 

terms such as “time,” “energy,” “matter,” “set,” “conservation,” “variable,” “concept,” and 

similar. Novel semantic connections automatically invite the following question: is it 
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acceptable or prudent to introduce such connections, and what does justify them? The 

introduction of some more complex, or abstract, terms naturally invites a similar question: in 

what conditions exactly is one’s use of such terms regular and meaningful? Let us 

immediately note that those who raise such or similar questions need to focus explicitly on 

language; they need to formulate some pattern of language to assess the status of another 

pattern. This is clearly a case of metalingual perspective. Secondly, the assumption of the 

perspective cannot be untied from the issue of justification. Those who, by raising the 

aforementioned questions, aim to determine the status of some language-related 

phenomena raise thereby also the issue of justification of the same phenomena.  

This again means that the process of meaning-learning, by the necessity of metalingual 

perspective, involves recognition of the standards of rationality. One cannot learn the 

meanings of metaphors, or more abstract terms, without having to deal with the speaker’s 

overall rationality and justifiability. Following the work of the metalingual perspective, a 

speaker is assessed as either justified/reasonable in his verbal deliveries or not, and that is 

the key aspect of the work of such a perspective. By extension, those who learn meanings 

learn also about the necessity to open oneself to a rational, and meta-language-based, 

assessment of oneself as the user of language. This also means that one gets a good grasp of 

the possibility of defending one’s dignity, one’s standing as a reasonable and discursively 

responsible being, through one’s use of language.  

In other words, discourse as learned already at the very basic stage of the meaning 

acquisition endows a human being with a clear and recognizable moral status – s/he either 

stands or falls, as a respectable human fellow, through his or her words and meanings; or, 

put in similar terms, it is through his or her words and meanings that s/he either succeeds, 

or not, in endowing his or her verbal deliveries with the status of common public good. This, 

however, does not mean that everything that is publicly recognized is necessarily good and 

justified since the public may fail to recognize a pertinent and sound explication and/or 

justification; but, it must mean that the process of justification, both one that is successful 

and one that is not, necessarily involves more than a single individual, and, as delineated 

above, aims at creation of a public good, as clearly attested by one’s very basic level entry 

into the world of language. 

Hence, one sees the ethics, or axiology, of discourse at work already at the level of 

meaning. This may seem farfetched, but it is not. One can immediately recognize the ethics 
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involved in truth-telling, and promise-making, even in reason-giving, which needs to be 

impersonal and unbiased by definition. However, we act as discursive moral agents already 

at the level of the grasp and transfer of meanings. Each sentence contains a message: 

“interpret me charitably;” and each sentence should contain the message that it enables the 

interlocutor to interpret it charitably. In other words, each sentence, through its very 

meaning, aims to establish an ethically positive relationship between two human beings; 

each sentence, if and when it carries a recognizable meaning, creates a common good for at 

least two human beings. Therefore, it is already through the parameter, or value, of meaning 

that the parties to a communication commit to endow their communication with the status 

of a shared and positive collective good. It is only with the focus on such ethical 

requirements, implied by the very notion of meaning, that some phenomena can be 

satisfactorily explained.  

For instance, some sentences concerning meaning will be necessarily meaningless and 

destructive to the process of communication, hence de-discoursifying, exactly due to the 

ethical requirement implied by the notion of meaning. If I say to you “you are free to deform 

the meaning of this sentence,” you will quickly notice that something is fundamentally 

wrong with my proposition. It is self-contradictory because it tells you to take an attitude to 

its meaning that pays no respect to it, or that does not honor the constraints a sentence 

places on its interpreters. Now, as such sentence is self-contradictory, its negation is 

necessarily true. Hence, one is not free to deform the meaning of this sentence, or of any 

other; the meaning places some responsibility, some commitment on him or her; the 

sentence meaning requires respect, attention, regard, charitable attitude. Or, if I say to you 

“you may interpret this sentence as you like,” again we immediately recognize, for reasons 

similar to previous one, that such a message is self-contradictory. In other words, with the 

notion of meaning, we start viewing language as an institution, a glue of society, an inter-

subjective value, or a set of standards that bind the users of language and demand that, 

whenever they use language, they think in terms of a common good and of a responsible 

and sustainable moral relationship that brings benefits to all those involved in the 

institution.  

Furthermore, Orwell’s famous essay Politics and English Language (Orwell 1961) can be 

properly understood only by taking seriously the notion of the ethical requirement 

implicated in the formulation and transfer of meanings. The basic insights of the essay are 
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worthy of repeating: when corrupted in a moral sense, language helps generating and 

spreading political lie, political inequality, and immorality; the user of political language, who 

does not attend sufficiently to the meaning of his own words, will get easily corrupted in a 

political sense too as s/he will be simply overtaking and propagating the ready-made, 

popular phrases and constructions that distort reality and serve political ideologies. Orwell 

also emphasized that the conscious and deliberate care of one’s own meanings has a 

recuperating effect on one’s politics since those who truly care about their own language will 

refuse to act as automatic engines of a prevailing ideology. They will prove themselves to be 

free and moral political agents only if they remain aware of the fact that language should not 

become a means of self-deception. On the contrary, language should be treated as a means 

of protection of one’s dignity through which one should justify only what is, in a political 

sense, justifiable, while discarding the notions and phrases the meaning of which rests on 

collective delusions or sophistry.31  

Most importantly, the awareness of the ethical requirements pertaining to the notion of 

meaning enables us to understand fully the nature of harm and moral disregard that the 

imputer, such as Ignatieff in the above example, inflicts on language. One should have in 

mind that Ignatieff’s case is not at all rare in the world of political communication. For 

instance, Lenin was famous for his semantic imputing to his political enemies both at home 

and abroad.32 Now, what does the imputer exactly do? First of all, imagine that the imputer 

needs to pass on your message to a third party; imagine also that the third party has no 

access to the part or aspect of the world your message describes. It is clear that, by 

imputing, the imputer passes on a wrong kind of message, endowing the third party with a 

falsity. This means that one cannot want the imputer to act as one’s “mouth or ears.” The 

imputer cannot be relied on, and if we accidentally rely on him or her, we will inflict a loss on 

ourselves. Hence, we should view the imputer primarily as one who interrupts the chain of 

messages and does so deliberately to gain some narrow or selfish benefit; however, 

linguistic community as a whole suffers harm due to his or her malpractice. This explains 

why semantic imputation is a malpractice in both semantic and moral sense.                     

                                                 
31

  For an illuminating analysis of one kind of collective irrationality, based on a work of Soviet dissident and logician 

Zinoviev, see Elster (1993, 70-100)   
32

  For two more recent examples, one involving American political commentator and comedian Bill Maher and 

another involving some Bosnian public intellectuals, see http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3r2DcqRBd4Y and 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NoMd9XcbEEg (Accessed April 10, 2017).  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3r2DcqRBd4Y
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NoMd9XcbEEg
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As to the issue and notion of the authorization mediated by the practice of meaning-

learning, it is clear that the imputer cannot be authorized for the imputation by the original 

instructor. Nobody should teach a future user of language to deform freely the messages he 

or she received from others. Such deformation would imply that the imputer, when learning 

that “dog” refers to dogs, could arbitrarily decide that “dog” refers to chicken instead. Here 

one can clearly see how, and in what sense, language/meaning presents an objective, 

commonly valid and shared value, an institution which is an indispensable part of our human 

world. It is in our common human interest to start with the assumption that the meanings 

we learn and use are fixed and objectively valid in the same sense as it is a fixed fact that we 

need nourishment, care for our offspring, construct some shelter, sleep, and similar.33    

Additionally, let us note that the imputation distorts one’s meanings so that one cannot 

recognize oneself in an imputed/distorted meaning. It is an act of alienation of one’s own 

words from oneself, and also of misusing one’s own words as weaponry against one. A clear 

part of the violation is also in the fact that the imputer both distorts truth and violates the 

fundamental rule of meaning: “try to adhere to the meanings of the words as originally 

taught and learned, in order to avoid misunderstandings, conflicts, or alienation.” This 

implies that the imputer in fact refuses to be bound by language – s/he decides to deviate 

from it whenever s/he finds deviation suitable to his or her temporary interest. Besides, note 

as well that the imputer does not operate according to a reason. S/he has his or her own 

motives for deforming the message, but it is impossible for him, or her, to defend such 

deformation with some plausible argument; to defend it means defending the deformed 

meaning itself, which nobody could do successfully. 

Now we have arrived at the point where we can understand why the semantic imputation 

entails the dediscoursifying use of discourse, and why the imputer is necessarily a 

dediscoursifying agent. The imputers discourage their interlocutors from continuing 

communication primarily by devaluing an aspect of language that sustains language not only 

as a communication-related phenomenon, but as moral agency as well. The imputers show a 

disregard for meanings, and thus also for truths and reasons. By manifesting an untrue and 

unjustified belief concerning the meaning of their interlocutor’s statements, they manifest a 

                                                 
33

  Contrary to this proposition, Fish (1980, 281-284), like many postmodernist thinkers, defends the view that a 

sound distinction between ambiguity and non-ambiguity cannot be drawn; similarly to Fish, Lyotard (1988, 80-85) claims 

that ambiguity can never be fully resolved or disambiguated; for a critique of French post-structuralism on meaning and 

interpretation, see Engel (1994).  
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total disregard for the interlocutor’s perspective and thus undermine the purpose of 

communication as both a discursive and moral process.  

The ethical notion of meaning-learning enables us to understand two more phenomena 

that come under the heading of dedisoursification. First, similarly to the cases of semantic 

imputation, the ethical notion of meaning-learning enables us to understand the reason why 

the Israeli-Arab attitude to the ambiguous discourse of the 242 had a mutually 

dediscoursifying effect, and contributed causally to the 1969 and 1973 wars between Israel 

and Arab states. Namely, both Israeli and Arab representatives decided to hold fast onto the 

meanings they narrowly attributed to the 242, despite the reasons supporting contrary 

interpretations/meanings. In such a way, the two parties behaved very much like semantic 

imputers, and simply ignored one important semantic possibility contained in the text of the 

242, which they used only as a tool to try defeating their opponent. Closely related to this, 

let us remind ourselves also of Eteocles’ attitude to meanings as manifested in his dialogue 

with Polynices: “apart from a common physical pattern of a word (such as “justice,” 

“beauty,” and similar), no meaning of the word is common to two individuals.” By such an 

attitude, Eteocles, like his distant imitators on the Israeli and Arab side, works against the 

ethical foundation of language, and also against the possibility of negotiating an agreement 

with his political or diplomatic adversary.   

Secondly, the practice of translation is both explicitly and implicitly committed to the 

ethics of meaning: the interpreter, together with the author and the audience/readers, 

forms an ethical triangle defined by some norms/standards that the parties place on each 

other. For instance, due to his special skills and semantic competence, the interpreter’s 

primary duty is to present the contents of one mind in the way that is accessible to another 

(as emphasized in Eco 2004; 2006). If and when the interpreter, for some reason, fails to act 

properly language-wise, s/he also fails to act properly morality-wise, and the ethical triangle 

is dismantled with a consequent loss incurred on all the parties. Since I already explained the 

ethical nature of translating elsewhere (Pehar 2007), here I will not deal with it in more 

detail.         

2.2 Truths 

One does not have to be a philosopher to understand that the faith in truth, or a lack of 

such faith, has important effects on one’s attitude toward dialogue, that is, toward the 
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meaning and purpose of communication between individuals. Such faith necessarily colors 

our attitude toward dialogue because it colors our most fundamental expectations 

concerning dialogue; for instance, which direction can dialogue take, on which foundation 

does dialogue rest, what and how should constrain it. On the other hand, one has to be a 

professional philosopher to come up with the idea that a more liberal, indifferent or even 

unfriendly, attitude towards truth may have a positive impact on dialogue in the sense of, 

for instance, increasing toleration of the diversity of opinion, or enabling one to experiment 

with ideas and proposals in the spirit of openness and freedom. I think that such a take on 

truth is implausible and ultimately harmful, and that this can be shown by explaining how, 

and in what sense, the regard for truth, the promotion of, and a strong faith in, truth also 

promotes, sustains and encourages communication. By contrapositive, this should give one a 

pretty clear idea of the reasons why the lack of such a pro-attitude to truth has an adverse 

effect on communication.  

To understand the relationship between the regard for truth and the process of 

communication is to understand the relationship between the former and a verbally 

mediated kind of social influence. Why should we think that, as a part of a verbally mediated 

influence, the regard for truth tends to bring more benefits, and supports human 

communication better, than a lack of such regard? We may try to understand such 

correlation by drawing on some simple ideas: for instance, Sissela Bok (1999, 26-27, 30-31) 

argues that the principle of veracity, which roughly coincides with the positive regard for 

truth, ensures a proper amount of collective trust: no trust, no human communication; and, 

no human communication, no other forms of human cooperation either. First, this may 

sound like a too easy explanation. Secondly, one ought to note that, apart from the 

aforementioned fact of “truth-meaning marriage” during the process of language-learning, 

the regard for truth is expected to play a major role primarily in the situations that are to an 

extent critical. One’s concern with truth should have a role primarily in the conditions where 

the idea of truthfulness does not have an unequivocal and straightforward application, or 

where we can test the idea against the background of somewhat unfavorable conditions.  

Donald Davidson proposed a simple explanation of the purpose of the idea of truth: we 

need the idea to emphasize that one’s beliefs may be untrue, or that one’s beliefs should be 

corrected, or that one’s presentation of reality should not be in advance, or blindly, taken as 

reality itself (Davidson 2005a, 16). In other words, the regard for truth starts playing an 
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explicit role whenever we find two sets, or systems, of representation, and where we also 

need to emphasize that there is a conflict between the sets that may be resolved on 

impartial, unbiased grounds (Hacking 1983, 13). This is where our concern with truth 

commences to produce some major effects on the foundations of dialogue and one’s 

fundamental views of the possibilities contained in a dialogue.  

First of all, one should note that, in some conditions, the clash of representations, or the 

presence of two verbal proposals by two competing parties, will fail to act as a motivator to 

a further scrutiny or dialogue. For instance, the parties may simply lack the idea that 

something is wrong with the clash. They may respond to the clash as if it is a natural 

phenomenon about which one can do nothing. They may fail to realize that their individual 

representations may be corrected or evolve in direction of an increased harmony. They may, 

for instance, think that the individual users of language remain forever caught in the struggle 

of representations, with each individual representation determining its own destiny and 

having its own fate. Or, they may think that, under the condition of the clash of 

representations, the parties need not, or could not, try to further influence one another, or 

that a further contact between them will be unavoidably futile. Now, one may entertain the 

thought that this is not really in accordance with the human potential and that humans can 

and should do otherwise. The question to be posed in this regard is as follows: “In what 

condition is the thought of the kind plausible?” 

The first condition is one of meta-cognition.34 The parties need to be able to focus 

explicitly on their own representations; they need to be able to analyze and treat them as 

modifiable to a higher or lower degree. Secondly, the parties need to take the fact of the co-

presence of contending clusters of representations sufficiently seriously, and relate to it 

through two critically important ideas: first, an opposed cluster needs to be viewed as 

something that is intrinsically related to one’s own; and secondly, it needs to be viewed as 

something that should influence one’s own cluster in a critical way. This may be also put in 

the following terms: the presence of the contending cluster is prima facie a good reason for 

one to start thinking of one’s own, and to try comparing the two by assessing their relative 

cognitive merits. Put together, the two conditions imply that there should be a move – 

something should start developing as a result of the clash of representations. Those 

                                                 
34

  This condition plays an immensely important role especially in Piaget’s model of psychological maturing and 

development, for which see Piaget (1968) and Piatelli-Palmarini (1980); see also Pettit on “intentional ascent” in Pettit (1996, 

60-76).  
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conditions are tightly interconnected: I take the competing view as relevant to my own, and 

therefore I focus explicitly on my own; I take the two views as prima facie equal contenders, 

but we know that the two, without a modification and further clarification, cannot both get 

the status of a winning view. We thus have a clear view of the need to move, but in what 

direction exactly?  

Before answering this question, it is crucial to point to the fact that the idea of truth has 

already emerged in the two conditions. It is impossible to consider the situation of the clash 

as critical, unbearable, or in need of resolution, without the idea of truth. One would not 

register the clash as problematic without the idea that the two clusters of representation 

cannot co-exist or be held together. If one cluster were taken as true, the other one cannot 

be taken as such. This means that the idea of truth runs very deep: without it, we would not 

even register disagreement as a condition that calls for a modification of views through 

further talk. We would not register the tension inherent in the condition of disagreement, 

hence we would not try to resolve or reduce the tension simply because, in our eyes, there 

would not be any tension that requires resolving. Besides, note also that, when, in the 

condition of the conflict of representations, I say to you that we need to work jointly on 

finding out the truth, I also motivate you in a special way and with special effects: 

immediately you will be clear that we have got something to discuss, hence, a further 

communication will be deemed worthy, desirable, and even necessary (see also Lynch 2004, 

161-2). In other words, communication-wise, the positive regard of truth acts as a major 

motivator.   

This brings home one important point. The question of truth is normally raised as the 

question of motivation: what should motivate a person to issue a statement of a particular 

kind? Such a question, however, is raised only in the contexts in which it makes sense; and it 

does make sense only in the conditions when some alternative statements would be more, 

or equally, pertinent and true. For instance, as a part of the language instruction, the 

question is raised whenever the instructor feels the urge to correct the pupil. Instead of A as 

said, it is correct to say B; hence one needs to be properly motivated to prefer B to A; again, 

one person shows the regard for truth by posing the question of a right kind of motivation 

that ought to drive one’s production of verbal patterns.  

The intuitions of the aforementioned kind are attested especially by two currents of 

contemporary scholarship. One is Michael Tomasello’s developmental research into cultural 
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origins of human cognition and human communication. Tomasello insists on the fact that, in 

contrast to other apes and higher primates, humans can focus their attention jointly, and 

that, as a part of the human evolutionary design, we are able to coordinate our attentions 

and correct each other in the process of cultural learning and evolution (Tomasello 1999, 56-

93). Tomasello also emphasizes that human beings are marked by the capacity of meta-

representing, which is tightly linked to the process of mutual coordination of attention. 

Namely, humans learn to take the others’ perspective, and clarify and reconcile differences 

in perspectives, for which the ability of meta-cognition is a key requirement (Tomasello 

1999, 161-200). This implies that, by our evolutionary default, we show interest in the 

mental contents of our fellow humans; hence, the question of motivation must play a major 

role in our mutual analyses, and harmonization, of our mental representations.  

One idea, nearly identical to Tomasello’s view of “joint attention,” was proposed by 

Donald Davidson. To grasp the proper role of the idea of truth (and meaning) in the process 

of language-learning, he proposed the idea of triangulation: the cause of belief, that makes a 

belief true, is found by “triangulation” (Davidson 2001, 128-130): it is distantly located 

wherever the factor that makes the instructor’s sentence, and belief, true and one that 

makes the student’s sentence, and belief, true, coincide. Think of the cause as the apex of a 

triangle, with the sentences by the instructor and the student placed separately in the 

opposite points of the base of the triangle. Davidson proposed this model to elucidate the 

concept of truth as well; it is clear that one needs to have a triangle of the kind to open 

space for the application of the concept. It makes no sense to raise the issue, and idea, of 

truth without having at least two users of language focused on the same area of 

environment, one of whom needs correcting under some objective standard. Davidson also 

emphasized that “triangulation” does not provide a sufficient condition for understanding 

the notion of truth, but, it gives at least a necessary condition as the notion makes no sense 

without the notion of social interaction: we encounter the former first through the socially 

motivated practice of the correction of language. 

Once we move to some more specific areas of concern, the idea that the regard for truth 

has beneficial effects on the partners to communication, and on the communication process 

as well, will get increasingly clear. Imagine that you communicate with an interlocutor who 

states something that is patently irrational, or untrue, or simply prima facie unacceptable. In 

such a condition, one has a strong reason to terminate communication. However, if one is 
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positively concerned with the notion of truth, one will also sense a countervailing drive not 

to interrupt, but continue, the communication. Why is this so? Briefly, one will sense the 

need to adopt an explanatory attitude/perspective. There is something prima facie puzzling 

in the instances of patent irrationality or patently untrue statements. How to explain such 

instances? And, should one take one’s initial qualification of those phenomena as a final 

word? What if such statements mean something different? For instance, what if they involve 

some attempts by the interlocutor to confuse or provoke us, or perhaps simply prompt us 

thinking? In other words, if a discourse that is motivated in a right way is motivated by a 

number of factors (meaning, empirical evidence, memory, theoretical elegance…), a prima 

facie unacceptable kind of discourse may be motivated by different factors and mechanisms 

as well.  

This should give one a pause for thought, and make her or him prone to take an 

explanatory perspective. Since such a perspective requires some gathering of additional 

evidence by continued communication, the perspective will also act as an inducement to 

continue communicating with one’s interlocutor. This means that, in the situations of a 

seeming irrationality or unacceptability of verbal deliveries, the persons endowed with the 

regard for truth will give to both themselves and their interlocutor another chance. Such a 

person will continue communicating in order to elucidate, and confirm or disconfirm, his or 

her assessment of the interlocutor’s propositions. This means that such a person is also 

endowed with a surplus of communicational capital. S/he will respond positively and 

encouragingly to the communication-related situations that others find problematic, 

discouraging, or counter-productive.  

Secondly, those endowed with the regard for truth respond more encouragingly to the 

condition of disagreement than those who lack such regard. As already hinted above, the 

cases of disagreement indicate that one of the two positions is not motivated in a right way. 

This, however, can be stated only if one is committed to the idea of truth and applies it to 

the case of disagreement. This also means that, in the condition of disagreement, to those 

who value positively the idea of truth, the need to explore the condition and check the 

overall bag of premises, to clarify the condition, will come quite naturally. They will sense 

the tension and make an attempt at moving the condition in the direction of agreement 

(Pettit 1996, 98). Imagine that I don’t care about truth: I will then take the condition of 

disagreement exclusively as a situation that requires from me only to hold fast onto my own 



110 

 

position; I will not sense any need to persuade my interlocutor; I will take his position as 

irrelevant – I don’t care if my position wins according to an objective standard; hence, no 

real need for a dialogue is sensed (Frank 1988, 74-75). In other words, the regard for truth 

motivates one to adopt a more encouraging and productive attitude to dialogue. It is only to 

those who care for truth that the idea of a reasonable, reason-driven, a dialogically tested 

resolution of disagreements makes sense.  

Moreover, one should note that the surplus of communicational capital has an effect on 

the procedure of choosing among different kinds of agreement as well. The capital 

influences and motivates not only the move from a registered disagreement to a discussion 

that aims at the resolution of disagreement; it also acts as a selection tool to distinguish 

those basic forms of agreement that are enduring, and sustainable, from those that are not. 

Those who value truth positively tend to recognize swiftly that some forms of agreement are 

not in accordance with the notion of truth, and such forms should be a priori discarded in 

light of the ideas of truth and of reasonable, objective and truth-driven considerations. 

Those who don’t care about truth may state as follows: “let us find a quick agreement: 

through a pseudo-argument, or through throwing a dice, or through a majority vote, or 

through a ‘stick and carrot’ kind of procedure, or through arbitration…..”  

One ought to note here primarily that such forms of agreement-production do not leave 

space open to discussion and dialogue. Such forms do not require dialogue, or a reason-

driven confrontation of views, at all. This then surely means that, as to the need to resolve 

disagreement and work on legitimate forms of agreement, those endowed with the regard 

for truth fare better than those who are not. As to both kinds of need, the former will have 

something to discuss with their intellectual opponents, while the latter will not. Hence, the 

former will find discussion valuable, while the latter will not. Overall, the regard for truth on 

both accounts exercises a pull-effect on the parties to communication. It shapes properly the 

motivation to further communication in the condition of disagreement, and provides the 

communicators with both desirable and legitimate goals in relation to either the condition of 

disagreement or various paths towards the production of agreement. 

Why is, then, the regard for truth directly correlated with a positive attitude to dialogue 

and communication? Most importantly, it necessitates a meta-cognitive perspective of 

which a metalingual perspective is a natural part since the meta-cognition typically assumes 

the form of a dialogue with oneself. Hence, the regard for truth acts encouragingly to 
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communication primarily because it gives rise to a metalingual perspective and practice. As 

the idea that language may be perfected is an inherent part of our metalingual practice, both 

the idea and the practice cannot but act positively on the need to sustain communication. 

We need a truth-driven external dialogue with real opponents to improve upon our 

individual languages faced often with their external challengers, as in the same fashion we 

need a truth-driven internal dialogue with ourselves to improve upon our individual 

representations faced often with our own internal opponents, or the inner voices of doubt 

and hesitation (see also Davidson 2005c, 249-250). 

One useful and instructive way of presenting the positive impact of the regard for truth 

on communication is through Herbert Kelman’s classification of the influences of attitude-, 

or opinion-change (Kelman 1958). Kelman asked a simple question: when a person is 

motivated or influenced by another to change some opinion, or take an attitude, how can 

we broadly classify the kinds of influence? Kelman distinguished between three kinds of 

influence: “compliance,” “identification,” and “internalization.” Imagine that one motivates 

you to change your beliefs through bribery, or by issuing a threat. You change them. This is 

called “compliance.” Imagine that one motivates you to change your belief by being what 

one is: for instance, a president, or a rock star. You change it. This kind of influence is called 

“identification.” Finally, imagine that one motivates you to change your beliefs, or attitudes, 

by giving you reasons, or propositions, which are valid under an objective standard. You 

change them. This kind of influence is called “internalization.”  

Now, it is clear that the last kind of influence, or motivation, is the only one fully in accord 

with the notion of, and regard for, truth. The last kind of influencer does not influence you 

personally; s/he does not influence you in the way that makes you a non-autonomous or a 

too emotive agent; it influences and motivates you in the right way. Hence, the last kind of 

motivation, or opinion- change, is inherently, both intellectually and morally, superior to the 

other two. However, we need to emphasize another thing: the first two kinds of influence 

are not compatible with the capacity of meta-cognition or metalingual perspective. The 

influencers of the first two kinds do not expect the influenced to reflect on their choice, or to 

run an internal dialogue about the quality of their choice. Actually, such a form of reflection, 

or meta-cognition, can only prevent such kinds of influence from occurring.  

In contrast, in the third kind of influence, everything depends on meta-cognition; the 

influenced are not prevented, but positively encouraged to think of their choice, and to 
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weigh the reasons in support of, or against, the proposed change. Hence, we see that three 

factors occur jointly: “a true and enduring acceptance/change of an attitude,” “meta-

cognition,” and “the regard for truth.” Finally, one needs to ask one more question: among 

the three sorts of influencer, who would you rather talk to? Or, with whom do you expect a 

more productive and valuable, and a more enduring, kind of dialogue? It is clear that it must 

be the third kind for both the reasons adduced by Kelman and those adduced in the 

preceding paragraphs of this section. Communication with those who aim at 

“internalization,” and are thus driven by the regard for the value of truth, implies treatment 

of one as a human person, as one whose dignity, autonomy, and also verbal and intellectual 

capacity, is respected to the largest extent possible.  

Hence, the concern with the value of truth is positively correlated with the protection of 

human autonomy primarily through the requirement of meta-cognition that such a concern 

involves. If you call on your interlocutors to uphold the value of truth, this means that you 

count on their ability to address their own representations, and thus to practice the 

metalingual and meta-cognitive perspective. You thus implicitly invite them to use the full 

powers of their own mind and language, and such invitation is clearly addressed by Kelman’s 

notion of “internalization” as well.  

Additionally, one should not forget that the idea of autonomy involved in the concern 

with, and regard for, truth was recognized long time ago. First of all, classical Greek thinkers, 

including Euripides, came up with the idea of parrhesia, a full freedom of full discursive 

disclosure of truth, as we may rather descriptively translate it (Foucault 2001). In Chapter 

One it was also emphasized that the idea was considered irreconcilable to the position or 

status of slave. One is a slave to the extent one does not enjoy the freedom of a full 

discursive disclosure of all the facts known to him. Hence, one’s attitude to language is taken 

as an effect, but also a precondition, of one’s status of slave as a former warrior who 

remained to live in the state of war. Now, this also implies that to enjoy parrhesia means to 

enjoy properly the human autonomy since one’s ability to communicate with another 

person on the basis of a mutually recognized parrhesia implies that the two recognize each 

other’s autonomy. On the other hand, this brings us back to the idea of the regard for truth 

as a factor that promotes and upholds communication primarily by endowing the parties to 

communication with a proper status, in this case one of a fully autonomous human being, of 

a non-slave.   
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This idea can be found also in Seneca’s discussion of the virtue of parrhesia. As Foucault 

put it in his book on the care of oneself, which is mediated by the practices of truth, in Greek 

and Roman antiquity: “It is insofar as the other has given, has conveyed the true discourse to 

the person to whom he speaks, that this person, internalizing and subjectivizing this true 

discourse, can then leave the relationship with the other person. The truth, passing from one 

to the other in parrhēsia, seals, ensures, and guarantees the other’s autonomy, the 

autonomy of the person who received the speech from the person who uttered it.” 

(Foucault 2005, 379) Seneca also contrasted the practice of parrhesia with the practice of 

flattery, which is characterized by a distortion of truth committed by the weaker party in 

relation to the stronger one, and is premised on a non-autonomous position of the former in 

relation to the latter (Foucault 2005, 375-379). Such a practice can be with no effort 

interpreted as a part of Kelman’s threefold classification too.  

This leads us to the issue of the influence that the lying and untruth bring to bear on the 

process of communication. Since, as explained above, the regard for truth supports and 

encourages, and positively motivates, the process of communication, the denial of such 

regard through a deliberate distortion of truth is expected to have a contrary effect. It is very 

likely to stifle and undermine the process of communication; the parties that are lied to 

should have a diminished will to continue communicating with those that lie to them. I think 

that such a view is unanimously adopted by those who ever dealt with the issue. Here I 

present the views and statements by two acclaimed philosophers who produced some 

outstanding analyses of the notions of lying and truthfulness, Sissela Bok and Bernard 

Williams. 

First, Bok very straightforwardly emphasizes that the acts of deceit are contrary to the 

human autonomy as clearly follows both from Kelman’s classification and my own argument 

presented prior to Kelman’s. She further claims that the act of deceit, or lying, contains an 

unmistakably coercive element. It is basically a use of force that co-opts language as a 

neutral means, as something that should temporarily favour the liar despite the fact that, in 

a mid- and long-term, it destroys the key cement of society, trust. As she put it, “Deceit and 

violence – these are the two forms of deliberate assault on human beings. Both can coerce 

people into acting against their own will. Most harm that can befall victims through violence 

can come to them also through deceit.” (Bok 1999, 18) Hence, a lie or deceit damages trust, 

adversely affects one’s autonomy, and also applies an element of coercion; moreover, it also 
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affects a normal distribution of power within society. As Bok emphasizes, “to the extent that 

knowledge gives power, to that extent do lies affect the distribution of power; they add to 

that of the liar, and diminish that of the deceived, altering his choices at different levels.” 

(Bok 1999, 19)  

Most interestingly, Bok brings the concept of lie/deceit into proximity of the concept of 

war by tying the former to the concept of enemy. As she states, “An enemy will often, 

though not always, lie to defeat you; and someone who lies to you will often, though not 

always, constitute an enemy in your mind.” (Bok 1999, 135) In other words, she points out 

that wars begin by one’s being victim of a lie; if we add to this claim one to the effect that 

lies have a detrimental effect on the process of communication, we get the key thesis of this 

book, which is that the process of dediscoursifying is one of the key causes of war. However, 

we should also pay close attention to the fact that Bok qualifies her statement by adding 

“not always.” Her qualification is driven by the fact that sometimes a lie may be accidental; 

the human beings are fallible and may mislead others while being fully convinced that they 

tell a truth. Such fallibility, however, is excusable to the extent that it may be recognized, 

discussed, and corrected. Note, moreover, that in order to recognize and correct inadvertent 

cases of lie, one needs to take a metalingual perspective and practice meta-cognition. This 

serves the purpose of upholding the regard for truth overall. I will return to this topic in 

Chapter Three. For the purposes of this chapter, we need only to memorize the general 

character of Bok’s and my own argument thus far: for the reasons presented in this section, 

the practice of deceit/lying motivates the human discursive agents to cease communicating 

with those committed to such a practice.35 

Bernard Williams, too, satisfactorily explains the function and effects of lying in the 

process of communication. While advocating the idea that the process of free information-

sharing, which is a prerequisite of all human communities, can thrive only on the foundation 

of truth-virtues, sincerity and accuracy, Williams also explains the reasons why the acts of 

lying are contrary to the human autonomy, and thereby also contrary to sustainable social 

relations in general that include the process of communication in particular.36 He put his key 

idea as follows:   

                                                 
35

  As Williams (2002, 120) states, “If it matters to us that he is a liar, and we do not see this characteristic of his as 

just an eccentricity, as it is with some mythomaniacs, we are more likely to react by withdrawing relations and not having 

dealings with him.”  
36

  For some critical reviews of Williams (2002), see Rorty (2002) and McGinn (2003).  
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“I lead the hearer to rely on what I say, when she has good reasons to do so, and in 

abusing this I abuse the relationship which is based on it. Even if it is for good reasons 

of concern for her, I do not give her a chance, in this particular respect, to form her 

own reactions to the facts (as I suppose them to be), something that I would give her if 

I spoke sincerely, but give her instead a picture of the world which is a product of my 

will. Replacing the world in its impact on her by my will, I put her, to that extent, in my 

power and so take away or limit her freedom.” (Williams 2002, 118) 

 

In other words, Williams here claims that the practice of lying adversely affects the 

human autonomy; such practice can be described only as a subjection of a free human being 

to another, as a move of domination that severely limits one’s power and liberty, 

transforming one into a servant to another human being. Again, it is impossible to describe 

the practice of deception without referring to the condition of slavery, which also 

satisfactorily explains why such a practice normally involves or produces the effects of 

dediscoursifying.  

Williams adds pointedly that the practice of deceit, when seen through and recognized, 

results in the sense of utter humiliation on the part of the victim (Williams 2002, 119). It is 

not only that one will suffer an instant loss of trust; one will also sense that s/he has not 

been treated as a human being in the sense that s/he has not been communicated with, but 

communicated by, and thus turned into a blind instrument of another person’s scheme. 

Now, in this context, we should remind ourselves of the etymology of the word 

“humiliation”: it comes from the Latin word “humilis” which means “low, downgraded, 

slavish,” which also relates to the Latin word “humus” –“dirt, or soil,”– and connotes a lower 

form of life, one that is dispensable and expendable. In other words, deceit makes one 

automatically a slave, an insignificant form of the human life that resembles the lowest 

forms of the animal life.37 Hence, the sense of humiliation indicates that the practice of 

deceit implies not only verbally, but also cognitively and morally, a super-problematic kind of 

relationship. This means that one simply cannot endure the type of communication in which 

one is lied to because one cannot accept oneself as a party to such a type of communication; 

                                                 
37

  One should here also keep in mind the Latin etymology of the word “deception”: it comes from “de-capere,” which 

in Latin means “to ensnare;” also we should keep in mind that, in the English, the effects of one’s lying on another are 

framed often by two metaphors: of “blinding” and “throwing dust in one’s eyes” (see also footnote 70 in section 3.3).   
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and this is why, finally, in the condition of a deliberate distortion of truth, communication 

cannot be sustained.38  

Summing this all up, we can state as follows: for communication to be sustained, the 

parties need to treat each other in a proper way; they need to recognize mutually their 

meta-cognitive and metalingual capacities; secondly, if and when the process of 

communication meets some problematic situations, such as disagreements or a patent 

irrationality, the parties need to be endowed with a surplus of communicational capital to 

help them get through the “period of turbulence” in a right way; they need to be ready and 

willing to change their views according to some objective standard, which empowers them 

to cope with the condition of disagreement and search for the right kinds of agreement. 

Thirdly, and lastly, the process of communication can thrive only on the basis of full 

protection of the parties’ autonomy as human beings. Communication is not about yielding 

to one’s power or about being coerced to accept a view; it is about a free and reason-driven 

exchange of considerations resulting in an outcome that, privileging nobody, embodies a 

statement which is the most pertinent and the truest one. The three conditions will hold 

only if the parties cultivate the attitude of the regard for the value of truth, which means 

that such an attitude is positively correlated with a functional, sustainable, and productive 

process of communication, while the lack of such an attitude is positively correlated with the 

aggravated and degenerate forms of communication. This explains why, in the course of 

communication that is not marked by the pro-attitude to the value of truth, some parties are 

necessarily dediscoursified. 

There is one straightforward test of the plausibility and pertinence of the view defended 

here. Imagine that you publicly declare some propositions that either deny the significance 

and purpose of the notion of truth, or relativize the notion of truth, or present truth as a 

variable reflecting the variability of some non-cognitive phenomena, such as power, interest, 

social position, class-struggle, race-relations, authority, or historical bias.39 Then try to 

understand how those who read or listen to your propositions are likely to interpret them. 

You will promptly realize that they can interpret them only as self-defeating, or as confused 

                                                 
38

  See also Mahon (2006) and Simpson (1992)  
39

  Such claims are proposed, for example, in Goodman (1978), Belsey (2002, 69-88) and Potter (1996); for a critique 

of such relativist, or constructivist, or skeptical and straightforwardly truth-denying claims, with which critique I generally 

agree, see, for example, Putnam (1990) and Boghossian (2006); Lynch (2004, 35) pertinently emphasized that the key phrase 

of relativism, “this is true for me, that is true for you”, normally acts as a conversation-stopper on the topic under 

consideration.       
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and confusing. You will also soon realize that they can comprehend your propositions only as 

some strings of words that aggravate and stall communication. They can, and should, view 

them only as an attempt at defending an indefensible proposition, which ultimately means a 

wasted process of communicating.  

Perhaps most importantly, we should bear in mind that the communicating in the spirit of 

the regard for truth is never, and cannot be, a private matter or a private good. It can be 

performed only through a partnership and in the form of a collective, or common, good. If 

one person who is not endowed with the regard for truth takes part in communication, I 

cannot look forward to a continued communication despite my strongest desires or 

intentions. In contrast to such a person, my own response to the issue of disagreement, and 

my own attempt at clarifying possible inconsistencies and at explaining the patent forms of 

irrationality, will be more productive; however, for my response and attempt to succeed, I 

also need a cooperative attitude by the other side, which in this case will not be 

forthcoming. The other will deny the view of the human being as a discursive agent that I 

will try to promote. Hence, a really deep disagreement will open itself between us, and, 

unfortunately, the disagreement is bound to remain tacit and non-scrutinized. This, 

however, does not mean that the adoption of an explanatory perspective makes no sense in 

such a condition; it may still produce a valuable result, but only from an individual point of 

view.  

Politics is often theorized as inherently related to lying, or deception, for the purpose of 

gaining some short-term benefit either for oneself or for a policy, or a party. Many a paper 

was published to emphasize the kind of immorality that political deception involves (see, for 

instance, Arendt 1972; Carson 2010, 208-256). Now we can see also how the lying and 

deception, through the process of dediscoursifying, contribute as well to the outbreaks of 

war. Lying, or the disregard for truth, as a part of politics and political communication, is 

harmful primarily due to its negative impact on the process of communication; however, it 

also entails, and encourages, the attitudes of indifference to political disputes and 

antagonism to the notion of the right ways of settling such disputes.  

In such a sense, lying is simply a major part of a flawed and inefficient kind of responding 

to political problems, a flawed and inefficient political technology. In some cases discussed in 

Chapter One this point was presented in unmistakable terms: through Eteocles, Hitler, 

Chamberlain, and Izetbegović. In some others, such as the US diplomacy at the time of the 
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Rambouillet negotiations, the bad effects of political lying may fail to be recognized only out 

of fear or due to a temporary political inconvenience, or due to a bias and ideology. 

Otherwise, it is not at all difficult to draw the striking parallels between diplomatic 

preparations for the NATO “Allied Force” operation, on the one hand, and Hitler’s run to 

World War Two under the excuse of protection of endangered German minorities from 

“blood-thirsty” Czechs or Poles, on the other.       

 

2.3 Reasons 

Antigone by Sophocles (Sophocles 1912; 1913) contains an interesting dialogue between 

Creon, the Theban ruler who sentenced Antigone to death as a penalty for her symbolic 

burial of her brother Polynices despite Creon’s ban, on the one hand, and Haemon, Creon’s 

son and Antigone’s fiancé, on the other (lines 630-781). Haemon observed that the citizens 

of Thebes found Creon’s decision disagreeable, on which he reported to his father; he also 

emphasized that he, and not his father, witnessed such Theban attitude because the citizens 

feared public protest against Creon (lines 690-692). For his father’s benefit, Haemon now 

suggests to him to change his decision as “the wise should not be ashamed of learning many 

things and of being moderate in acting. At winter-time you see the same thing with floods: 

the trees that sway under flooding will save their branches; however, should they oppose, 

they will be uprooted completely” (710-714). Creon unfortunately declines Haemon’s 

suggestion; in fact, he never starts debating with Haemon properly. A logomachia, a quick 

exchange of inimical messages between the two follows, a part of which contains the 

following words by Creon: “So the city should tell me what I need to determine?” to which 

Haemon replies: “Don’t you see? Your statement is just like one by a child.” (734-5) 

Creon refuses to participate in the discussion primarily out of two motives: first, he 

believes that Haemon’s words should be treated as an expression of Haemon’s sympathy 

with Antigone, and that this is what makes those words also an expression of disrespect 

towards Haemon’s own father, i.e. Creon himself (lines 740, 756). In passing, Creon also 

mentions Haemon’s young age, to which the latter replies as follows: “even if I am young, 

one should focus more on the matter than on the age.” Secondly, Creon emphasizes that he 

is a king, and it is the king’s job, as he views it, to make final and irrevocable decisions. We 

become aware of Creon’s view already at the start of the dialogue. Haemon’s words on the 
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protesting city are preceded by Creon’s words on the necessity of order and stability: “One 

who is unswayable to his own folks will also be just to his city… One who is put on the throne 

by the city needs to be obeyed either in trifles, or in justice or injustice! Such a man –I hope–

will rule efficiently, but he will also submit humbly… no worse evil than disorder. Disorder is 

a ruin to cities and a destructor to homes.” (lines 661-673) 

What can this conversation tell us about conversation, or about dialogue, generally? 

What flaws in this dialogue explain the dialogue’s wrong turn? What is the nature of Creon’s, 

and perhaps also of Haemon’s, errors as a part of the dialogue? First and foremost, one 

should notice that the dialogue, viewed as a process of argumentation, is deprived and 

barren. For some reason, the process is blocked where it ought to unfold. How is it blocked, 

or, how should we explain the blocking mechanism?  

For a start, it is obvious that Creon does not listen to Haemon’s words in the right way. He 

does not impute to Haemon; his mishearing is of a different kind. His error is in his emphasis 

on some factors that should not be treated at all as relevant to the aims of argumentative 

dialogue. Creon seems unable to understand that somebody has questioned his orders or 

decisions. In his view, his decision figures as a stable premise that should never be put into 

question. If, however, one put it into question, then, as Creon views it, one must have had 

some hidden motives or interests; or one had been misled by an irrational mechanism into 

such a kind of questioning. This is why Creon refers to Haemon’s emotional attachment to 

Antigone and his juvenile age. Now, as such a reference is, in an objective sense, irrelevant, 

it acts as a blocker to a meaningful continuation of the dialogue. Where one should start 

witnessing the exchange of reasons, one witnesses instead emotional investments, hidden 

intentions, and agendas that are not substantively related to the conversation as an 

exchange of substantive reasons proper.  

We should also notice that Creon assumes a metalingual perspective, but does so in a 

wrong way; his focus is not on the elements supportive of rational dimension of the 

interlocutor’s utterances, but on those that present the utterances in an expressive light, as 

gestures, or expressions of emotions, or as indicators of one’s age. In other words, Creon’s 

focus is on those parts of Haemon’s psychological design that cannot contribute to the 

generalization of Haemon’s views. Creon narrowly, and too tightly, relates Haemon’s 

utterances to the structure of Haemon’s individual character. Therefore, he is capable of 
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recognizing only some individual words uttered by this individual person who is defined fully 

by his own individual goals. 

Hence, the tacit invitation that Haemon issues to Creon, to engage in a shared practice of 

argument-exchange based on common premises, is blocked by Creon’s inability to cast 

dialogue in terms of reason-exchange, or argumentation, as based primarily on the following 

criteria: a) reasons need to be taken as impersonal and strictly detachable from the 

psychological design of individuals qua individuals; b) they are required in the situation when 

some persons provide opposed interpretations of the factors defining the order and stability, 

a moral foundation, of a community. In other words, in some conditions one should not 

avoid addressing the issue of reasons, and reasons themselves need to be recognized by 

individual participants to a dialogue as at least potentially legitimate, and mutually 

acceptable, propositions. 

The criterion a) is to a large part reflected in the classical Greek invention of Isegoria: the 

stipulation of the equal right of expression. Individual statements by different individuals 

ought to be taken as potentially equally valid in the sense that it does not really matter 

whether such statements are made by a higher- or lower-ranked individual, by the rich or 

the poor, by the politically and economically more or less influential.40 Hence, in light of 

Isegoria, an individual, as one who stands behind his or her statement, is deemed irrelevant 

to the contents of the statement in the sense that the statement needs to be considered, 

weighed or analyzed, through its own authorizing factors.   

The way Creon relates to Haemon’s statements indicates strongly that he is not agreed 

with the practice of Isegoria. Creon takes Haemon’s character and age as relevant to the 

latter’s statements to such a degree that he actually reduces the statements to the two 

factors, and thus fails to deal with the statements’ exact contents. This is why the dialogue is 

blocked, Haemon is forced to silence, and the tragedy by Sophocles evolves in a highly 

predictable direction. As a part of the process, we also notice that Haemon, too, assumed a 

metalingual perspective when he told his father that one of the latter’s statements was “just 

like one by a child,” suggesting that Creon’s attitude to language has not yet reached the 

sufficient level of maturity or responsibility. This probably also explains why Haemon uses 

                                                 
40

  In this context, literacy, which opens “an autoglottic space,” is of special importance too, for which see Harris 

(1989); perhaps needless to add, ‘isegoria’ is also related to ‘parrhesia’ as discussed in section 2.2.   
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the metaphor of the flooding that uproots trees: he needs to explain to Creon in plastic and 

simplistic terms how he, Haemon, viewed the issue of order and stability of Thebes. 

So, let us more closely attend to the issue of reasons. While addressing a discursive 

practice in which reasons are sought or offered, what kind of practice do we address? Or, 

how, why, and when do we seek and give the reasons? Whenever we address the practice of 

seeking and giving the reasons, we address a situation in which one poses, or should pose, 

the question “why” (Kettner 2009; Pehar 2011b, 171-173). In other words, the very act of 

seeking the reasons indicates that a proposition, a string of language, should not be 

accepted without a further clarification or explanation. We should also notice that this does 

not indicate that the proposition is actually rejected. It implies, in fact, that it is not rejected; 

it could be accepted, but an additional string of language, an explication, is deemed 

required. This means that, whenever we give a reason, in the sense of a plausible answer to 

the question “why,” we manage to find and offer some propositions that we consider 

acceptable by those asking “why.”  

Hence, finding an acceptable reason means that one is able to motivate, in a right way, 

those who ask “why” to accept the proposition at which the “why” aims. The interlocutor is 

released from the state of doubt by being endowed with a story that connects two items: an 

already accepted fund of shared beliefs, on the one hand, and the belief, or proposition, in 

relation to which the interlocutor temporarily parted his or her ways with us by asking the 

question “why,” on the other. By giving the reasons, we re-unify a language that was under 

the threat of internal disintegration and fragmentation, a language by which we came 

dangerously close to stating something our interlocutor could not share with us.    

This is the reason why the very act of giving the reasons, and of understanding the point 

of the act of asking for reasons, involves a metalingual perspective. Additionally, when 

successful, the act of reason-giving clearly indicates that the reason-giving cannot be 

something personal or individual; when we succeed in giving a reason, our proposition 

becomes again a shared property, and a shared language is successfully recreated.41 Such 

recovery of a shared language takes place against the background of a language that is 

already shared, because our interlocutor will accept our argument only if it contains shared 

premises and is thus itself shared. What initially was not shared, a problem to which the 

                                                 
41

  As Postema (1995, 74) succinctly put it, “Robust public justification is not merely ad hominem; it is essentially 

argument inter homines.”  
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question “why” was addressed, is a proposition to which no additional explication, or a 

narrative, was attached.      

The question “why,” therefore, needs to be clear in light of a shared language; and the 

propositions through which one gives an answer to the question too need to be grasped as a 

part of a shared language; also the answer itself, after having been accepted, manages to 

restore the questioned proposition within the fund of a shared language. Hence, we see that 

the whole practice of giving the reasons, that is, a discursive practice in which the seeking 

and giving of reasons is a recurrent and accepted phenomenon, or a custom, relies on a 

shared language and makes sense only in light of such a language.42 Inviting idiosyncrasies, 

referring to individual marks of an interlocutor, blending utterances with the interlocutor’s 

emotional structure, or a pattern of motivation, obviously acts counter to, and blocks, the 

discursive practice of reason-giving. Whenever such elements occur in a dialogue, we know 

that reasons will not be successfully exchanged, as attested by the above exchange between 

Creon and Haemon.  

Furthermore, we need to bear in mind that, when dealing with reasons, we deal basically 

with some relations between propositions, not with propositions taken per se. In offering 

reasons, we offer some propositions in order to restore the legitimacy of the proposition 

that was put into question; or, we reformulate a fund of shared propositions to lend support 

to the proposition that was temporarily viewed as unsupported.43 Hence, the concept of 

reason is relational one: it designates a relationship between a fund of propositions, on the 

one hand, and a proposition that appeared questionable, on the other (see also Davidson 

2005d, 136). If and when the relationship is not established, the question “why” is triggered. 

After the relationship was recovered, however, the question ceases to apply. A shared 

language is reestablished through the establishment of some relations between 

propositions. Hence, we see again that there is nothing personal in the practice of seeking 

and giving of reasons; such practice concerns the status of a language-user not as a 

personality, but as an author of a proposition together with a multitude of other, widely 

shared, propositions.  

                                                 
42

  This is again a Davidsonian perspective which lays emphasis on the principle of charity.  
43

  Brandom (2000, esp. 160-165) describes this process as one of “public redemption of inferential entitlements,” 

which points to an unmistakably ethical component; Grice (2001, 19), too, while discussing the notion of reason, points out 

that “the kind of features which I am attending to may belong to a department of ethics.”   
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The practice of reason-giving is also closely related to truth as an element of the moral 

matrix of language. For example, I may offer many reasons; however, to be recognized as 

valid, the reasons need to enable the interlocutor to recognize the truth of the questioned 

proposition (Nozick 1993, 73-74). This means that the practice of reason-giving should count 

as successful only if we manage to offer a fund of propositions that motivate our interlocutor 

to acknowledge the truth of the formerly questionable proposition (see also Dessalles 2011). 

It is true that the interlocutor may be rhetorically motivated to accept the questionable 

proposition through a sophism or an ad hominem argument, or similar; however, in such a 

case, we do not deal with a reason, and such acceptance may be explained as motivated, but 

not justified, by individual, non-language related motives. Putting this together, we get the 

following conclusions: a discourse that is marked by the practice of reason-giving aims at 

three elements: 1) recovery of a shared language through a metalingual perspective in light 

of an already shared language; 2) dismissal of personal idiosyncrasies of any kind, or of the 

elements that do not relate to language as a set composed of the carriers of meaning; 3) the 

relational structure of reasons and their dependence on the value of truth. To the three 

elements we need to add three more. 

First, the act of posing the “why” question is an offer to continue communicating. It 

implies that something is indeed questionable, but not to such an extent that it could not be 

clarified or re-legitimized through a further talk. In other words, the key purpose of reason-

giving is to continue communicating towards a recovery of a shared language. Secondly, as 

the previous point implies, the acceptance of the request to provide the reasons involves 

one’s normal, mature, and responsible attitude to the expression of competing opinions. 

When addressed to us, the question “why” implies that our own opinion does not have to be 

accepted, and that, without an added narrative, it indeed will not be accepted. However, 

those who ask us for reasons thereby give us a chance; they suggest to us that the door 

leading to the condition in which our view will be accepted is sufficiently open. Still, to pass 

through the door, we need to do more talk, and find and propose a proper explication, that 

is, a reason.  

Thirdly, as a part of the long history of philosophy and logic, including primarily 

considerations related to the principle of sufficient reason (principium rationis sufficientis), 

which is traditionally considered one of the four formal criteria of truth, some perspectives 

on the practice of reason-giving need to be either dismissed immediately or corrected. For 



124 

 

instance, the reason-giving should not be theorized as a repetitive application of a single 

principle, but as a practice that, through discourse, safeguards or upholds some values. 

Reason-giving is a normal part of our discursive practice that takes place in clear situations: 

when it is open to question if a proposition really forms a part of a shared language, and 

when language itself signals such a problematic situation either by the question “why” or by 

some other equivalent locutions; our natural response to such a situation is to attempt to 

recover the shared language through the successful reason-giving.  

It goes nearly without saying that one may decline such a practice, but it will be to his or 

her own disadvantage. It is important to emphasize here that language contains some 

resources that should help recover the value of a shared language in relation to some 

elements of its moral matrix, whenever needed. One of such resources is also in the practice 

of reason-giving.44 Those who decline such a practice simply refuse to employ some 

resources, and thereby also refuse to acknowledge the aims of the employment of such 

resources. Hence, one can simply count such persons as weird, unserious, or immature, 

users of language that do not get the very point of the use of language. In other words, we 

can recognize the validity of the practice of reason-giving especially through the situations in 

which one declines such a practice, which puts him or her at disadvantage, as Schopenhauer 

(1977, 125) emphasized in sufficiently clear terms.  

Again as a part of the long history of philosophy and logic, one could be tempted to view 

the notion of reason in light of some metaphors that derive from the German equivalent of 

the word “reason,” Grund, i.e. the metaphor of “ground” and/or “grounding.” Those who 

cannot resist such a temptation will view reasons as, metaphorically speaking, something 

that provides us with sufficient stability underfoot, a base on which one can stand firmly, or 

move safely. However, it is clear that such an image-metaphor implies a model of lone 

speakers who verbally cope with the world on their own and secure themselves by 

supporting their own propositions with some firm foundation blocks. This, however, is a 

flawed view; the metaphor of “ground” and “grounding” is misleading because the practice 

of reason-giving can be explicated only as dialogical one, which necessarily involves several 

mutually related and actively conversing interlocutors.45 
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  E.g., “seeking (and obtaining) clarification of meaning” is another.  
45

  This is why Toulmin pertinently proposes a legal/jurisprudential analogy of the courtroom case-making in the 

study of logic and argument, for which see Toulmin (2003, 7-8).   
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Hence, should one need a metaphor of a convenient kind, in light of the view proposed in 

this section, it is much more convenient, and prudent, to compare reasons with bridges, or 

binders, than with a ground or a firm foothold that secures stability. We supply the reasons 

as bridges that aim to take our interlocutor “across the river,” to the territory to which, 

initially, s/he was not inclined. We already know that there is a common territory, but there 

is also a territory at which I would like for me and my interlocutor to walk jointly (a new 

shared language). Hence, I offer such and such reasons as bridges from this shared space to 

another shared space. This implies two things: a) the discussants already belong to a shared 

space (otherwise, the giving of reasons stands no chance); b) I wish that we could walk 

jointly to the space that, to my interlocutor and co-discussant, appears somewhat unfriendly 

or unwelcoming (the proposition to which the question “why” refers), and thus I invite my 

interlocutor to cross the bridge with me (Hence, I give a reason and re-describe the fund of 

shared propositions). In other words, the metaphor of “ground” implies that the practice of 

reason-giving is fundamentally independent of some socially shared discursive values. In 

contrast, the metaphor of “bridge,” or “bridging,” presents such values in very explicit terms.  

It is now clear why the discursive practice of seeking and giving the reasons involves a 

constructive response to the disagreements between propositions, practices, or politics. It is 

a “discourse-friendly” response (in the sense of Pettit 2001, 67-79) primarily because it 

implies a proposal to continue communicating in a condition that is to some extent 

problematic to communication. It reminds us of the fact that we already share a large fund 

of propositions and beliefs, and that we can explicate, and preferably resolve, our 

disagreements by either drawing on the shared fund or enlarging it. There is no doubt that 

this opens the way to a potentially rich discussion.  

This does not mean denying that, in the condition of disagreement, developments may 

take a wrong turn. Some “discourse-unfriendly” strategies that aggravate the condition of 

disagreement may be applied; such strategies diminish, sometimes even fully defeat, the 

interlocutor’s will to work on resolving the dispute by verbal means of persuasion. In other 

words, such strategies work as the factors of dediscoursifying, in particular as the factors 

that make an impact through violating the value of reason-giving as a component of the 

moral matrix of language. Now, what may such strategies be? 

First, the interlocutors involved in the condition of a verbal or cognitive conflict may fail 

to pose the question “why” despite the fact that, in the given condition, such a question is 
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logical and potentially productive. It is logical because it would ensure the continuity of 

communicating; it would give impetus to further communication. It is potentially productive 

because it could motivate the interlocutors to revise their views in light of some opposed 

views. However, in this case, the interlocutors fail to take a metalingual perspective which is 

a precondition of the practice of seeking and giving the reasons. For instance, the 

interlocutors simply keep repeating their positions in hundreds of variations, but never 

arrive at the point of recognizing the necessity of addressing the issue of the ways in which 

their individual views, or propositions, could be justified through a strategy founded on the 

premises that they share with their opponents (Rapoport 1967, 79-80). It seems that, in this 

case, psychological-emotive gap between the parties is so wide that, instead of trying to 

continue communicating along the “why” question, they cease communicating due to the 

belief that the other party is not interested in the issue of reasons at all, which is why the 

taking of the metalingual perspective should not be tried or proposed. However, such a 

belief is normally erroneous. Everyone is interested in the issue of reasons, and this should 

suffice for our initiating of the practice of seeking and giving the reasons. In cases like this, 

however, as external observers, we see that there is a need to raise the issue of reasons, but 

neither party raises such issue, which both parties then deem a definitive proof of futility of 

any attempt.      

Secondly, it may happen that one party asks the question “why,” but then the other party 

refuses to give consideration to the question. The latter party does so because it is not ready 

to recognize a minimal degree of legitimacy of the perspective in which the question was 

posed. This means that the party is not ready, in a minimal sense, to accept the possibility of 

interpretation according to which some of their propositions are in need of clarification or 

justification. This is a direct violation of the practice of reason-giving. Moreover, it is 

frequently followed or underlined by some words that those asking the question “why” 

interpret rightfully as offensive. For instance, “it is not up to you to ask,” or “I owe you no 

explanation,” or like Creon’s “I give orders to the city, not the city to me,” and similar. 

Dediscoursifying is a natural effect of such a direct kind of the refusal of the request to 

continue communication in the modus of seeking and giving of reasons. In this case one 

party publicly points to the possibility of the establishment of reasons, but the other party 

simply declines such pointing.   
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Thirdly, a party may ask the question “why,” but then the other party responds publicly to 

the question in the way that gives an explanation that implies a dismissal of the discursive 

practice of reason-giving. Creon’s case is again one revealing illustration of this. He gives an 

explanation of Haemon’s counterargument, but the explanation itself prevents a further 

debate. Why? Because the response is not a genuine response to the request to recover a 

common language; it declines the request by interpreting it as a personal idiosyncrasy, or 

dishonesty, that does not involve a true commitment to the recovery of common language. 

One deals here with a familiar phenomenon of projection of “hidden and entirely private 

motives” into the statements by the other party. For instance, Creon interprets Haemon’s 

expressions of doubt as a sign of his immaturity and age, or as an emotion-driven concession 

to Antigone.46  

Hence, in this case, one receives the call to establish a reason, but one interprets it not as 

a call of the kind, but as something else that relates to an individual world and to language 

viewed as an idiom, not to the world and language that are shared by two interlocutors. 

Here a “discourse-unfriendly” influence is exerted by a projection of some content into the 

“why” question that makes the very question unworthy of discussing, which also blocks the 

inter-subjectively valid content of the question by reducing it to a non-generalizable fact.  

Fourthly, the “why” question can be accepted and then responded with a proposition 

that resembles a reason. In other words, the reason-giver accepts the point of the question 

and attempts to give some support to the proposition which has triggered the question. 

However, let us imagine that the reason-giving involves a kind of closure of the space of 

argumentation. Such a closure can be either arbitrary or non-arbitrary. It is only in the latter 

case that the question is indeed potentially answered. On the other hand, the arbitrary 

closure of the space of argumentation is in fact a fraud. One gives a proposition that 

resembles a reason, but is not one. This does not mean that one cannot be motivated by 

such a closure of the space of argumentation too, or that one cannot erroneously see in it 

something that is not arbitrary. However, from a normative or objective point of view, this 

instance is one of a smuggled form of the closure of the space of argumentation, which 

relies on a negligent, or “sleepy,” interlocutor. Importantly, however, such a strategy also 

carries high risks because recognizing it means noticing an attempted fraud; hence it will 
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  Sesardić (2010) explains a similar phenomenon of “(arbitrary) political imputation” in social science, which should 

be distinguished from the semantic kind of imputation discussed in section 2.1, and which prevents scholars from debating 

social scientific theories in impartial and reasonable terms.        
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almost immediately produce the effect of dediscoursifying. Here I will present five kinds of 

“topics” that are employed in the quasi-argumentative fashion:    

1. There is one topic we can characterize as a “strategic-tactical” kind: for instance, 1.a the 

interlocutor can be told “but, you don’t see this,” (McDowell 1998, 62-65; Ayer 1975, 92) or 

“the very logic requires so,” without an additional explanation of what logic so requires, or 

how exactly does it seem to the interlocutor who sees it; 1.b One can try to close an 

argument by referring to “a time pressure” or “social expectations vis-à-vis the 

interlocutors;” or 1.c One can simply state: “we have to stop somewhere; the debate cannot 

be continued endlessly.”  

2. There is also a “psychological-characterological” kind of topic: for instance, one can draw 

on someone who is said to have some competences, experiences, virtues, or similar, not 

directly connected to the topic of argumentation, but still employed to quasi-indicate that 

one should accept the view of the “authority.”47   

3. The third topic is “historical-historiographic;” it includes the following kinds of response: 

“such a thesis does not reflect the spirit of the age,” or “such an approach is too 

revolutionary,” or “such statements cannot ensure progress.”  

4. One could also employ a “philosophical-anthropological” topic that may influence the 

interlocutor through the following suggestions: 4.a “all claims are relative;” 4.b “all solutions 

will later be open to interpretation;” 4.c “all views should be taken as expressions of 

interests;” 4.d “it would not be harmful to accept an imperfect view now; its future 

application will sufficiently teach us about the ways of correcting it.”   

5. Finally, there are some strategies of a discourse-unfriendly way of arguing that should be 

tightly linked to some institutions; hence, this group can be treated as “institutional topics:” 

5.a “a majority would decide so” (Putnam 1990, 238); 5.b “he, being an ultimate decision-

maker or interpreter, has decided so” (Pehar 2014a); 5.c “it is within his powers, or 

responsibilities, to decide so;” 5.d “this view does not concern them; hence, their argument 

should not be considered in this case.”48 

It is of some interest to note that such topics can also be treated as metaphors (for 

instance, the metaphor of “openness of a proposal to interpretation,” the metaphor of “time 

                                                 
47

  Or, similarly, Madeleine Albright is reported to have stated the following: “We [USA] stand tall and hence see 

further than other nations” (as quoted in Huntington 1999, 37); see also Pehar (2013, 14-16).   
48

 Phenomena such as “obedience to authority” (Milgram 1974) and “groupthink” (Janis 1982) here may obviously 

play an important role; for an excellent application of Milgram (1974) in a predominantly sociological analysis of Holocaust, 

see Bauman (1989).     
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pressure,” or of “the impossibility of an endless movement” within a debate, etc.) that one 

attempts to smuggle into the process of argumentation.49 They obviously concern some 

relatively abstract categories, such as those of time, society, movement, and the human 

status. It is also clear that not a single aforementioned topic can be characterized as a 

successful argument – they offer nothing that could contribute to a resolution of a debate or 

an argumentative exchange. Some of those topics are obviously ad hominem, some aim to 

commit us to a thesis that does not apply generally, or does not apply in a clear sense: for 

instance, the thesis on the spirit of the age, or on the possibility of perfection as a pro-

argument, or on all perspectives as reducible to some expressions of interests. 

All the aforementioned topics can be said to involve some attempts at “drawing an 

atmosphere” that aims to make an interlocutor inattentive or gullible. The interlocutor is 

suggested to endorse a claim in the spirit of resignation induced by a fabrication of wisdom. 

On the other hand, it is also clear that many of the aforementioned topics play on the card 

of a specific emotion which is subtly exploited to sway the interlocutor in a desired direction 

– for instance, the topic of perfectibility exploits the emotion of hope; the topic of relativity 

of all views plays on the emotion of insecurity, while the topic of “the pressure of society” 

does so on the emotion of shame. Hence, such topics are a kind of pushers, something that 

drives one to adopt a view under the veil of an illusory reason-giving. 

However, when one deals with a serious, critically important political disagreement, one 

should expect that one’s interlocutor is non-gullible and focused, hence, also very sceptical 

about the forms of argumentation presented. Therefore, one should expect a high ratio of 

the instances of successful disclosure of the attempted “smuggling,” and of a subsequent 

loss of trust, to which the effects of dediscoursifying naturally follow. 

Fifthly, and finally, one who gives a reason following the “why” question can give a solid, 

objectively plausible reason. However, it may happen that the reason-seeker then refuses to 

consider the reason thus given; for instance, he can state that he did not like the reason, or 

that, to him, the reason was not sufficiently solid. In such a situation, one who gave the 

reason has now a good reason to pose the “why” question: “what is wrong with my 

explanation? Which propositions have I co-related in a wrong way? Why is the reason I 

offered insufficiently plausible?” Being fully consistent, one who refused to accept the 
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 For a well-written, accessible, and highly acclaimed study of metaphor, see Lakoff and Johnson (1980). 
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reason in the first place should now refuse to answer such questions as well, which simply 

means repeating his or her initial refusal.  

However, now we clearly see that harm is inflicted on discourse and on the very practice 

of seeking and giving the reasons. One who refused to answer the “why” counter-question 

has thereby also refused the invitation to continue communicating. This would be also unfair 

in the sense that the first interlocutor has at least accepted the “why” question and 

attempted to answer it, which counts as a positive response to the call to continue 

communicating. Hence, now the blame is on the other side, on one who refused both the 

reason and the second “why” question. 

It is through the above classification that we can satisfactorily explain the cases of 

dediscoursification discussed in Chapter One; we can effortlessly understand why the 

dialogues took a wrong turn. The police officer from Toch’s second example is a clear case of 

the second kind of the reason-related form of dediscoursification. He refuses to respond to 

the invitation by the other party to give a reason. This leads to the end of communication, 

humiliation, and ultimately violence. Appointment of an “ultimate interpreter,” a foreigner 

officially named the Chief of the Implementation Mission, in the draft of the Rambouillet 

agreement, whose decisions cannot be opposed or questioned, is the same case; however, it 

can also be viewed as an example of the fourth case above, one in which some institutional 

frame is set to block the possibility of either asking for reasons or offering counter-reasons.  

The same applies to the Dred Scott v. Sandford case. Justice Taney claimed that one could 

not argue, or propose a counterargument, against his verdict. However, the verdict was, as 

we have seen, implausibly argued and concluded. Again, this case can be interpreted in a 

dual key: as a decision secured through a flawed topic of “ultimate interpreter” (under 5.b), 

or a decision which simply passed over, and ignored, some strong counterarguments (the 

second case above). 

Reason-related forms of dediscoursification can also be plainly identified in the case of 

the Arab-Israeli attitude towards the UN SC Resolution 242 as well as in the case of Alija 

Izetbegović.50 The former obviously comes under the heading of the first case above (where 

the parties fail to recognize the need of initiating the discursive practice of reason-seeking 

and -giving). Both Arab and Israeli interlocutors failed to take a proper metalingual 

perspective as they simply adhered to their own interpretive positions regardless of the fact 
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  For some further examples, see Franck, Weisband (1971)  
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that some contending interpretations were prima facie equally legitimate, and equally 

supported by some elements of the 242. The text was by both sides taken erroneously as 

something that dictated exclusively to the opposite party to take the first step in 

implementation. 

With Izetbegović we see the violation of the value of reason in at least three different 

forms. First, we see that, in late 1997, he starts supporting the High Representative as a body 

that assumed the “Bonn powers” of a sovereign/ultimate interpreter of the Dayton 

Constitution for Bosnia-Herzegovina. Izetbegović thus supports one who has no duty to 

respond to the “why” question, which can be deemed either an example of the second case 

above, or a version of the fourth group of cases discussed above.  

Secondly, prior to the outbreak of the war in Bosnia, Izetbegović repeatedly emphasized 

that he could not understand the reasons the Serb side offered to explain their own attitude 

to Bosnia; here we see a special version of the third case discussed above: some special 

reasons offered by one party are viewed either as irrelevant as they stand or as a disguise for 

some special, strictly particular, non-reason-related motives. This predictably made the Serb 

side ill motivated to negotiate with Izetbegović as he refused to take their reasons as 

propositions that implicitly pose a claim to general validity.  

Thirdly, as to Izetbegović’s topic to the effect that the negotiations with Serbs would not 

have made sense due to the distance between the negotiating positions, it is plain that, by 

such a topic, Izetbegović tried to rationalize his arbitrary decision to refrain from further talk. 

This is an instance of the first form discussed above: Izetbegović failed to recognize the 

necessity of the exchange of reasons, and his failure was motivated by some special, non-

generalizable motive of his, as mentioned in section 1.7. The special feature of this case, 

however, is in Izetbegović’s use of the “distance between the negotiating positions” as a 

misleading metaphor. He depicted the distance as a long road, an excessively time- and 

energy-consuming journey, which depiction was not a result of some concrete experience 

with the negotiating process, but was given as an a priori truth that requires no 

demonstrating. In reality, from the viewpoint of the moral matrix of discourse, the opposite 

to Izetbegović’s metaphor is true: the mutually “distant” negotiating positions imply some 

mutually “distant” reasons for such positions, which implies an increased need to propose, 
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and then discuss and debate publicly, such reasons.51 Sadly, Izetbegović was not committed 

to the moral matrix of discourse, especially not to its reason-related elements, and this is 

why the other parties to the conflict in Bosnia-Herzegovina formed the belief that he aimed 

to determine the fate of the state unilaterally by the strength of his military muscle.  

2.4 Promises 

In his second study from the Genealogy of Morals, Fridrich Nietzsche addresses “the 

upbringing of an animal that dares to make a promise” as a paradoxical task that nature set 

itself in relation to the human species.52 As a majority of philosophers, Nietzsche thinks of 

promise-making as a riddle and enigma that cannot, and should not, be taken for granted. 

His solution of the riddle is as unique as most of his theories and explanations. He claims 

that forgetfulness as a part of the human species is, like in the rest of the animal kingdom, a 

virtue or a trait that performs a positive biological function since it secures the space for 

future developments by clearing the ground of the past. As promise-making to Nietzsche is 

primarily memorizing, and thus a means of durability, as well as an expression of a self-

controlled, calculable, and reliable Self, it requires a special explanation. Nietzsche finds his 

explanatory tool in the special devices of mnemonics that he assumed were started to be 

employed in the pre-historical era, and were deeply carved into the character of human 

being as a special kind of animal. He, and that is typical of him, finds such mnemonics-

devices in ugly, sadistic parts of the human species that he calls “Sittlichkeit der Sitte” (a 

customary morality), which is the cruel and sadistic type of punishment, and also in cruelty 

and the human propensity to cruelty in general (Nietzsche 1887; 1997, 133-135). In other 

words, Nietzsche explains the ability of human beings to give and abide by promises 

ultimately by pre-historical experiences of cruelty and by the fear that promise-breakers 

should sense in front of a sadistic or cruel lender. To Nietzsche, the fundamentals of 

promise-making are bloody, evil and dreadful, and this is also why he views every promise as 
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  As Borislav Pekić (1991, 14) put it: “The civilized dialogue involves not only attentive listening of our 

interlocutor, but also a discernment of the reasons for which s/he stands for, advocates, or proposes something. It is only after 

we grasped those reasons that we are able to understand his or her words. Not before. And, once we grasp the reasons, we are 

then in a position to expect from him or her to understand our own perspectives and reasons too. Then we can start aiming at 

a fundamental goal of every serious political conversation – the search for a compromise. As long as our either personal or 

political conversations remain proclamations by deaf people, and in a majority of cases by incompetent ones, and as long as 

the dialogue remains an instrument of duel instead of learning, the dialogue will fail to be a device for mutual 

understanding.” [translated from the Serbian original by D.Pehar] 
52

  Nietzsche (1997, 35); I modified the English translation in accordance with the German original available from 

http://www.nietzschesource.org/#eKGWB/GM (Accessed July 28, 2015).   

http://www.nietzschesource.org/#eKGWB/GM
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both insecure and determined by sheer relationships of power (Nietzsche 1969, 501-502, 

889).   

What immediately strikes one’s eye in Nietzsche’s analysis is that he, while thinking of the 

human being as an animal that dares to promise, does not think of the human propensity to 

language. In Nietzsche’s analysis language is not mentioned as a device of the pre-historical 

mnemonics. Memories of a proper kind are, according to Nietzsche, literally cut into a 

human flesh. This, however, is a strange and implausible assumption. No view of the practice 

of promise-making is possible without a view of the human being as a being who defines 

himself as an ens loquens; this is primarily so because such a practice is to a large and 

important degree viewed as a discursive and discourse-related practice. Perhaps human 

beings internalize such a practice in their role of family-members; perhaps drastic penalties 

are not the key device through which the humans are taught how to give and abide by their 

own word; perhaps the human practice of promise-making is something much simpler, much 

more benevolent, and much more natural to the human species.   

This is a critically important theme because, as we have seen, the road to war in many 

cases runs parallel to broken promises. The promise breaking is followed by a loss of trust, 

which then leads to a diminished will to converse and negotiate agreement, and thus to an 

increased reliance on “non-intelligent,” i.e. armed, means of the resolution of social and 

political disagreements. Nietzsche’s position makes such developments hard to understand: 

his view is that the promise making is inherently insecure; one ought always to count on the 

possibility that the other is likely to break his or her promises whenever it suits him or her; 

hence, according to a consistent reading of Nietzsche, in the aftermath of a broken promise, 

a significant loss of trust, or a critical change in one’s relation to one’s political 

partner/interlocutor, is not expected to follow.  

In the Leviathan Hobbes refers to a special ritual practice that, among the “heathen,” was 

a part of the taking of oath, which to Hobbes was simply a special kind of the practice of 

promise-making. In discussing the attitude of the Athenians and Spartans to their own 

mutual pledges, one should have in mind this image of a special ceremony that formed an 

important element of the declaration of solemn promises, oaths or treaties. Hobbes 

emphasizes that an animal, normally a lamb, was sacrificed, to which the following formula 

followed: “Let Jupiter kill me else, as I kill this beast.” (Hobbes 1994, 88) This means that one 

who was giving a promise was also invoking a curse on himself; he demanded that God 
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punish him in the case he failed to materialize his oath. However, have in mind that this was 

not meant to be any kind of punishment; it was a kind of punishment that was strictly 

comparable to a punishment of an animal sacrificed as a part of the ceremony of the taking 

of solemn oaths.  

One who is taking the oath considers, and publicly presents, himself as a form of life that 

is essentially different from the form put to sacrifice. Now, if one fails to respect one’s own 

oath, one will transform oneself into something that does not really differ from the sacrificial 

“lamb.” By disrespecting one’s own word, one turns oneself into nothing but an animal, or 

into something that is even lower, or worse, than an animal due to the fact that, previously, 

one tried to present oneself as a higher kind of life, which proved to be wrong. God should 

kill such a pretending or deceiving animal in the same way as one put “this beast” to death 

as a part of the ceremonial sacrifice mentioned by Hobbes. In other words, the whole ritual 

drama, to which Hobbes refers, is a symbol of the human striving to emphasize the human 

distinction in the animal world through the practice of promise-making. The sacrificer, who 

in this ritual drama coincides with the promise giver, defines his own position in the world 

through his promise – he is one whose words separate him from the rest of the animal 

world; and he is so committed to the language-based separation that he announces it before 

God’s eyes, even offering himself as a potential human sacrifice as a guarantee of the 

promise.  

It is through this example that we can realize the extent to which the practice of promise-

making was and remains important to human beings. The ceremonial and the dramatic 

giving of a promise are of a key importance to the human being. They involve 

communication with gods as a theatrical opportunity to form a symbol that even defines the 

human position in the world. Why is this so? Does such a theatrical representation, and the 

symbol, contain a truth that may be distinguished from a sacrificial slaughter of a lamb, the 

minutes of the ritual, or invocation of Jupiter, the God of thunder? Can we offer a convincing 

explanation formulated exclusively in terms and categories of the discursive practice, that is, 

the practice of language-use as marked by its own standards, norms, and criteria?            

A more illuminating view of the practice of promise-giving can be formed if we ask the 

following question: is an unjustified and deliberate failure to fulfil a promise considered as a 

violation, and if indeed it is so considered, why is this so? In other words, when we explain 

why we view such a failure as a violation, what grounds and reasons do we normally draw 
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on? The response to such a question should also give us, ex negativo, a response to the 

question of the norms and values that are materialized whenever a promise is actually 

fulfilled. For instance, on several occasions Hobbes draws the parallel between the failure to 

implement a contract, which is in fact a shared, mutually given promise, on the one hand, 

and absurdity or contradiction, on the other. He describes the former as a paradigmatic case 

of “injury’” (in etymological meaning of the word according to its Latin root – in-iuria–, i.e. 

negations of justice or rights), and then emphasizes that such a kind of violation involves 

contradiction in the following sense: those who give a promise thereby say “I will X;” the 

failure to fulfil the promise implies or means “I will not X.” Since the two taken together 

deliver a contradiction, the failure to fulfil a promise is in fact a kind of absurdity, or 

contradiction.53  

However, it is also interesting to note that philosophers often debate the aforementioned 

issue and tend to give some contending responses to it.54 I do not think that a philosopher 

would dare to defend seriously the thesis that, in all conditions, the breaking of promise is 

something positive, valuable, or desirable. Philosophers, either moral or the philosophers of 

language, nonetheless give different views of the negativity that is involved in, or generated 

by, such breaking, or by a deliberate and unjustifiable failure to fulfil a promise. For instance, 

Hobbes’s theory is exposed to the objection of the following kind: the breaking of promise 

cannot be identified with a contradiction because, from the viewpoint of those who break 

promises, no contradiction needs to be committed. One could give a false promise of which 

one knows that it is false; hence, in breaking it, one actually does not do something that is 

irreconcilable with the content of the promise; the content of his promise is given by “I will 

create an impression that I would do X,” not simply by “I will do X.” Still, Hobbes could 

respond to this objection in the following way: it is true that this is so from the perspective 

of the false promise-giver, but then, strictly speaking, we do not deal here with the true case 

of promising. From the perspective of those who rely on the promise, and take it as a true 

promise, a contradiction was actually committed: in a period of time, A has induced the 

belief that A wills X, and then A has defeated the belief by having done something that 

showed s/he did not will X. Whatever one’s take on the imaginary series of arguments and 
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  As he explicitly argues in Hobbes (1640, Chapter 16)  
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  For an overview and general classification of the theories of promise, Habib (2014) is a good introductory source.  



136 

 

counterarguments, some philosophers proposed some different explanations that they 

deemed superior to one Hobbes proposed.  

For instance, Hare (1967)55 and Warnock (1971, 94-117) advocate the view that the 

deliberate breaking of promise amounts to a deception by which one who gives a false 

promise deceives his or her interlocutor, or those who in a sense depend on the promise. He 

states B in the belief that you will also believe B, because he believes that this would help 

him do non-B. He simply induces in you a flawed expectation while attempting to draw some 

benefit from the expectation. In other words, the breaking of promises is a special kind of 

lying, of stating something one does not believe, in the hope that the relevant agents would 

not oppose one’s own action if they trust the misleading statement. For instance, Hare 

claimed that such a modus of acting was not generalizable, which means that I, or anyone, 

could not wish to be one deceived by the way of the promise breaker’s deception. As such 

modus of acting could not be generalized, Hare adds, this means that it cannot be taken as a 

morally positive one, which explains why the deliberate breaking of promises is something 

negative, undesirable, or worthless in a moral sense.  

However, both explanations, by Hare and Hobbes, are partial in the sense that they both 

imply that the deliberate breaking of promise is not a sui generis kind, as one normally prima 

facie thinks of it. According to Hobbes’s theory, the violation of a promise is a kind of 

contradiction that violates the fundamental laws of logic, hence affects adversely both truth 

and meaning. According to Hare, the violation of a promise is a kind of deception that affects 

primarily the element of truth. In contrast to Hare and Hobbes, as well as many others, I am 

of the view that the promise breaking is in fact a sui generis kind of violation of the moral 

matrix of discourse. It is not simply a violation of the three aforementioned elements 

(meaning, truth, and reason), but a violation of all those elements combined, and taken in 

different ways, and also a violation of the very idea of the human being as ens loquens, a 

being that can define itself through the ability to give and respect its own word. This view 

cannot be clearly understood without giving a due consideration to the discursive values 

that need to be taken as implemented for one to give a promise. Additionally, such a 

consideration can be duly given only when one gives a prior consideration to the discursive 

conditions on which the learning of the practice of promise-giving most directly depends. 

                                                 
55

  As Searle (1972) offers a theory of promising that is a kin to Hobbes’s view, Hare targets Searle as his principal 

opponent.  
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Prichard, who was a huge source of inspiration to J.L. Austin, noticed that the promise-

giving actually involves a prior “promise,” a general, yet tacit, agreement that secures the 

possibility of endowing a discursive practice with the status of the promise within a 

community, which means the possibility that some sound patterns, or signs, when delivered 

under certain conditions, mean promise-giving within the community concerned. 

Interestingly, Prichard also assumed that such a prior, semi-mystical kind of promise had to 

be given without the use of language (Prichard 1965, 177-178). I do not accept such an 

assumption primarily because promise-making, as a discursive practice, can occur and be 

practiced only if some prior discursive values had already been protected or implemented; it 

can occur and be practiced only if language had already been used to implement some 

values, and if a student has sufficiently mastered the essential functions of language. It is 

obvious that, to give a promise, a child needs to reach a sufficiently advanced stage as a 

language user.  

What does Prichard’s “general agreement,” without a shred of mysticism, actually 

involve? What kind of discursive structure needs to be taken as valid for one to be able to 

commence giving promises? For a start, let us notice the following: one who violates a 

shared promise does not have to be treated only as a liar, or one who states absurdities or 

contradictions. In the cases of the collective promising, I can also treat him or her simply as a 

“destructive agent,” as one who demolishes a value that was jointly built, one who undoes 

or makes meaningless my own investment of time, energy, and intelligence. In this sense, 

such destructive agent is one who actively prevents me from enjoying the values of a 

structure we have jointly constructed. Of course, s/he has also deceived me; however, I need 

not take this as the worst part of the story, but as secondary and derivative one. 

Hence, let us imagine that a psycho-genetic, discourse-ethical story on the beginnings of 

promise-giving, as a discursive practice, may be given. What are its key elements? For a 

start: before we arrive at the point of being able to give promises, two norms/values of 

language need to have been already adopted. First, we need to have internalized a norm 

according to which we are committed to, or consider as valuable, the giving of true and 

pertinent descriptions of the external world. The second norm, which needs to have been 

already adopted, is one of the giving of true and pertinent description of the internal reality 

– I need to be able to express sincerely the states of my own mind. The first norm regulates 

the relationship between language and the external state of affairs, whereas the second one 
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regulates the relationship between language and the internal states of mind. Why should 

such norms be already internalized?  

First, it is clear that, whenever I give a promise, I thereby also express my intentions, or 

preferences, that are literally within me. Secondly, when I give a promise, I must be able to 

describe successfully the world as it is without my intervention, when my promise is not 

fulfilled, in contrast to a future world as it will be after, and due to, my fulfilment of my 

promise. For instance, when I state that “I promise that I would buy you such-and-such toy,” 

I thereby also give the description “At present you do not own such-and-such toy” as well as 

the description “In the future world you will own such-and-such toy.” By this, however, our 

psycho-genetic, discourse-ethical story on norms and values is not yet complete; in fact, it is 

just starting. 

Whenever I give a promise, I thereby also evince my own attitude to my own actions. By 

promising I undoubtedly say also that I would do something, or that my actions will have a 

specific character. In other words, I give descriptions of my future acts. Now, should such 

descriptions be taken as true, and in what sense? To this one should reply that such 

descriptions need to be true, and that if they are intended as true then one’s promise is 

honest or sincere. Additionally, should a majority of promises be dishonest or insincere, the 

practice of promise-making would go extinct. This means that the practice of promise-

making rests on another norm which regulates the relationship between language and one’s 

future acts that necessarily relate to both past and present agency of the promise-giver, and 

also to many other agents related in a way to the promise-giver. One should now also recall 

the fact that the very word-meanings are learned or confirmed through some requests to 

the child to perform some action; this has to play an important role in the third norm that 

lays at the foundation of the discursive practice of promise-giving. Now, why do people 

actually need, and depend on, the third norm?  

The most important aspect of the response to this question can be found in the fact that, 

to human beings, the mutual coordination of actions is of an utmost importance (Lipps 1977, 

105). Humans perform some actions jointly; it is therefore important to us to learn 

beforehand about the acts through which our collaborators will contribute to a socially 

shared agency. Of course, individuals could announce the making of such contributions 

simply by giving the descriptions of the actions they would perform, without mentioning the 

word “promise.” However, the very word adds another element of a major relevance and 
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importance: by giving a promise I don’t say only “I will perform such and such action;” I also 

say “it is certain that I will perform such and such action.” In other words, one who receives 

my promise gains an insight not only in my future acting, but also in my strong, emphatic 

commitment to the acting. I assure the other that s/he should rely on me in this particular 

regard (Žagar 1991). This factor of assurance explains why we do not expect from children to 

commence giving real promises before they reached a certain level of intellectual and moral 

maturity.            

So, our psycho-genetic and discourse-ethical story continues: I adopted the three norms 

of language (the norm of external reference, the norm of internal reference, and the norm 

of future action-reference), and find myself in a situation when I need to give to my future 

action a special ‘sacredness’ to which the norm of the reference to future actions is a 

prerequisite. The last condition now requires a special precondition which has a dual aspect. 

First, prior to giving a promise relative to a set of actions, I need to give priority to the 

promised action; I need to rank the promised action as higher in importance, or as more 

desirable under the circumstance, or as more valuable or urgent, than some other, at the 

time equally feasible or doable, actions. We may call this “the priority list norm.” Secondly, I 

need to become bound by my language not only content-wise (due to my image of the act 

concerned), but also form-wise (due to the fact that “promise” means a public and emphatic 

expression of one’s commitment to an act in a near future); in other words, a given promise 

is normally deemed a language with causal power, one that actively steers the human 

behaviour.    

This means that the promise giving as such involves a special function, or ability, of 

language to provide for a rule and serve as a measure of the distance between the very word 

and reality. Every promise implies a “word-guide” that guarantees durability to both those 

giving and those receiving promises. Altogether, this means that the practice of promise-

giving involves at least five value-based, or corrective, mechanisms that make the practice 

meaningful and purposeful to a discursive community: the norm of external reference, the 

norm of internal reference, the norm of future action-reference, the norm of “a priority list” 

for a set of acts, and the norm of effective word-guidance.   

All the aforementioned norms/values contain, or intrinsically relate to, some strong 

reasons. There have to be some solid and defensible reasons why, for instance, a future act 

is given a special priority. There have to be some strong reasons why it is important to the 
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other persons to learn about the act to which the promise-giver gives priority. Thirdly, the 

very act of promising gives a unique reason because it implies the norm of effective word-

guidance, which means that the very promise, as a word, gives everyone the reason to 

expect that the word will effectively steer the actual conduct of the promise-giver (and also, 

to an extent, of those who depend on him).  

Also, one who gives a promise depends on an image of the world within which his or her 

promise is fulfilled. Unless one’s image of the world affords space to the state of affairs that 

counts as “a fulfilment of the promise,” the act of promising makes no sense. In other words, 

a story is an essential part of the act of promising, and the story should supply an implicit 

argument that concerns the reasons for which the future forces/challenges, that may 

oppose the process of fulfilling a promise, are unlikely to be effective. We need to exclude 

the situations in which one gives a promise of which a majority of reasonable people believe 

that, due to some familiar and predictable occurrences, its fulfilment will be either 

impossible or highly unlikely. This means that the creature that gives a promise has to be 

pretty rational, one that is able to recognise, consider, and take into account many 

pertinent, solid and sound reasons.      

Promise, then, should be viewed as 1) a “law” that one applies to oneself, which one can 

do in many different contexts: a solitary version of “one to oneself,” or one to another 

person, or one in front of a group of persons. By giving a promise, 2) for some special 

reasons, I introduce some order into my actions and intentions, and also declare that I have 

introduced it. Such a declaration is important to the others too because human beings share 

a natural need to rely on each other.56 In other words, a promise primarily guides the 

promise giver, but also serves as a point of orientation to the others. Hence, 3) it is fully 

legitimate that, due to the previous point, the others attempt to influence one’s promise if 

they believe that it should be relevant to them in a sense. For instance, they may try to 

convince the promise-giver that, due to a number of reasons, the failure to fulfil the promise 

would be more just than the fulfilment of the promise. Hence, every act of promising opens 

some space to the story on the legitimacy of the promise to the extent that it is relevant to 

the others, which is often the case even in the situations when an individual gives a promise 

to him- or herself alone. 
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  Mackie (1981, 138-139) and Anscombe (1981) insist on this point in particular.   
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4) Due to the fifth norm/value that lies at its foundation, the promise giving involves the 

issue of integrity/coherence and dignity. By “giving a word” I invest my “face,” my honour 

and credibility. I put some important items at risk and bring myself in the position of a) one 

who is able to be steered by his own word, which thus gains in weight and credibility, and 

also endows one with a valuable character; or b) one who fails and proves to be unable to 

deliver, or be a match to, his own word. Provided that I fail to fulfil my own promise, without 

giving a persuasive and reasonable excuse, I manifest a lack of an internal integrity, i.e. 

coherence, as I say one thing and do another. In the eyes of those who depend on my 

performing, or are strongly interested in it, my value, i.e. the discursive status, is thereby lost 

(Lipps 1977, 103).  

This all implies that a human being needs to reach a high level of intellectual development 

to be able to start giving promises with full awareness and determination. One of the key 

abilities that need to be sufficiently developed is the ability to take perspective of the others, 

so-called “perspective-taking.”57 This means that one who gives a promise needs to be able 

to form a view of the sense his promise is given by the others. There is no doubt that such a 

perspectival take on reality can be developed only in the creatures that learn language, 

especially the language of dialogical interaction with the others. Psychologists, 

communication scholars, and anthropologists have demonstrated that children become 

aware of the perspective of the others through some forms of language-use, such as 

“disagreements,” “clarification sequences,” and “didactic comment” that expresses a view of 

view, or a meta-belief, that may be formed only through a metalingual perspective 

(Tomasello 1999, 170-173).  

Children develop such a capacity on the foundation of inter-subjectivity involved in 

dialogical interactions. The awareness-making, or internalization, of the perspective of the 

other is a necessary precondition of the understanding, and the practice, of promise-giving. 

However, the practice of promise-giving involves the understanding of the perspective of the 

other in another sense: one who gives a promise needs to be able to relate to one’s own 

word as an abstract, generalized word of the other, a word that carries its own authority 

within itself, separately from some special internal states of a specific language-user. Finally, 

one who gives a promise makes oneself responsible in the eyes of the other, as well as in 

one’s own, in the sense that the failure to implement the promise invites some kind of 
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  For some key accounts of such ability, see Geulen (1982).    
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“tribunal” or questioning, i.e. the exposure of oneself to the requests by the other to answer 

questions or give clarification, explication or comment, and similar.  

In sum, it is impossible to even start considering one’s participation in the discursive 

practice of promise-giving without endorsement of the key values of the moral matrix of 

discourse: meanings, truths, and reasons. As a part of the very practice of promise-giving, 

such values are interwoven in various ways: when I give a promise, I thereby utter a truth of 

myself, or of the actions I consider pressing and important in light of some reasons including 

the need of social coordination or a symbolic self-confirmation. “Meanings” are a part of the 

practice in the sense of the request to select those words (of the promise) that reflect my 

true intentions or that correspond to some future state of affairs exactly as I intend it to be, 

and also in the sense of the general idea that words need to be selected and combined 

according to their own meanings. Metalingual perspective is clearly involved too. I cannot 

give a promise without being able to focus explicitly on my own word; for the purpose of 

promise-giving, my own word needs to be treated as an item with independent existence, as 

a measure by which I measure both myself and my future conduct.   

The Latin root of the word “promise” tells us that the word of a promise is envisaged as a 

prior description of the state of affairs that the promise-giver puts ahead of himself (pro-

mitere) in the sense of his need to follow the word as a kind of urgency, as something that is 

especially emphasized and important to him. This is an ens loquens in the full sense of the 

word: one who is defined by language, one to whom language is of a key importance; one 

who reasonably formulates one’s own language that is understandable by both oneself and 

the others, and who then remains faithful to the language, adheres to it through the real 

acting, and literally materializes it because it is deemed worthy of materializing. 

A sceptic will here immediately notice that, following a promise, many things could go 

wrong. The world may become such that the promise cannot be fulfilled. The promise giver 

may become pressed by some necessities that will change the priority list implicitly defined 

by the promise. One may become aware that one has given a naïve or stupid promise. Our 

partner to a peace treaty may decide that s/he would be better off without the treaty. All 

such bleak possibilities are sufficiently realistic, and many others may be added.58 However, 

following a promise, it is of a primary and fundamental importance that one has given the 
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  In other words, all of us may occasionally be caught in the role of Molière’s Don Juan, a famous promise-breaker, 

who is analyzed in more detail in Felman (2003).    



143 

 

promise. A promise may be delayed, modified, or one may decide not to implement it at all. 

The only issue that matters is if we do such things as ens loquens or as a being to whom 

language does not matter; do we explain ourselves or not; do we care for those who depend 

on our promise or not; do we change our priorities publicly by offering some new and 

improved reasons, or not; do we aim to adhere to the promise at least in an indirect fashion, 

for instance by offering compensation or declaring our delay as temporary, or not; finally, do 

we attempt to move through language to a new, improved, more rational and realistic 

language, or not.   

In other words, one who has given a promise can demonstrate his or her ens loquens-

nature only if, facing some complications with the promise, some serious challenges to the 

promise, s/he manages to retain a metalingual perspective, i.e. his or her focus on his or her 

own words; and if such a focus results in a self-correction, an evolutionary passage to a 

situation that will be exclusively determined by discourse in general and by the act of 

promise-giving in particular.59 Great, or noteworthy, breakers of promises are easy to spot: 

think of Hitler or similar examples from Chapter One. Their key trait is not simply in the fact 

that they deliberately fail to fulfil their promise, though this of course matters hugely. It is in 

the fact that they relate to their own promise-breaking as if nothing of importance 

happened, as if the act of breaking is fully irrelevant, or as if nothing should be mitigated or 

at least explained.  

Now we can finally explain in clear terms why a violation of promise, that is, a cold 

violation with no concern, no regret or explanation, involves the most severe kind of 

devaluation of the ens loquens. With one who violates his or her own word, and relates to 

such a violation as if it is a natural phenomenon requiring no comment, we do not know how 

and why to commence negotiating. Negotiations aim at an agreement which makes a shared 

promise. One who violates his or her promise in the spirit of indifference evinces a total lack 

of awareness of the ultimate and defining aim of negotiating in the conditions of social or 

political conflict. S/he presents him- or herself not only as a person who lacks self-respect, 

but also as a person who cares not about the invention of a shared word, nor senses the 

need of joint planning or coordinating of actions; s/he is a person who lacks sociability in the 

fundamental sense of the word, one who blatantly defies the conditions of agreeability. 

                                                 
59

  One should here keep in mind that one always has at his or her disposal a machinery of excuse-giving, which is 

rich, multi-faceted, and versatile, but also reason-dependent, as explained in Austin (1970).   
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Hence, by violating all the elements of the moral matrix of discourse, the breaking, or 

violation, of promises dediscoursifies its victim in the most straightforward fashion, and thus 

effectively prepares the ground for the outbreak of war.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

LANGUAGE, JAKOBSON, AND A MODEL OF DEDISCOURSIFICATION 

 

 

3.1 Language, collective body, and evolution 

 

“There is a valid analogy between having eyes and ears,  

and having language: all three are organs with which  

we come into direct contact with our environment.  

They are not intermediaries, screens, media, or windows.”  

(Davidson 2005d, 131)   

 

 

Thus far I have sorted out several features that are of crucial importance to the theory of 

dediscoursification: the nine case-studies presented in Chapter One supply over twenty 

factors that are grouped into four parameters; the factors are classified according to their 

obvious similarity: some of them concern the parameter of truth, some concern the 

parameter of meaning, and some concern the parameters of reason-giving and promising. I 

should also add that the factors emerge in specific circumstances (for instance, the factors 

relating to “truth” play specific roles in the setting of “Chamberlain-Hitler” communication 

that are not necessarily reproduced in full in the other settings); hence they make specific 

impacts in specific settings. It is, however, common to them that one should view them as a 

violation, a kind of harm, and as a language-related phenomenon that aggravates 

communication and acts negatively and discouragingly to at least one party to a 

communication. I also pointed out that such violations concern a moral matrix of language, 

which means that a user of language is also viewed as a moral agent who is a subject of 

moral assessment. The user of language is here scrutinized as one who takes full 

responsibility for his or her own verbal behavior which necessarily indicates a moral view 

which the scrutinizing/assessing party takes in forming predictions/expectations concerning 

his or her own chances vis-à-vis communication as a morality-guided process.  
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Two aspects are of central importance to the opening of this chapter. First, it remains 

unclear what is it that unifies, or groups together, the four parameters. Why are we inclined 

to treat violations of the four parameters as exemplifications of a common type? In other 

words, we need a description of a more comprehensive mechanism, the mechanism of 

dediscoursification as such; we need a general explanation of the harm that is inflicted when 

a language user violates all the parameters of the moral matrix of language taken singly or 

combined; we need a general view of the general cause that makes a dediscoursifier worthy 

of a negative moral assessment and that furthermore explains in full the reasons for which 

the dediscoursified party believes reasonably that the communication with the 

dediscoursifier should not pay off. Or, given the fact that the violations of different 

parameters are different routes that lead to the same outcome, that is, to the same kind of 

conclusion concerning a user of language, what is it that explains the outcome as an 

outcome of the same type? 

Secondly, it was also emphasized that, in the course of the moral-discursive qualification 

that is focused on the four parameters, we enjoy some degree of freedom; there is a space 

of maneuvering, a space that is sufficiently vague to enable us to weaken our qualification, 

or to add a reservation to it. For instance, sometimes we can say that, in a specific case, 

there is a peculiar kind of forgivable promise-breaking that needs not be considered as a 

phenomenon of dediscoursification – our interlocutor takes such an attitude to his failure to 

fulfill his, or her, own promise that we should not characterize him, or her, as a promise-

breaker at all; on the contrary, we should characterize him, or her, as one with whom we 

should continue communicating, even one who acts encouragingly to communication. This is 

an interesting phenomenon that, at a first glance, seems irreconcilable to the very idea of 

dediscoursification. However, as I later explain, this is not really a case. The theory of 

dediscoursification needs to open some space to such phenomena and treat them not as a 

kind of deviation, but as supporting evidence additionally confirming the view that 

dediscoursification is a real phenomenon that takes place in clear and specific conditions of 

which we can give an unequivocal description. 

So, what is a common denominator to all the parameters described in Chapter Two, a 

denominator that can also explain why we treat the violation of the parameters as a 

violation of a common type? There is no doubt that there are obvious mutual connections 

between individual parameters, or between their violations. For instance, it is easy and 
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undemanding to give a description of the violation of promise-making in terms of the 

violation of truth, or of meaning – one who breaks his, or her, own promise does not take 

rightly the meaning of his or her own sentence “hereby I promise that…”60 Additionally, it is 

clear that there is an ingredient of the violation of truth in the instances of the violation of 

meaning – for instance, the imputer obviously violates the truth concerning the meaning of 

the terms or sentences as used by his interlocutor. Altogether, it is clear that such obvious 

conceptual connections permeate different kinds of violations of different parameters. This 

is why we need to deal occasionally with the problem of a clear and unambiguous 

determination of the type under which some violations of the parameters need to be 

categorized; however, nothing tells us in advance that such a problem is insoluble – there 

always remains the possibility that one verbal act needs to be classified primarily as an 

instance of category A (for instance, promise-breaking), and then derivatively as an instance 

of some other categories. However, a remaining opacity needs to be clarified anyway: what 

is it that explains our fundamental inclination to connect mutually the said parameters; what 

is it that groups those parameters together and that also contains, or suggests, an important 

lesson concerning language as a primary means of communication?  

We should commence our discussion with two negative aspects identified in previous 

chapters. First, it is clear that the very process of dediscoursification leads to the 

degeneration and, ultimately, termination of the social bond between interlocutors. 

Following the effects of dediscoursification, the interlocutors are likely to conclude that they 

are alienated or estranged to each other; they form a reasonable and rationally founded 

belief that the social tissue that formerly bound them no longer exists. This in itself is an 

important fact. Its immediate implication is clear too: when the relations function as they 

should, that is, without dediscoursification, language supports and maintains an important 

social function – it serves as a means of active establishment and support of a social bond. 

Secondly, it was also noted in previous chapters that the belief that a 

communication/negotiation will not pay off, which is typically coupled with the belief that 

one’s interlocutor should be qua interlocutor morally disqualified in a sense (as “a liar” or 

“merciless promise-breaker”), is also typically coupled with an image that implies 

                                                 
60

  Famously, Ross (1930, 21) views the violation of the duty not to lie as a special case of the violation of the duty 

not to break a promise because, in his view, whenever one communicates with another person, one makes an implicit promise 

not to lie; for several parallel and combined references to the keeping of promises, on the one hand, and the truth-telling, on 

the other, see also Lynch (2004, 13-14, 46, 112-113).   
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dehumanization of the liar or the promise-breaker. One starts to entertain nearly 

spontaneously the idea that the dediscoursifier is less than human.       

We should, for instance, recall the abolitionist Douglass’ statements concerning the 

“wolfish character” of the US Supreme Court, the southern slave-holders and the Democratic 

Party. Similarly, in Euripides’ Phoenician women we found the connection between the 

process of dediscoursification, on the one hand, and the status of slave, typically a less than 

human kind of being, on the other. What does this tell us about the phenomenon of 

dediscoursification, that is, about its common denominator and about language itself that 

through the process of the dediscoursifying gets increasingly deprived of some of its 

essential, and positive, properties? It is, first and foremost, clear that the dediscoursifier is 

experienced as, literally, a foreign body. S/he is placed beyond the boundaries of the human 

being as one who loses the ability to create the human bonds with his or her interlocutor, 

and who also becomes a body that is alienated to, and detached from, another human body. 

S/he does not exploit the full potential of the human body the primary purpose of which is 

to be engaged in a social exchange and association through conversation with similar bodies. 

This must imply that a positive and productive use of language is somehow related to the 

body as such; such a use of language seems to serve the function of upholding and 

confirming the view of one as a body that is similar to, and associable with, the other bodies. 

Why is this so? Additionally, taking the idea of “language as a generator of social bonds” 

together with the connection between language and a view of body, what perspective do we 

get?   

Briefly, what we get is an idea, or theory, of language as a generator of “collective body.” 

We need to recall that, in section 2.1, the process of language-learning is theorized as a kind 

of authorization. To teach one language means to authorize one gradually, that is, to 

empower one to take part in some common social practice producing a public benefit. A 

child who learned the meaning of some sentences is thus enabled and authorized to utter 

some true sentences concerning his or her environment, hence to pass information on to the 

other members of his or her community. In other words, following the process of meaning-

learning, the child becomes capable of acting as the “eyes” for a whole community – s/he is 

enabled to express whatever his or her eyes notice and then, when conditions so require, to 

make the other members of the community literally see whatever his or her eyes have seen. 

Without language, such a service is impossible. Therefore language can be viewed as a 
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“secondary or auxiliary body organ,” in this case as “auxiliary eyes.” Language enables the 

human beings to possess the eyes that, being individual, nonetheless work for the benefit of 

the whole community, becoming thus a collective good. It is through my words that the 

others can employ the powers of my eyes, accept them as their own, and thus become 

richer, more skillful, and better informed. Hence, language acts as a body multiplier; by 

language one body builds itself upon other bodies and transfers its own powers to the other 

bodies.  

The effects of language in the aforementioned sense are not limited to “the eyes.” Others 

often need some fund of information, but they also need “auxiliary or secondary hands.” To 

remind, a mother teaches her child the word meanings also by requesting from the child to 

bring her something, or do something for her. The purpose of such instruction is clear. A 

mother teaches her child to do a part of the job whenever a social situation so requires; she 

teaches the child to contribute by his or her own hands to a common activity that involves 

many cooperating hands. This, again, would not be possible without language. Either one is, 

on the basis of a verbal description, given a task for one’s hands, or one gives a task to 

oneself. This clearly pertains to the situation when one directly helps another: for instance, 

by bringing food, water, or similar. One becomes the hands of another human being, to 

which the use of language is a primary precondition: without language, it would be 

impossible to harmonize interests or establish the relationship between the things one 

needs and those others can provide. 

However, this story extends to other body organs too: our teachers authorize us to act 

not only as “the eyes and hands” for the others, but also as their “mouth and ears.” For 

instance, it will frequently be required that one passes an utterance from a person to 

another. In such a case, it will be important for one to be able to hear, correctly grasp, and 

memorize the utterance. In this specific case we need to be able to act as a “mouth,” or 

“voice,” of another person who requires from us to convey something to a third party. This 

obviously depends on the ability to hear and well understand some speakers. The whole 

process of education constantly revolves around the cases of such mutual “borrowing” of 

mouths and ears and involves so many repetitions that it becomes a nearly unconscious part 

of our minds. For instance, we memorize songs, or lyrics, tell our parents whatever our 

teachers told us, we repeat the lessons we need to learn, do our homework exercises by 

repeating the words we hear from the others, etc. 
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Imagine a very simple example: a granddad told Ted to bring him some water from a 

nearby water-spring. Ted understood the message since he learned the English language. He 

then went to the spring and returned to tell the following story: “Here is the water for you; it 

seems fresh and clean today, even cooler than yesterday. Along the way, I met John. He 

inquired about you, your mood and health. He added that he would like to come for a visit. I 

told him to come and that you are now fully recovered after the flu.” This super-simple 

example demonstrates that the granddad receives a lot from Ted: Ted acts as his granddad’s 

hands, but also as his eyes (he met John), his ears (he passed on John’s message to his 

granddad), and also his “voice” (he told John what he believed his granddad should tell 

John); finally, we should bear in mind that Ted acts in the same fashion on behalf of John (to 

whom he described his granddad’s health-condition and from whom he received a message 

he passed on to his granddad). 

To repeat, language enables us, through the words we receive from others, to see 

something we cannot see through our own eyes; language also enables us, through the 

words we receive from others, to hear something we cannot hear with our own ears. It, too, 

enables us to act through the hands of the others after they receive appropriate words from 

us. Such powers are exactly mediated by language. After a language is distributed across a 

community, the community thus becomes a collective body that can assemble information 

and the ways of acting from many eyes, ears, hands, and heads. Hence, language multiplies 

both perceptive and expressive powers of individuals, and it is through the other members 

of a community that each individual becomes potentially much richer in terms of his or her 

own capacity of expression, perception and agency. S/he is not able to be so without 

language, because language is the only medium through which such multiple mutual 

enrichment of individual bodies can take place.61  

If we endorse the theory according to which language is a sui generis body multiplier, or a 

medium of creation of the collective body, then morality, or the moral matrix composed of 

moral values, needs to be added as something that naturally underlies the use of language. 

We cannot view a person as an extension of another person’s ears, or eyes or hands, unless 

the person is assumed to be truthful, correct about meanings, and generally respectful of 

promises. For instance, one who gives you false information also makes you a blind man. 

                                                 
61

  As Fiona Cowie (in Dessalles 2010a, 887) put it: “Two heads really are better than one, and the only way you can 

reliably link those heads is via language.” 
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Similarly, one who imputes semantic meanings cannot serve as a reliable “mouth,” or “ears” 

– you don’t want the other people to register your words in the way that an imputer 

registers them. Also, those who violate, mercilessly and without regret, their promises in fact 

tell you that you should not rely on them; in the condition of need or hardship, you will not 

be able to rely on their hands’ assistance. Hence, to use language in the way that multiplies 

bodies and generates a sustainable and reliable collective body, on the one hand, and to use 

it in the way that satisfies the moral criteria of language-use, on the other, are two facets of 

the same thing. 

The theory briefly presented here is obviously of a naturalist type, but it secures a 

sufficient space for moral aspects of the use of discourse. The theory addresses something 

that evolution, in a naturalist sense, is expected to favor (language as a generator, or as a 

chief medium of the creation, of the collective body), but such a naturalist sense can in no 

way be divorced from moral facts, for instance, the fact that some people educate some 

other people with the purpose of the latter’s being truthful, reliable, stable, coherent and 

committed to the idea of both a reason-driven discussion and a reason-driven process of 

dispute settlement. The power that a community, in both material and cultural sense, gains 

through language in the naturalist cast is attainable only through an emphatically moral 

attitude of the community’s members towards community’s language. In other words, 

bodies can be multiplied only when language functions efficiently within the community 

composed of the bodies; on the other hand, the efficient functioning of language/discourse 

within the community is possible only if the bodies are guided by the values, norms, and 

moral criteria of the use of discourse.  

The theory of language as a generator of the collective body, or as a body multiplier, has 

another important consequence. It explains the sense in which we are inclined to treat 

individual parameters of the moral matrix of language as parts of a larger whole, as 

parameters that are interrelated and that complement and support each other. Such 

parameters are complementary to each other because of the way in which the human body 

is composed: eyes make no sense without hands, and hands make no sense without ears or 

eyes. Moral matrix of language is held together because of the way in which the human 

body is held together. This explains why the parameters of truth, reason, meaning, and 

promise-making stand together and carry a large set of mutual implications that enable us to 
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recast violations of some parameters as violations of some others. This aspect of the moral 

matrix of language is worthy of a more detailed elaboration.           

To start with, the parameter of “truth” relates primarily to the eyes. To tell the truth, I of 

course need to grasp the meanings of the words I use; however, to formulate some accurate 

descriptions, under the given meanings, means to present accurately the contents of my 

perception, which depends mainly on my eyes. Such contents are a primary guidance for my 

true (or untrue) descriptive utterances. It is also clear that some other kinds of discourse will 

transcend the boundaries of the immediately seen or registered contents; however, our 

interlocutors will again receive at least something that may be seen under some 

circumstance, or something that explains the mechanism that works behind or beneath, but 

is at least verifiable by, the realm of visibility.  

The parameter of “meanings” relates primarily, but not exclusively, to ears. Language, or 

meaning, is taught and learned primarily by watching and listening. The process takes place 

by our coupling of the audio and visual patterns. However, a major part of the task of 

information-sharing is performed by sound (or writing); hence, when we hear a message, we 

do it normally in two ways: by focusing only on a sound pattern, that is, meanings, or by 

focusing on the sound patterns as well as on the fact that the patterns are motivated by 

some visual patterns. In order to grasp a sentence accurately, I need to be skilful on both 

levels: the level of an exclusive focus on meanings (or the sound patterns embedded in the 

history of my educational encounter with meanings); and also on the level of a focus on 

visual contents. Hence, the ability to comprehend and pass accurately some meanings (think 

of, for instance, the ability to offer adequate paraphrases) is to a large degree reflected 

through the former level, which also involves the ability to transform sound patterns 

according to some rules (for instance, synonymy, homonymy, opposition, replacement, and 

similar).  

As to the parameter of “promising,” it relates primarily to hands. Namely, the promise-

making is tightly linked with the human agency. Of course, no human action can be fully 

reduced to a manual performance; however, in a majority of cases, hands are the visible part 

of the body that makes major changes in the environment which is directly visible and 

relevant to human beings. In addition to a relative flexibility and sophistication of the human 

hand, this explains why we so often relate the human hand to the notion of the human 

agency. Also, when a child is taught to follow an order by his or her mother, hands again 
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ordinarily play a major role. The child is instructed to perform something with his or her 

hands and the mother often motivates her children to imitate her own hand-work.  

Once we come to the stage of a reliable promise-giving, we have already mastered the 

idea that individual human actions normally complement each other; we have already 

become aware of the fact that individual human actions form longer collective chains. Now, 

at the stage of promise-giving, we become also aware that, instead of receiving a request 

from somebody to “give” him, or her, our pair of hands, we can publicly commit ourselves to 

an action by our language; we can publicly express our commitment to the action that needs 

to complement others. Both we and the other agents already assume that the others need 

our pair of hands. The trick of promising lies in the fact that one who makes promise also 

formulates the need as sensed by the others and then publicly undertakes the commitment 

to satisfy the need. However, if we fail to deliver as promised, we do something that closely 

resembles the action of removing a chair on which the other intended to sit. We do 

something that the others rightfully interpret as an action opposed to a desirable action by 

their own hands, or as a product of an unreliable pair of hands.   

The parameter of “reason-giving” can be viewed in similar light. To remind, whenever we 

give a reason, we manage to put together two narratives of which one is longer and the 

other is briefer; and we do so in the way that, initially, was not obvious to some other 

thinkers. Hence, when we manage to give a reason, we enlighten the others in the way that 

is not imposed on them and that they view as springing from an impersonal power of the 

narrative itself. The others who endorse our reasons do so by accepting the reasons as their 

own and by viewing them as a reminder, or binder, that they temporarily suppressed, or left 

unbound. This, in turn, means that “reasons” can be viewed as a special kind of discursive 

value that parallels “truths” and “meanings,” and that can be pertinently considered as a 

multiplier of “heads.” In this context “head” means the ability of connecting, or forming, 

larger wholes out of some initially unconnected parts. One who gives a sound reason 

enables us to internalize a longer story composed of many elements: the elements of logic, 

the parts of memory, the meanings of words and sentences, as well as the elements of 

previously unregistered, or objectively hard to register, perceptual contents. In giving sound 

reasons, the able reasoner figures simply as one whose head makes pertinent connections 

between the items and narratives that seem less visible to others. Hence, a sound reason-
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giver should be viewed as a leading head which is capable of thinking on behalf of many 

other heads, and which the latter can thus treat as a desirable supplement.   

The theory of language as a medium of the creation of the collective body is unreservedly 

evolutionist. Human species must have evolved properly for language to have the role it has 

in the human associations. Also, in order for such a role to be sustained, the evolution must 

have brought some evolutionary benefits to the users of language, including hunting, 

agriculture, technological progress, and various forms of political association. All such 

benefits rest on the power of language to band together many individual bodies, or to 

enable the mutual enrichment, and complementing, of individual bodies. It seems obvious 

that a biological mechanism must have played a key role in the production of such benefits. 

Human language could have evolved in the way it has only through a biologically determined 

evolution of the human body. The body’s evolution favored the emergence of language, 

which then, in turn, enabled creation of a collective body, that is, a body multiplication, 

through a special kind of interaction between individual bodies. To give only one example: it 

is clear that the capacity of “synaesthetic associating” plays an important role in the 

processes of learning and using language; such capacity can evolve only if the human body 

evolves in a specific, biologically determined fashion.  

Additionally, when we consider Penfield’s maps of so-called “cortical homunculus” (Luria 

1983, 62-66), it is clear that the maps suit perfectly the function of language as a medium of 

the creation of the collective body. The kinds of innervations that Penfield’s maps depict are 

most intense in the brain areas connected to head (especially, lip area, larynx and pharynx) 

and to hands. In other words, the evolution of the human brain led to its cortical 

architecture supporting mutual association of individual bodies through language, and the 

maps of innervations indicate the priority of those parts of the human body that play the key 

role in the processes of registering, understanding, and transferring the patterns of 

language. However, it is not plausible to argue that the human body evolved in the way it did 

because of the need to adapt to its function of the generating of the collective body; in a 

Darwinian, non-teleological vocabulary, the only plausible claim is that the human brain 

evolved in the way it did, and then such an evolution also favored the emergence of 

language as a medium of the mutual enrichment of individual bodies, or of the creation of 

the collective body.   
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To those who advocate an evolutionist approach to language, the question of the 

relationship between the moral matrix of discourse and the evolutionary origins of language 

is preponderant. It is not difficult to understand why this has to be so from an evolutionary 

perspective. Evolutionists normally raise the question of the character of goods that 

language serves in an evolutionary sense. They attempt to explain the causes of relative 

durability of language throughout the human history and, specifically, to identify a biological 

feature, or a cluster of features, that pertinently explains the biological functionality, or 

evolutionary benefits, that language brings to our species. One of the key facts concerning 

the benefits of the use of language is in its capacity to contribute to information-sharing. It is 

obvious that, if language serves anything in a biological sense, it must be related to the 

power of words to pass information from one individual to another. However, as soon as we 

focus on this biologically useful feature, we need to give consideration also to, and account 

for, the moral prerequisites, or moral values, of the use of language. Various theorists take 

various views of such prerequisites, but the only thing that matters, from my own 

perspective, is in the fact that all of them sense a strong need to form a view of the 

relationship between morality, hence a collective good, on the one hand, and the use of 

language, a good that is not necessarily or always, or obviously, collective, on the other. 

I will refer to a small, but representative and influential body of scholarship: Ulbaek 

(1998), Knight (1998), Burling (2005), Pinker (2007), Dessalles (2007), and Tomasello (2008). 

For instance, Ulbaek poses the question of how can it be that, in the long chain of evolution, 

the capacity to process information evolved progressively and lineary, while the capacity of 

communication remained underdeveloped, and then suddenly leaped with the emergence 

of hominids. He answers the question by pointing out that communication carries higher 

risks, and that a sufficient degree of collaborative communicating depends on morality in 

general and on the fund of trust within a group in particular. Hence, the evolution of 

language, as a means of communicating, depends on the evolution of reciprocal altruism, a 

morality that further depends on some special features of the hominid groups (for instance, 

egalitarianism, stability of the human groups, a prolonged period of post-natal care…) that 

differ from the groups formed by the other higher primate species (also Pinker 2007). All the 

authors also express their concern with the fundamental paradox of communication: why 

are we inclined to give information when, from an individual standpoint, the most beneficial 

strategy is to keep all information to oneself, which includes deception and concealing, 
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together with assembling information from the others (see also Knight 1998)? Under the 

assumption of egotistic, Darwinian struggle for survival in the sense of a selfish propagation 

of one’s own genetic pool, the process of communication, a fair exchange of information, 

seems not to make sense. Or, as Dessalles repeatedly emphasized, from a purely 

evolutionary perspective, it is illogical that human beings actually compete in giving away 

relevant information – a quid pro quo remains unclear. What is it that a speaker, or 

information-giver, in contrast to a listener, or information-receiver, actually gains (Dessalles 

2007, 331-332)?  

However, in my view, there is something excessive or brow-raising in the aforementioned 

paradox or a dilemma. One should, first of all, notice that, if one uses the vocabulary of the 

theory of language as a medium of the collective body, the said paradox is neatly bypassed. 

Whenever I pass on information to others, they do not get only the sheer information. They 

also get another “pair of eyes.” Hence, from the viewpoint of the theory, the value is not 

located exclusively in information, but in the source of information, or more precisely, in the 

fact that a pair of eyes is incorporated into a collective body. This stands in stark contrast to 

Dessalles’ theory. Besides, when, due to my use of language, the others endorse me as an 

additional pair of eyes, this involves an enormous benefit to me because the others become 

not only allied with, but also attached to me, for a more extensive period of time. I start 

building a part of their own bodies, which makes them in turn willing to build a part of my 

own – from their own angle it must be extremely beneficial to be treated by other humans 

as the latter’s additional pair of eyes. 

This can be in plainest terms demonstrated through the process of language-learning: a 

child cannot learn language without serving to his or her instructor as an additional pair of 

eyes, or without accepting his or her instructor as an additional pair of eyes, in an extremely 

large number of cases. Hence, the very process of language-learning helps the individuals, 

the instructor and the learner primarily, to realize that they gain some special roles through 

the use of language: for example, the role of being an extra pair of eyes to the others. From 

such a perspective, lying or concealing information is unproductive, but, more importantly, it 

is also harmful to individuals. By lying, an individual is not only losing some amount of 

potential information, or exposing herself to a high risk of losing information; s/he is also 

losing the eyes of the other people, their hands and their language, as both a likely source of 

a large fund of information and a guarantee of the human attachment, closeness and 
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solidarity. It needs to be added here that, on different premises, this theory nonetheless 

makes the same prediction as that of Dessalles; it predicts that, in a situation of a grave 

social danger or a conflict, those who give the relevant and true information, and are 

recognized as such information-givers, are more likely to attract a larger number of political 

friends and thus form larger and more solid coalitions (Dessalles 2007, 355-357; 2010b, 

87).62  

In other words, on some unequivocal premises, the theory of language as a medium of 

the collective body creation suggests that one ought to take such an attitude toward 

deception, and similar practices, as put by Burling (2005. 196):  

“An astute college dean once said to me, not entirely as a joke, ‘You have to be honest 

in this job. It’s not a matter of principle, but if you start to lie, you can’t remember 

what you have said to whom….’ Perhaps it is the danger of such tangles that has given 

us an emotional warning whenever we are tempted to lie. Our own nervousness 

cautions us to be careful, and the nervousness may be visible enough to make others 

suspicious. We are not as good at lying as evolutionary theory and sheer self-interest 

might lead us to expect, but since lying can be risky, caution may be beneficial. Once 

people catch you in serious contradictions, and once they start to share this interesting 

and relevant information with their friends, you will lose badly in the competition for 

prestige…We can avoid danger by sticking reasonably close to reality.”  

 

Or, as Tomasello, similarly to Burling, put it (2008, 93): “Thus, from the production side, 

we humans must communicate with others or we will be thought pathological; we must 

request only things that are reasonable or we will be thought rude; and we must attempt to 

inform and to share things with others in ways that are relevant and appropriate or we will 

be thought socially weird and will have no friends.”  

I have not noticed that an evolutionary theorist of language proposed the theory of 

language as a medium of the body multiplication, or as a means of the extension of the key 

human body parts; however, as the theory of “embodied cognition” lately gains in 

significance and influence,63 there is no doubt that we can expect some progress towards 

the desired frame of theorizing. Also, throughout the history of ideas some past ideas have 

always tended to inspire the future thinkers. For instance, in classical periods (Greece and 
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  Dessalles (2010b, 85-86) deviates from Dessalles (1998) in the sense that, in the latter, social status and prestige 

are considered as direct causes of the speaker’s attempt at appearing truthful and relevant.  
63

  See, for example, Iacoboni (2008)  



158 

 

Rome), and later through the period of the European humanism, some narratives and 

metaphors were proposed that show a close resemblance to the idea of language as a 

generator of the collective body.  

One of the most famous examples is in Lucian’s brief work Heracles from 1st Century AD.64 

In a comical, but highly instructive fashion typical of him, Lucian tells the story of a Gaul who 

explains the nature of the Gallic personification of oratory. The personification is in the 

shape of the Gallic god Ogmios who is presented not as Hermes, a standard personification 

of oratory, but as an old Heracles. Furthermore, the story presents the powers of the 

oratory, hence of language in general, through some special traits of Heracles: being 

Heracles, he carries a bow and a stick, but his tongue is connected by golden strings with the 

ears of his followers; the group of followers is attracted and held by Heracles through the 

sheer power of his words. As the story-teller explains, Heracles forces nobody and the 

followers, pulling or tightening no string, follow Heracles in a voluntary and fully coordinated 

fashion. In other words, in this story-metaphor, language is presented as something that 

holds together some bodies and that, conceptually, cannot be disconnected from the human 

body. For instance, in the story, the contrast between the old Heracles’ body and his strong, 

appealing words serves to emphasize the bodily nature of language as well as to depict the 

key effects of language in terms inseparable from bodies taken individually or collectively.    

The story was read and enjoyed widely and repeatedly, and many illustrations were 

drawn that show an old Heracles whose tongue is tied by golden strings to his followers’ 

ears. For example, in Emblemata (1550) by Andrea Alciato we find a graphic illustration 

showing the central scene of the Heracles and a brief excerpt from a Latin translation below 

it (Skinner 2008a, 172). There is no doubt that Hobbes used the metaphor of Heracles-the 

orator as a topos in his Leviathan, when he compared laws to “artificial chains” an end of 

which is tied to the lips of the members of parliament, as the representatives of a sovereign 

power, and the other end is tied to the ears of the multitude, that is, of the people. The 

topos also reminds of one of the key pictorial elements of the Leviathan frontispiece 

presenting the sovereign power as a kingly body composed of many individual bodies 

(Skinner 2008a, 170-171). In other words, it seems that the idea of language as a generator 

of a collective body exerted a subterranean influence on the very first comprehensive 

political theory of the European modernity. This should not surprise those who know that 
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  See http://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/l/lucian/works/chapter48.html (Accessed July 28, 2015)   

http://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/l/lucian/works/chapter48.html
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Hobbes considered language as a key factor of the human existence and one of the key 

causes of both war and peace (Skinner 2002b; Pettit 2008; Pehar 2014a).  

Considerations presented thus far in this section enable us to propose some tentative 

conclusions as follows:   

1. Moral matrix of language can be explained fully in naturalist terms; the values of meaning, 

truth, reason, and promise-giving, support the use of language because they support 

language in its role of the generator of a collective body, or of a medium with which 

individual bodily powers are mutually enriched and complemented.  

2. Language secures social bonds primarily by serving as a medium of the body 

multiplication. Hence, the moral matrix of language secures social closeness, bonding, and 

solidarity within a group.  

3. Dediscoursification takes place as a violation of the moral matrix of language, hence as a 

violation of the collective body; the key conclusion to which the process of dediscoursifying 

takes a human agent is that two human bodies cannot be mutually enriched, that the 

powers of one body are not transferable to the other(s), and that, due to the interruption of 

both social and discursive association, the human bodies become incompatible, alienated, 

and unbearable to each other.  

However, first, it is plain that dediscoursification does not take place suddenly, in one go, 

but gradually. Secondly, the preceding paragraphs do not explain fully the transition from 

the condition in which a collective body is supported through the moral matrix of language 

to the condition in which a sufficiently reliable conclusion is drawn concerning the 

impossibility of the forming of a collective body. Based on the examples presented in 

Chapter One, it is clear that at least one interlocutor needs to assume a metalingual 

perspective to draw gradually the inference that a collective and discourse-mediated body is 

impossible to form. Hence, something must trigger such a perspective and guide it to the 

outcome that we can term “the point of dediscoursification,” which is the point of a reason-

based loss of faith in language, the point at which the belief that a further communication, 

or the discursive contact, can pay off is negated or maximally weakened. This means that, in 

order to explain satisfactorily the process of dediscoursification, we need to elucidate the 

key aspects of the metalingual use of language.   

Roman Jakobson famously named the function of language that secures the discursive 

contact between communicators as “phatic function.” Phatic function is one which makes it 
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possible for communicators to remain in contact both in a material/physical and 

psychological sense. On the other hand, Jakobson’s model of communication explains also a 

function he called “metalingual” or “metalinguistic.” Dediscoursification cannot be explained 

without a proper understanding of the relationship between the two functions. Jakobson 

himself has not theorized such a relationship. Therefore, in order to understand the process 

of dediscoursification, we will need to analyze this relationship in more detail and partly 

amend Jakobson’s model. The next section will present key aspects of Jakobson’s analysis of 

the phatic function, complementing it with an important addition. Analysis of the 

metalingual function which includes a more detailed exploration of the relationship between 

the phatic and the metalingual function, with the aim of explaining fully the process of 

dediscoursification, is offered in sections 3.3 and 3.4.  

 

3.2 Jakobson and the phatic function 
 

In 1956 Jakobson outlined a model of communication that is considered as one of the 

most influential models in social science and humanities of the 20th century (Jakobson 

1985a, 113-121). The model is relatively static and simple. In other words, Jakobson aims to 

present only the most elementary aspects of the process of communication and the use of 

language. Also, it offers an enrichment of Bühler’s model (Bühler 1934), adding to Bühler’s 

three additional three elements/components of communication: first, it is obvious that, to 

any process of communication, there has to be a sender of a message (the addresser), a 

receiver of the message (the addressee), and the message itself; furthermore, the message 

needs to be encoded, hence its meaning needs to be related to some kind of vocabulary 

comprised of many units of meaning; additionally, there needs to be a context in which the 

passage, or exchange, of information takes place, and, finally, the whole process must 

involve a “contact” between the sender and the receiver. In sum, the model is composed of 

six elements: the addresser, the addressee, the message, code, context, and contact (Turner 

1973, 209-213; Claret 1979, 37-41; Medina 2005, 8-12; Waugh 1985).  

The functions of language are founded on the elements, but need nonetheless be 

separated from the elements as such. One also needs to be immediately aware that 

Jakobson’s ambition is not to pin down some pure functions of language that may be 

performed individually. However, we can easily distinguish between specific functions: if the 
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message is primarily focused on one of the six elements, we can say that it primarily 

performs one of the six functions. For instance, the message that is primarily focused on 

context may be said to perform a referential function of language; one that is primarily 

focused on the addressee may be said to perform a conative (or directive) function – such a 

message aims to influence the addressee, or prompt some kind of response from him or her. 

A third function, performed by a message that is primarily focused on the addresser, is 

emotive (or expressive) one – it is a function by which the addresser manifests his, or her, 

own mental world. The three functions are accounted for in Bühler’s model, to which 

Jakobson adds three more as follows.   

First, some messages are primarily focused on code and perform a special function – they 

concern the meaning of a message taken as a part of a larger whole. For instance, when Tom 

asks John “what your word ‘bachelor’ actually means?,” his message performs a special 

function, and when John answers the question, he performs the same function. Jakobson 

designates such a function as “metalingual.” Secondly, some messages are primarily focused 

on message as such in the sense of its material aspects (prosody, shape, and similar); in 

other words, this function of language emphasizes those features of message that do not 

directly constitute the meaning of the message, but still bear some influence on it – 

Jakobson calls it “poetic function.” Thirdly, and finally, one function of language rests on the 

element of “contact” interpreted in a wider sense. For instance, the speaker may check 

whether his, or her, message is sufficiently audible (“hello, can you hear me?”); in addition, 

s/he may check if the listener’s attention is properly focused (“do you follow what I say?”). 

Hence, it is clear that here Jakobson has in mind both physical/material and psychological 

aspects of the contact. He describes not only a “channel” of communication, a medium in 

which the message flows or travels, but also the degree and quality of attention given by the 

message-receiver to the message-giver.   

Jakobson defines the sixth function explicitly as follows: “There are messages primarily 

serving to establish, to prolong, or to discontinue communication, to check whether the 

channel works (‘Hello, do you hear me?’), to attract the attention of the interlocutor or to 

confirm his continued attention (‘Are you listening?’ or in Shakespearean diction, ‘Lend me 

your ears!’– and on the other end of the wire ‘Um-hum!’).” (Jakobson 1985a, 115) He 

designates such function as “phatic,” borrowing a term previously used by Malinowski, a 
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famous Polish anthropologist, in his studies of communication between the inhabitants of 

Trobriand Islands of New Guinea (Malinowski 1923).   

Jakobson also offered a famous pictorial presentation of his model,65 which contains 

some mimetic aspects as he tried to emulate the relationships as found materially in the 

very process of communicating: the message sender on the left; the message receiver on the 

right; a message as flowing in between; a contact that is represented by a line connecting 

the sender and the receiver; context is placed above the line of contact, and code below it. 

Jakobson was of course extremely educated and skilful in the very use of the functions as a 

device for the presentation of his model: for instance, the middle trio “context, contact, 

code” begin with the same syllable, which serves the purpose of mnemonics and draws 

specifically on the poetic function of language. I think that a majority of Jakobson’s readers 

and interpreters have missed this aspect of his model. It also remained insufficiently 

emphasized that the model itself can be used as a pertinent illustration of the model’s 

holistic character.   

For instance, the model is an essay that originates in a message-giver and expresses 

Jakobson’s views (the expressive function); secondly, it suggests to the message receiver 

(that is, a reader) to take a particular view of linguistic phenomena (the conative function); 

thirdly, it draws the reader’s attention and depends on a medium of communication (the 

phatic function); fourthly, it performs, as explained above, a poetic function too; fifthly, it 

aims to present a true and accurate description of a process (the referential function); and 

finally, it needs to be viewed also as a performance of the metalingual function in Jakobson’s 

sense – the essay attempts to explain or clarify the meaning of the term “communication.” 

More importantly, Jakobson’s model is inspiring precisely because it allows us to pose the 

question of mutual relationships between the language-functions: how does a function 

influence another; could the performance of one function affect adversely the performance 

of another; are there some conditions in which we could say that we attempted to perform a 

function, but the influence of some other functions, or perhaps their failed performance, 

blocked our attempt? We will see that, when seen in light of the distinctions drawn in terms 

of Jakobson’s model, the phenomenon of dediscoursification enables us to pose very 

interesting questions both generally and in relation to the mechanics of the very model.   

                                                 
65

  The presentation is actually so famous that I decided not to reproduce it here.  
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For instance, it is obvious that dediscoursification interrupts the phatic function: one 

interlocutor ceases to believe that a continued communication should make sense. In other 

words, s/he ceases to be interested in conversing with his, or her, interlocutor; or, in his, or 

her view, a contact through the medium of language had been removed. S/he decides not 

only to stop paying attention to his interlocutor qua interlocutor; s/he also arrives at the 

conclusion that the language-mediated contact with the interlocutor per se is counter-

productive and thus senseless. It was already emphasized that, when referring to 

dediscoursification, we refer to a loss of social bond, which is also related to the idea and 

practice of language as a generator of the collective body. Hence the phatic function is one 

that is the ultimate victim of the process of dediscoursification. 

Jakobson, however, never considered the phenomenon of dediscoursification. That is why 

I believe that the phenomenon can also enrich the model by filling it with additional 

information, which may even lead to its modification or at least to its increased precision. 

For a start, the model addresses directly the factor of attention, but not the factor of “the 

interest in a continued communication;” it is clear that a “cessation of interest” normally 

causes, or is at least correlated with, a drastically diminished attention, but here we deal 

with a more specific case: the dediscoursified agent deliberately ceases to pay attention to a 

communicator qua communicator because of the former’s experience with the latter again 

qua communicator. This means that we have already identified a factor that adds something 

of significance to Jakobson’s model. 

Hence, we need to focus again, but in more detail, on the phatic function. First, there is a 

slight terminological problem. Jakobson borrows the term from Malinowski, but also 

modifies it. While referring to the function, Malinowski employs the term “phatic 

communion” (Malinowski 1923, 315). In a semantic sense, this is a more adequate term – 

“phatic” means only “language- or speech-related,” nothing more. In this regard, Jakobson’s 

term is less adequate and less precise. In Malinowski’s vocabulary, semantic import of the 

term is actually carried by the word “communion:” it refers, for instance, to the community 

of believers attending a mass. The term thus signifies a group of closely related people 

celebrating the fact of their belonging to the group.66 Therefore, whenever I use the term 

“phatic,” I mean the original meaning of “phatic communion” as formulated and intended by 

Malinowski.           

                                                 
66

 Gellner (1998, 146-150) considers this as a precursor to the view of language proposed in Wittgenstein (1953).  



164 

 

Secondly, in describing the function in more detail, Jakobson draws on two kinds of 

illustrative examples: the first one pertains to the attention that we give to the speakers who 

either implicitly or explicitly require some attention from us – “can you hear me?” or “lend 

me your ears!” In other words, the first kind is a group of “tactical examples” in which a 

speaker tactically strengthens, or checks, the channel of communication at the beginning of 

communication. However, the second kind of examples is more significant and more 

interesting. Those examples indicate a strong, and psychologically intense, relationship 

between interlocutors. The first example is from a book by Dorothy Parker: “Well!’ she said. 

‘Well, here we are,’ he said. ‘Here we are,’ she said, ‘Aren't we?’, ‘I should say we were,’ he 

said, ‘Eeyop! Here we are.’ ‘Well!’ she said. ‘Well!’ he said, ‘well.’” (Jakobson 1960, 355-356) 

It is clear that this is an example of communication between two either current or future 

lovers. They simply repeat each other’s words, or modify them slightly. The meaning of the 

words is of a lesser importance. The only thing that really matters is a continuation of 

communication, which here serves exclusively as a means of multiplied expressions of 

attention, and of a bodily sympathy, that may continue potentially endlessly.  

Furthermore, Jakobson presents two additional exemplary illustrations of the concept. 

For a start, he states that birds too communicate in a purely “phatic” way. He thus envisages 

birds as speakers that simply keep in touch through their communication, which is, in a 

biological sense, probably inaccurate. However, by his reference to birds, Jakobson intends 

to say that the phatic function is very widespread, and is biologically primordial; hence, that 

it is, in a sense, an elementary or a foundational function of language. Additionally, he points 

out that babies, too, rely on a phatic function. The baby’s words do not convey some definite 

meaning, but the baby, or infant, communicates simply in order to establish and maintain 

contact (Jakobson 1960, 356). Again, since babies primarily communicate with their parents, 

Jakobson suggests that the phatic function is performed fully, or most efficiently, when 

communicators enjoy an intense psychological closeness and social solidarity. In such a 

sense, he introduces the phatic function through some extremely positive paradigms. This 

serves to elucidate the nature and meaning of the phatic function in graphic terms, but it 

also serves to conceal, or suppress, the fact that a maximal psychological proximity is not a 

feature of all communication, and that a continued performance of the function in the long 

run essentially differs from the tactical signals by which one checks, or strengthens, the 

contact at the initial stages of communicating.  
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Even more importantly, as exemplified in Chapter One, the process of dediscoursification 

implies that the other functions directly influence the phatic one. When, for instance, one 

fails to perform the referential function, the phatic function is failed too, leading to a 

termination of communication. This means that the performance of the phatic function 

depends on an efficient performance of the other functions of language. Contact is secured 

also by the working of a code and by successful performance of the referential function. In 

other words, if in some contexts it is important to us to receive true and relevant utterances 

from our interlocutors, but we do not receive them, this will bear a negative influence on our 

discursive contact with the interlocutors. If in some contexts it is important to us to secure a 

shared matrix of meaning with our interlocutors, which we secure by establishing a shared 

code, but our interlocutors seem unready or unwilling to collaborate in the securing of the 

code, then this will again bear a negative influence on our discursive contact with our 

interlocutors. 

We just need to recall, for instance, Izetbegović’s contradictions, or the Arab-Israeli 

arbitrary projections of meaning into the UN SC Resolution 242. In both cases the parties to 

communication fail to show that their code to a sufficient degree coincides with the code of 

their partners, and also fail to show that they care about the sharing of the code. This, 

however, leads to dediscoursification, and thus to the termination of the phatic function. It 

is, therefore, clear that the phatic function is supported also by at least the referential 

function and one that Jakobson calls “metalingual” (for which the term “code-related,” or 

“meaning-related,” may be more fortunate choice for the reasons I explain later).          

What are the consequences of such considerations for Jakobson’s model? One clear 

consequence is that the phatic function needs to be viewed as both widely distributed 

among the other functions and as directly dependent on them.67 Obviously, the functions 

support each other, and the phatic function specifically is supported by both referential and 

code-related functions. When language secures the proximity of bodies by enabling their 

mutual multiplication, such proximity, which is also social one, depends on a synergy of the 

body parts, which means that it also depends on a synergy of the parameters of the moral 

matrix of language. Hence, the social and language-based contact by the means of the phatic 

                                                 
67

  In claiming this, I concede an important part of Bakhtin’s objection to Jakobson’s model to the effect that “contact-

phatic function” should not be taken as an independent factor, but as inherently tied to a cluster of utterances; this is why 

Bakhtin proposed the use of technical term “inter-text” instead of “contact (phatic function);” for this and more detail on 

Bakhtin’s critique of Jakobson, see Todorov (1985, 54-56).  
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function is also supported by the parameters of truth and meaning, which means that both 

referential and metalingual functions partly figure also as the phatic one. Whenever the 

former are prevented from proper performing, the latter is prevented too. We do not wish 

to keep a contact with “liars,” with “the generators of confusion,” or with “the deliberate, 

and politically manipulative, semantic imputers.” They become foreign bodies to us, and 

thus also make us believe that our deep disagreements with them are more likely to be 

settled by the means of violence than by the means of a peaceful dialogue.  

However, the failure of the referential or code-related function does not automatically 

lead to the failure, or termination, of the phatic one. For instance, a single violation of the 

value of “truth” does not, nor it should, automatically generate dediscoursification. 

Something else needs to take place to lead to a miscarriage of the phatic function, that is, to 

a loss of the will to maintain the contact in the medium of language. In order to elucidate 

this additional factor, we need to form a more comprehensive view of the metalingual 

function that is based on Jakobson’s, but is somewhat wider and richer than his. We will 

realize that a richer understanding of the metalingual function enables us to explain not only 

the process of dediscoursification, but also an important aspect of the use of language as 

such, an aspect that complements, and also enables a more detailed understanding of, the 

notion of language as a generator of the collective body. 

 

3.3 Metalinguality and a model of dediscoursification 

Dediscoursification can be produced and/or revealed only through a metalingual 

perspective. Those who have realized that, due to some features of the use of language, 

communication could not be continued, must have, first, focused explicitly on the language 

of the person who used language with the said features; and, secondly, they must have 

described and qualified it in a particular way. Obviously, the conclusion that registers 

dediscoursification needs to address both the moral properties of the communicator qua 

communicator and the uses of words and/or sentences that indicate such properties. In 

other words, dediscoursification commences as the weakening, or questioning, of the 

metalingual function of language that is then gradually increased.68 Hence, in some way, the 

                                                 
68

  The reader should have in mind that, in this section, I use frequently the term “metalingual function” in the sense 

that is wider than, and includes, Jakobson's. In Jakobson, the term refers only to a use of language to clarify meaning/code; as 



167 

 

phatic and metalingual functions need to be involved jointly in the process of 

dediscoursification. How should we characterize such involvement in more precise terms? In 

order to understand the process more fully, we need to deal more extensively with 

Jakobson’s analysis of metalingual function.    

Jakobson specifies five key features of metalinguality that are of major importance to this 

aspect of discourse, and thus to they key aspects of dediscoursification too.69 First, he views 

the metalingual function as pertaining to code, that is, to the meaning-related aspects of 

discourse. Metalinguality concerns either the meanings of particular words and sentences or 

the relations between such meanings. Secondly, he emphasizes that the metalingual 

function is triggered as an effect of our encounter with a problematic discursive situation. In 

other words, a discourse has to be unclear, or insufficiently clear, to one for one to focus on 

the code of his interlocutor and then express some doubt, pose a question, or require some 

clarification about the discourse. Thirdly, the metalingual function is frequently triggered; as 

Jakobson points out, it is not limited to the tasks or interests of a linguist, logician, or 

semanticist. In almost all his writings on the topic, Jakobson compares metalinguality with an 

unconscious use of prose. He points to Alfred Tarski, an influential Polish logician, as the 

inventor of the term “meta-language,” which medieval logicians and the writers of de 

suppositionibus treaties too were familiar with, but he also insists on the claim that the 

function is mundane, frequent, and widespread equally among the experts and among the 

less educated, average users of a quotidian language (Jakobson 1985a, 116-117).  

Fourthly, the metalingual function is extremely important to the process of language-

learning. In learning a language, children frequently rely on the function to clarify the 

relationships between individual semantic units (Jakobson 1985a, 120-121). Fifthly, and 

finally, some persons as language-users are deprived of the capacity of the taking of the 

metalingual perspective, or of the using of language in a metalingual mode. Such persons 

cannot use language to address a language. For instance, they cannot provide synonyms or 

understand the relations of synonymy. It is a disability that can be found primarily in some 

special types of aphasiacs whose language Jakobson explored and about whom he published 

an acclaimed essay (Jakobson 1990, 116-133). 

                                                                                                                                                         
a part of my theory, the term, in accordance with its standard application, refers generally to a use of (second-order) language 

to characterize a first-order language. I think that the context will give to the reader sufficient clues as to whether the term is, 

in specific paragraphs, used only in Jakobsonian or also in the wider sense.    
69

  In his “Metalanguage as a linguistic problem,” in Jakobson (1985a, 113-121); see also Jakobson (1985b).  
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It is clear that the metalingual function needs to play a role in the process of 

dediscoursification; secondly, which is less emphasized in Jakobson, it is clear that the phatic 

function needs to play a role too in the triggering of metalingual perspective. Most 

importantly, Jakobson relates metalinguality to a problem with a code. One is not clear 

about a word uttered by another; the former asks the latter for clarification, and if s/he gets 

it, the metalingual function has performed its role. As Jakobson argues, the ultimate purpose 

of the metalingual use of language is in the following: “the encoder of the message seeks to 

make it more accessible to the decoder” (Jakobson 1985a, 117); hence, the purpose of 

metalinguality is to recover communication and reestablish the contact between the 

message sender and the message receiver. However, such a purpose is elusive unless the 

contact was previously jeopardized or put into question. 

Now we can understand better the interplay between various functions of language in 

some more complex discursive processes, including one of dediscoursification. Something in 

language seems undermined, made problematic (for instance, a meaning); this triggers the 

phatic function in the sense of the registering of a weakened contact between interlocutors; 

this, in turn, triggers the metalingual function in the sense of an explicit focus on the 

character of the message, a word or a sentence, that seems problematic. This, finally, means 

that the metalingual function primarily aims at a kind of recovery of language and thus of 

restoration of the discursive contact between communicators.  

One of the key questions, which we need to pose immediately, is as follows: what is it 

that triggers the metalingual function through the triggering of the phatic function? In the 

preceding section I explained that this does not have to be exclusively the factor of meaning. 

The weakening, or a failure, of the referential function too will prompt us to focus on the 

discourse of our interlocutor in all relevant situations; prior to that, the weakening or failure 

needs to be registered through a phatic function, that is, through recognizing the condition 

in which the very contact between interlocutors, as the users of language, seems to have 

been questioned, weakened, or made problematic. This now means that the metalingual 

function is co-related with the referential function, or the element of context in Jakobson’s 

terminology, not only with code, and this requires some extension of Jakobson’s notion of 

metalinguality. Each function naturally contains a metalingual component, as in previous 

section it was emphasized that each function contains a phatic component.  
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Therefore, the most important thing to realize immediately is that the process of 

dediscoursification commences when one registers a problem, or a failure, related to one of 

the functions, for example, a referential one, which affects adversely the phatic function. As 

the next step, such problematization of the phatic function triggers metalinguality, that is, an 

explicit focus on language in order to recover the phatic function, or referential or some 

other, by some metalingual activity. However, such a process of recovery may fail as 

dediscoursification obviously implies that, in some situations, the phatic function is never 

recovered; this means that the metalingual activity has led to the worsening, instead of the 

improvement, of the condition. It is then that one deals with a dediscoursification proper as 

a more enduring and severe kind of the failure, or loss, of the phatic function.    

Now we see that a more precise and detailed view or the theory of dediscoursification, as 

a process of verbal production of the loss of the phatic function due to a failure of the 

metalingual function, is being gradually formed. However, to form fully the view, we need to 

clarify at least four more items.  

First, we need to introduce some dynamics into Jakobson’s model (similar to Lotman 

1990, 20-21). Within the confines of his static model, we are not in a position to afford space 

for the practice of promise- or reason-giving. We need two reference points related to the 

time factor to be able to compare two verbal situations: one at the time of the giving of a 

promise (or reason), and one after the time. For instance, we can visualize the promise-

giving as the giving of a claim the referential function of which is placed in a relatively near 

future. The speaker, of course, needs to do something to materialize his or her claim, and 

thus to perform the claim’s referential function. If s/he fails to do the latter, s/he has either 

broken a promise or left it unfulfilled for a sound reason.  

But, in either case, the referential function remains unperformed and a problematic 

situation takes place. It is nonetheless true that, in a sense, as already mentioned, the 

promise breaking may be viewed also as the violation of the parameter of meaning (even as 

a violation of the emotive/expressive or the conative function); but, nothing should prevent 

us from viewing the promise breaking as a violation of both referential and code-, or 

meaning-related, functions. In a similar way, Jakobson’s model can be made more dynamic 

in order to open space to the parameter of reason-giving. In such a case, the basis of 

comparison will be in the language that is shared by the interlocutors – if and when, at a 

later point of time, the languages, in the sense of their both referentiality and code, are 
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made congruent again by the endorsement of some reason, we shall be able to conclude 

that the “reason” parameter is safeguarded or affirmed.       

Secondly, we also need a more precise view of the metalingual function itself. As a first 

step, it is clear that the function pertains to a language which is about some other language. 

For instance, we put some sentences into quotation marks and make them a topic of our 

scrutiny; then we form some propositions concerning the sentences by comparing them to 

some other sentences, or by comparing their inner parts to each other, or to some other 

verbal items, and similar. Most importantly, it is sufficiently plain that, though such a 

language has the status of a meta-language, all the standards of the pertinent use continue 

to apply to it too. Hence, meta-language too is a subject to the rules, or values, of truthful 

speech, of the respect for meanings, or of an epistemically/logically responsible 

argumentation.  

In this particular regard, in light of the basic moral matrix of discourse, there is no 

distinction between a meta-language and a first-order language. At the same time, however, 

as already mentioned, meta-language is triggered typically by some situations that are 

problematic to the users of language – for instance, a new unfamiliar word is uttered, or a 

word is used in an unusual fashion, or a speaker says something that seems to deviate from 

the standards of a correct or pertinent, and reasonable, speech. Hence, some non-canonical 

situation needs to emerge to trigger meta-language, that is, to motivate us to address the 

first-order language in a metalingual mode.   

Thirdly, it is obvious that the capacity of the metalingual use of language draws on both 

the fact of sociality and the meta-cognitive capacities that consist in the ability to form the 

beliefs concerning one’s own beliefs, and modify such beliefs when required. Meta-cognitive 

representations are naturally tied to our connections with other minds, as emphasized 

especially in sections 2.2 and 2.4. They emerge naturally whenever children discuss some 

matters over which they disagree and on which different persons tend to form different 

beliefs. It is then that we start forming the beliefs about other people’s beliefs, and thereby 

become capable of forming the beliefs about our own beliefs too. The same applies to meta-

language which starts as a language that deals with a language as used by others. Hence, 

both metalingual and meta-cognitive capacities are a natural feature of inter-personal 

disagreements as well as of the human attempt to reach an agreement and restore a shared 

language. 
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Fourthly, it was emphasized already that the metalingual function aims at a recovery, thus 

stabilization, of language-mediated relationships. In other words, whenever the metalingual 

function is triggered, we expect a positive, not a negative, outcome. We expect our 

interlocutor to become less, not more, puzzling to us. This means that our natural 

expectation is that the performance of the metalingual function results in the recovery of 

the phatic function. It also means that, while, at the start of the process, we register some 

deviation from the canonical form of language, at the end of the process we expect to 

witness the revival of the canonical form by the metalingual use of language.  

This has an important implication. In the course of the work in the metalingual mode, a 

kind of neutrality is required together with a kind of a non-judgmental attitude. Hence, the 

metalingual function is implemented in the spirit of the following claim: the language of our 

interlocutor is unacceptable as it stands, but our conclusion that it is indeed unacceptable 

will have to wait until full and unambiguous evidence is gathered; by the end of the process 

we expect to be able to arrive at the conclusion that the language is acceptable. 

Occasionally, however, the outcome of the work of a metalingual function may be 

ambivalent: for instance, we form a view in which the language of a specific person is 

unacceptable, but our explanation of the causes of unacceptability contributes considerably 

to our understanding of language in general. In this regard it will suffice to recall Aristotle’s 

famous refutation of sophistic arguments that has contributed considerably to the 

developments in logic.            

The aforementioned features of the metalingual function have already been recognized 

by various theorists of language. For instance, while addressing the poetic function, 

Jakobson surely had in mind the theory of the Russian formalism according to which a verbal 

message needs to be estranged, made conspicuously different, to attract attention and thus 

perform potentially a poetic function. This is the theory of “ostranenye,” or Verfremdung 

(Shklovsky 1965). This theory, however, is very ancient as we find it in a rudimentary form 

already in Aristotle’s Poetics (Aristotle 1870, 1458a 18-25). As to the neutral or open-ended 

character of the work of the metalingual function, more specifically, we should add as well 

that such a character was widely recognized whenever an open-ended nature of 

interpretation was addressed. In the course of the operation of the metalingual function, 

interpretation needs to remain indefinite or open-ended; however, one should also have in 
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mind that interpretation naturally aims at a specific, determinate and definitive interpretive 

delivery. 

Additionally, as to the issue of interpretation and the metalingual function or perspective, 

all speakers are naturally aware of a number of facts: the context is of importance for the 

understanding of all messages, and the context may be enriched or modified. As usual, the 

contextual clues required for an adequate interpretation need to be gathered gradually, and 

it is during the process of such a gathering of the clues that we need to keep our 

interpretations open-ended. In the Lectures on Conversation Harvey Sacks pointed to a 

similar phenomenon of “the delayed interpretation.” He noted that, in conversing, people 

do not suddenly jump to a conclusion concerning the meaning of their interlocutor’s 

messages, but delay their interpretation and wait for the interpretee to supply more data to 

enable a more definitive interpretive conclusion (Sacks 1992, 315).  

This aspect of interpretation, as the work of the metalingual function in general, is of a 

major importance. It is clear that the aspect involves a dual-track kind of awareness: the 

interpreter needs to be aware of the fallibility of her own interpretation; and s/he also needs 

to be aware of the interpretee’s fallibility that is sufficiently unserious and easily correctable 

– have in mind, for instance, the cases of a momentary lapse of attention, or a mood, or slips 

of tongue, and similar; in such cases, the interpretee is very likely to correct his message 

promptly and without any resistance or misgiving. We will soon see that this aspect of the 

metalingual use of discourse is of a key importance in understanding the very phenomenon 

or process of dediscoursification. 

However, prior to offering a full explanatory frame for the understanding of the process, 

it is necessary, as a last step of preparation, to elucidate the relationship between the 

metalingual function, on the one hand, and the theory of language as a generator of the 

collective body, on the other. In the preceding section it was emphasized that the idea of 

language as such a generator is one that lies at the foundation of the phatic function (One 

needs only to recall Jakobson’s Shakespearean example of phatic function “Lend me your 

ears!”). Contact is retained through language if and when the users of language form, or 

confirm, the belief that they are able to “borrow” mutually the relevant body parts, i.e. that 

they are able to form jointly a collective body. When such a belief is not formed or 

confirmed, the proximity of bodies is threatened: the interlocutors become a foreign body to 

each other as they cannot produce, or deliver, a shared collective body. For instance, I am 
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not able to see through your eyes, as is demonstrated to me by your language. Hence, I 

cannot cooperate with you, or retain the contact with you, which is language-wise actually 

harmful to me as an individual body.70 It was also sufficiently emphasized that the violation 

of the phatic function takes place also through a violation of either referential or code- or 

meaning-related function of language. In this section I already emphasized that, with some 

dynamical components added to Jakobson’s model, the fulfillment of a promise can be 

viewed as the performance of the referential function. However, within this context of a 

collective body-story, how does the very metalingual function figure, and what is its key 

task? 

Metalingual function is triggered to recover or restore the contact, which means that it 

naturally aims at a recovery of the collective body. In other words, the very triggering of the 

metalingual function cannot be fully elucidated without the idea of language as a body 

multiplier or a generator of the collective body. Metalingual function is triggered to restore 

the phatic one when the latter is threatened, which is the case when an interlocutor cannot 

serve to another interlocutor as the latter’s language-mediated eyes, ears, etc., and when 

the former adversely affects the individual body of the latter as a user of language.71 This 

means that such a function is triggered whenever the collective body generated by language 

faces a crisis. However, it is also clear that the metalingual function is triggered in an 

optimistic spirit. It aims to restore and recover the contact between the language users, and 

it is not fully meaningful unless it succeeds to restore or recover it. In Jakobson’s examples, 

when a speaker tells the other one that it is unclear to him what the latter’s words mean, 

then he implies that he has been unable to pass the latter’s words on, or that he has been 

disabled from serving to the latter as his own eyes, or ears; and that, in turn, he has been 

disabled from employing the latter’s eyes, or ears, as his own. He seeks a clarification of the 

meaning to recover and restore the language-based collective body. This also means that 

meta-language is feasible only if the contact is provisionally retained, and is blocked when 

phatic function, in a sense, fails.     

                                                 
70

  Here we can take lie and deceit as pertinent examples: to fall a victim to one's lie, a person must have already 

internalized the language-mediated collective body to a great extent; s/he must have developed the habit of treating the 

language of the others as a source of “the auxiliary eyes and ears;” hence, a liar, by exploiting the language-mediated 

collective body and turning it against the victim of his or her lie, in fact inflicts harm on the victim’s individual body. This is 

why we can say that a liar/deceiver has “blinded us,” or that s/he has “thrown dust in our eyes.”  
71

  We should recall here the example from 1.5: Douglass indirectly stated that US Supreme Court closed its ear 

“against the black man’s cry for justice.”  
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Hence, the metalingual use of discourse starts operating when the collective language-

mediated body is threatened with a crisis; and the aim of the use is to find a way out of the 

crisis, that is, to recover the phatic function – this we can fully grasp only in light of the idea 

of language as a generator of the collective body. Sometimes the way out is found, but 

sometimes, as the cases of dediscoursification pertinently illustrate, the collective body is 

disintegrated, which means that the path to the mutual multiplication of bodies through a 

language-mediated contact is efficiently blocked. Therefore, in the sense of the theory, the 

metalingual function needs to draw only on the idea of language as a generator of the 

collective body; such a generator meets some challenges and dangers, and attempts to find 

a way out by turning to, and facing, itself in a metalingual mode.  

The last proposition has an important implication: language may recover, through a 

metalingual mode, only if the elements of the mode itself are such that they support the 

fundamental function of language as a generator of the collective body. In a simpler, or more 

mundane, terminology: when one seeks some clarification of a meaning, the meaning will be 

restored only if clarification itself builds only on those elements that, on their part, contain 

but unproblematic meaning. Or, the referential function of language may be restored only if 

the metalingual discussion delivers those words, or sentences, that on their part non-

problematically perform the referential function. Hence, at all the stages of the operation of 

the metalingual function, the idea of language as a generator of the collective body needs to 

be affirmed. Metalinguality, therefore, makes sense only if it works against the background 

of a safeguarded shared language that figures persistently and uninterruptedly as a body 

multiplier.  

This idea can be visualized easily through Jakobson’s pictorial presentation of his model. 

As, for instance, the referential function partly performs the phatic function as well, we can 

visualize the key points proposed above as a demand that the speakers keep all the 

elements of communication assembled and correlated. The context that gives to the 

speaker’s words, or sentences, a referential value has to be real, relevant, and shared 

between the speaker, as a message giver, and the message receiver. If this is not a case, we 

can envisage the message as divorced from the context. The same applies to the element of 

code. When the code is in some sense violated, or ceased to be shared, we can envisage the 

case as the failure of the sender’s message to connect the code with the message receiver. 

In sum, the violation of particular functions, such as referential or code-related ones, can be 
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visually presented as the case of a dissociation of the individual elements of communication. 

The totality, or internal integrity, of the model is put into question, which puts into question 

the phatic function too.  

However, when such a problem occurs, the metalingual mode of language-use is geared 

to prevent dissociation, that is, to restore internal integrity of the model itself, and thereby 

recover and revive the phatic function too. In other words, in Jakobson’s model we can 

visually present the phatic function as a line that connects the message receiver with the 

message giver, and that gains or loses in the strength of connectivity depending on the 

extent to which the code and the context function in accordance with the model itself, as 

something that really connects, and is fully shared by, the addresser and the addressee. At 

the same time, we can visually present the metalingual use of discourse as something that, 

by aiming to recover the shared nature of both the code and the context, also aims to 

solidify and restore the line whenever it seems weakened or interrupted.                  

Again, dediscoursification sufficiently indicates that, in some situations, metalinguality 

does not help. It is clear from the considerations presented thus far that, if it fails to 

materialize the purpose of language as a generator of the collective body, metalinguality will 

simply fail to do the job. But, how does the very process evolve? In what conditions does the 

metalingual use of discourse fail due to the failure of its attempt to restore the contact or 

reestablish those relations between interlocutors that support the process of a language-

mediated multiplication of bodies? In order to answer this question, we need again to recast 

the process of dediscoursification in terms of both Jakobson’s functions and the theory of 

language as a body multiplier.   

Our starting point, and the starting point of the pertinent model of dediscoursification, is 

a verbal act that seems to involve a violation of meaning, or truth, or reason, or promise, as 

the elements of the moral matrix of discourse. In Jakobson’s terminology, this can be 

couched in terms of the violation of the referential or code-related (and even expressive or 

conative in the case of promise-making) function of language. Hence, the registering of such 

kind of violations is our first step. As a second step, this triggers the phatic function in the 

sense that, in the eye of at least one interlocutor, the contact between interlocutors is seen 

as jeopardized or likely to be interrupted. The triggering of the phatic function sends a 

warning signal to the interlocutor, serving as an indicator of a malfunction of language; 

prima facie language does not secure the contact or the phatic function, which is why the 
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interlocutors should assume the metalingual perspective. The only promising outcome is 

when the interlocutors explicitly assume such a perspective and start discoursing in a 

metalingual mode.   

For the process of dediscoursification to set in, at least one interlocutor needs to start 

using language to address and qualify the language of his or her interlocutor. He needs to 

prompt some additional discussion, however implicit and internal, about the language of the 

interlocutor in order to try recovering the contact. However, the problem with 

dediscoursification is in the fact that such recovery of the contact does not succeed, which 

does not mean that it cannot succeed in principle. As sufficiently indicated, the crucial 

intersection is one where further developments in meta-language determine the 

interlocutor’s move towards, or away from, dediscoursification.   

In the terminology of the theory of language as a generator of the collective body: one of 

the interlocutors registers a situation in which language prima facie does not manage to 

function as a generator of the collective body; a rift is opened between the bodies in a 

language-related sense, in one of the ways that pertain to the body parts – for instance, 

referentiality as related to truth and “eyes,” and code as related to meaning and 

“ears/mouth.” This releases a warning signal – language itself registers that something went 

wrong with language, but it also indicates the possibility of recovering the function of the 

collective body-generation. Hence, a kind of contact is retained provisionally; or, at least 

from one perspective, the interlocutors continue to share a collective body for a while to try 

amending the condition. It is here that language is set in a metalingual mode, which means 

that language is trying to help itself by an explicit scrutiny, and a possible modification, of its 

own features. However, again, as dediscoursification indeed takes place, this means that 

such an attempt at a recovery of language ends in a failure. Obviously, metalinguality is the 

key part of the intersection that determines further developments: which path should 

language take – towards a recovery of the collective body, or towards its final failure, that is, 

the final demonstration of the inability of language to serve as a bridge that binds individual 

bodies together? Hence, the pertinent question is as follows: what happens to the 

metalingual function of language in this critical condition/intersection? 

Briefly, the metalingual mode of discourse is defeated through a further verbal behavior. 

The metalingual function itself gets terminated, or falsified, and along with its own 

malfunction, the phatic function is finally and irrevocably proved unsuccessful as well. At 
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least one interlocutor ceases to believe in language as a potential generator of the collective 

body. How can this happen? One must not forget that the metalingual use of discourse, too, 

is set on words and sentences. For such words and sentences to function as a part of 

metalinguality, they too need to perform successfully the referential and code-related 

functions. If, in the course of the metalingual use of discourse, they fail to perform such 

functions, the whole attempt will be terminated, and discourse, together with discourse-

users, will be dediscoursified. In other words, one cannot find a way out of a problematic 

language-related situation by drawing on some problematic verbal means. Such means 

cannot provide for a successful and truly recovering metalingual mode of discourse.  

Additionally, the whole process can be described as a series of successive triggers: “the 

violation of referential function” triggers “the phatic function” which triggers “the 

metalingual function.” Now, as a part of the metalingual function, if the words/sentences 

composing it are themselves in violation of the functions of language, the process should 

undergo another attempt at a similar kind of recovery – we should ascend to a third level of 

“the language of the language of language,” or of “the meta-meta-language.” However, this 

seems not to make sense because it leads to an infinite regress. Assuming that we should 

endorse such an ascent to yet higher and higher levels, looking for a cure for the ills 

produced at the lower levels, where exactly do we need to stop? This also implies that the 

point of solution is not only increasingly difficult to reach, but that our initial position gets 

increasingly weaker. We would be forced to ascend to yet higher levels while starting from 

the increasingly weaker lower levels. Hence, it is nearly certain that the process of 

dediscoursification will set in already at the second level, one at which meta-language fails 

to recover or modify the first-order language because, as a part of meta-language itself, the 

vital functions of language had been violated.   

We can couch the whole process also in the following terms: in the condition of 

disagreement of any kind, the language users need to rely on a sufficient amount of 

agreement to be able to describe the character of their disagreement.72 This means that we 

are able to tolerate the differences and inconsistencies in our languages only if and when we 

can jointly explain and bridge them. When we cannot jointly explain our differences, we 

                                                 
72

  This is in accordance with Davidson’s principle of charity: see Davidson (1999a, 342); one also needs to have in 

mind that an important part of the fund of beliefs we share with others may be tacitly held; as Schelling (1960, esp. 53-80) 

demonstrated, in the course of a tacit, and often agreement-producing, bargaining, the bargainers rely frequently on their 

assumptions concerning the nature and scope of the cluster of tacit beliefs that they share.  
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remain divided even over the issue of what, and how, generates our disagreements. Hence, 

disagreements at the basis of which we find further disagreements are much more severe 

and dangerous than those disagreements that can be clarified by some fundamental 

agreements. Applied to the process of dediscoursification, the first kind of disagreement is 

one that produces, or leads to, dediscoursification; the second does not necessarily lead to 

such an outcome.    

Put in a more straightforward moral vocabulary, a discursive situation is not extremely 

bad when it is simply bad because, in discourse, there is always a second chance and an 

attempt at correction. Discursive situation is not extremely bad when, for instance, one 

interlocutor says to his partner to communication something that the latter characterizes as 

an untruth or a contradiction. Similarly, a discursive situation is not extremely bad when the 

speaker gives a promise and then, later, s/he fails to fulfill it. Discursive situation is 

extremely, or really, bad when it is shown to be both bad and irreparable. This is the essence 

of the process of dediscoursification.  

Discursive situation is irreparably bad when, for instance, an interlocutor does not at all 

respond to a critique by another, or when an interlocutor does not even register his or her 

contradiction, or does not show the slightest will to explain or surmount it. A situation is, in 

discursive terms, irreparably bad when an interlocutor, after one pointed out to him, or her, 

that his or her words were empirically inadequate, responds with saying “but, I see things in 

such light.” Similar considerations apply to the instances of blatant, unexplained, and 

regretless promise-breaking. In other words, a discursive situation becomes truly and 

irreparably bad when the need for a metalingual mode of discourse arises, and then at least 

one of the interlocutors buries, or denies, such a need, or shows indifference, or continues 

with the use of problematic patterns of language as a part of the perhaps even only implicit 

discussion in the metalingual mode.   

Applied to the cases of dediscoursification described in Chapter One, this model of 

dediscoursification fits relevant empirical details. First, a single interaction does not suffice 

to cause the process of dediscoursification. The initial interaction, after which the 

interlocutor registers some violation of the moral values of discourse, is a necessary, but not 

a sufficient precondition of dediscoursification. Dediscoursification takes place only after a 

party to a conversation starts viewing the situation as irreparable and as marked by enduring 

discursive, and moral, attributes of the other party. For this to happen, however, we need 
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more interaction that will support sufficiently one’s conclusion that a metalingual use of 

discourse is, and is likely to remain, stillborn or inefficient. For instance, we need to bear in 

mind Hitler’s repetitive cases of promise-breaking, and also Chamberlain’s repetitive 

responses to such cases as if nothing of significance was happening. Or, we should recall that 

Polynices witnessed not only the first response by Eteocles, but also the latter’s successive 

responses to their mother’s arguments. Or, in the case of Dred Scott, we have seen an 

unconvincing and arbitrary interpretation of the US Constitution offered by Justice Taney, 

and then, in addition, a demonstrated lack of the will to respond to, or reasonably debate, 

the objections by the northern states against Taney’s verdict. Or, similarly, Izetbegović’s 

repetitive contradictions, and at least two successive cases of promise-breaking in the early 

1992, were bound to dediscoursify his interlocutors.              

Secondly, at least one of the parties needs to form the belief that the partner party does 

not care at all about the language-mediated contact, that the partner, as his or her attitude 

to the metalingual mode of discourse demonstrates, is not inclined to work towards 

preservation of the phatic function of language. Or, one of the parties needs to form the 

belief that the partner party cares about language only to the extent that the language 

serves the latter’s own goals, or to the extent that the other parties accept the rules, i.e. a 

kind of language, set by him or her in an arbitrary way. Bear in mind Toch’s first African-

American who accused the white police officer of deceitful behavior, or the Spartan reaction 

to the Athenian unilateral interpretation of the Thirty Year Peace Treaty, or Milošević’s 

justified doubts about the role of the US as a mediator to the Rambouillet negotiations. In all 

such cases, one party draws the conclusion that a further communication with the partner 

party makes no sense primarily because the latter manifest a lack of will to submit their own 

propositions to a shared analysis, scrutiny, and an open metalingual discussion. In all such 

cases, one party concludes that the discursive situation cannot be repaired.  

It is exactly at such a point that one party forms a moral characterization of their 

interlocutor as, for instance, a liar, or a shameless and repetitive promise-breaker, as an 

individual who is harmful to other individuals and with whom one cannot jointly produce a 

language-mediated collective body. A person becomes in a discursive sense bad not merely 

by uttering an untruth, or by breaking a promise, which, to an extent, is bad because the 

promise breaking, like the uttering of a falsity, is bad. A person becomes in a discursive sense 

truly bad by the fact of irreparability, which is the removal of a chance to correct a bad fact, 
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or bad consequences of a fact, to make it bearable. One gains a justified impression that the 

person lacks some fundamental moral attributes that the user of language ought to possess: 

for instance, to be able to respond to critique, to realize, and evince the realization, that 

contradictions are not admissible, to recognize, and then restrain, his or her inclination to 

impute meanings, and similar. One also gains a justified impression that, in the situations in 

which a person endowed with the meta-cognitive capacity tends to correct herself in a 

discursive sense, one who is morally dubious in such a sense either is not endowed with such 

a capacity or, if endowed, does not wish to apply it. This can affect any other language user 

in one way only: to motivate him or her to cease communicating and start considering some 

other, non-discursive media of relationship. This is exactly the point that defines the effect 

of dediscoursification, which makes an armed conflict both likely and harder to manage in 

the sense of either its control or its resolution through a negotiated deal.  

The proposed model of dediscoursification contains an important guideline as to the ways 

of avoiding the process of dediscoursifying or of supporting the process of re-discoursifying 

in some severe or critical conditions. First, it is clear that a symmetrical attitude is required; 

both parties need to relate to language in a positive spirit and define themselves primarily as 

an ens loquens. Both parties need to cooperate fully in the situations that are threatening to 

the phatic function. Both parties also need to secure a full functionality of the metalingual 

mode of discourse. Furthermore, the most important aim is to preserve, not violate, the 

relevant functions of language. In other words, the process of correcting the errors, or 

eliminating confusion, or clarifying the points of disagreement, needs to unfold in the way 

that does not prompt additional errors, or confusion, or disagreements. The process of 

recovery of the phatic function can take place only within a secured discursive frame and on 

a solid, unproblematic discursive foundation.   

I already emphasized that errors, or slips or ambiguities, or unintended falsities, or the 

promises that remain unfulfilled due to a force majeure, need to be tolerated. However, this 

is not a passive attitude of toleration. It is a tolerance coupled with the attempt to recover, 

or improve or clarify, the language-mediated relationships, or behaviors, and to learn 

something through them. I also emphasized that a mature user of language needs to be 

aware of “the open-ended nature of interpretation” and of the fallibility of both oneself as 

an interpreter and of one’s interlocutors. However, s/he also needs to be aware of the need 

to thematize all the problems that pertain to verbal behavior in general as well as those that 
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pertain to the moral matrix of discourse in particular. Furthermore, s/he needs to remain 

confident that such problems may be progressively resolved, or eliminated, through a 

reasonable and common discourse, which is the only way to circumvent dediscoursification.  

Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, it should be emphasized that, by and large, our 

mature attitude toward insufficiencies or problems (slips, oversights, unintended falsities, 

and similar) is a direct consequence of the notion of language as a generator of the collective 

body. Collective body of language depends, or supervenes, on real individual bodies. One 

crucial thing about our individual bodies is clear to all human adults – they are fallible. Our 

attention span is variable, our eyes and ears register some illusory phenomena, our hands 

sometimes betray us, our control of our tongue is sometimes weak or erratic, etc. All such 

and similar phenomena heavily influence the work of individual bodies and occasionally find 

their way to language as a generator of the collective body. Metalingual perspective, or the 

metalingual mode of discourse, is tailor-made exactly for such occasions.  

We ordinarily expect some degree of weakness or fallibility in the work of our bodies, and 

thus expect the same within the language-mediated process of the creation of the collective 

body too. However, our meta-language helps us with such a weakness or fallibility. Due to 

our meta-language, we are able to warn the others when we think they were wrong, or to 

receive their own warning when they think we were wrong. We are able to learn from each 

other and talk to each other about our languages in order to remove our discursive flaws 

and improve the language that is our common concern. Whenever we honestly practice such 

things, the probability of the emergence of dediscoursification is negligibly low. 

             

3.4 Dediscoursification, discourse-ethics, and discursive rules and values 

As emphasized in section 2.1, in the long periods of language-learning the language 

instructors lay a heavy emphasis on the rule following. The student is expected to 

understand the rules and internalize and consistently apply them in the course of language-

use. For such a purpose, correction is a natural ingredient of instruction. It ensures that the 

student is on the right path, that s/he adheres to the standards and accepts the distinction 

between the correct and the incorrect usage. The following locutions are among the 

numerous ones that serve to register, and motivate the student to follow, the rules: “no, 

that’s not a cow,” “no, that’s not your aunty,” “one should not say ‘dogs barks’ but ‘dogs 
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bark’,” “the sentence ‘he gived money’ is not correct in the English language,” etc. Semantic 

and syntactical rules emerge very early in the process of language-learning, followed by the 

rules of logic and often the rules of civilized, polite talk somewhat later. It is clear that some 

rules will be more difficult to follow, or discern, than some others. 

The notion of language-rule is also important to the moral matrix of discourse as it 

obviously stands in some relation to the values or parameters of such matrix (meaning, 

truth, reason, and promise-giving). For instance, the parameter of truth can also be 

formulated as a rule, or a norm, demanding that the speakers adhere to some empirical 

facts, or restrain from concocting verbal fiction or proposing some propositions in which 

their interlocutors could not find some information value. Similarly, the parameter of 

promise-giving could be couched in terms of a simple rule as follows: “after one gives a 

promise, one is due to fulfill it.” However, the question I aim to answer in this section may 

be put as follows: “Is it possible to reduce the parameters of the moral matrix of discourse 

fully to the notion of rules?”  

If we decide to endorse such a reduction, we are also likely to endorse the view that the 

violations of the moral matrix parameters can be reduced to some violations of rules that 

can be registered easily and unambiguously. We could here also immediately notice that, 

provided that we deem such a view plausible, the role of metalinguality will be reserved for 

two stages: the stage of registering the violations and demanding some correction, and, 

secondly, the stage of registering the need for sanction, if some correction is not tried. In 

other words, such a view suggests that we need to treat the speaker who assumes a 

metalingual perspective, and registers violations, as an engine that operates automatically: it 

registers some violation, demands correction, receives some feedback concerning the issue 

of correction, and then possibly assesses and proposes some sanction that should 

automatically follow. The pertinent question here is as follows: should we find such a view of 

an interlocutor, as a moral-discursive agent, acceptable?  

Secondly, does dediscoursification take place in such, more or less automatic, fashion? In 

my view, both questions should be answered in the negative; however, it is not immediately 

obvious what kind of facts could exactly support and justify such a kind of answer. For a 

start, we need to notice that such a model of the moral-discursive matrix parameters seems 

very difficult to apply to some mundane situations in which we fail to fulfill our promise due 

to some solid and defensible reason. It is possible that a person post facto realized that the 
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promise she made was not sufficiently reasonable, or some new event may have occurred 

that made the promise fulfillment impossible. In such situations we expect some 

understanding from those who form a view of our failure to fulfill our promise. We form the 

expectation that, before them, we will at least be able to defend our failure. We do not 

expect from them to tell us the following: “you violated the rule, now correct this; a sanction 

will follow if you fail to correct the situation.” It seems that, by their saying so, they would 

show us some disrespect; they would thereby start playing the role of a dediscoursifier who 

declines our invitation to a further discussion, or more talk, that on our own part we deem 

fully justified. In such a situation, it seems that at least some new factors emerge that 

require some additional and justified rules the application of which should modify the 

situation of promise-breaking into one of “a justified failure to fulfill a promise.”  

For instance, such additional rules might include the following: “when a speaker believes 

that s/he has got solid reasons for offering a description that deviates from the canonical 

use, we have the duty to learn and publicly discuss those reasons in a reasonable, non-

judgmental, and mutually beneficial way.” An attentive reader could thus respond to the 

previous point in the following way: the aforementioned situations are reconcilable fully 

with the notion of verbal practice as one determined and guided by rules; however, it is clear 

that such situations require the application not of a single, but of several rules. For instance, 

the promise-related situation clearly indicates that one should apply not only the rule of 

promise, but also some others such as the aforementioned additional rule. Now it seems 

clear that nothing stands in the way of the application of the notion of rule-application, and 

of the registration of the rule violation, except that this will have to be a more complicated 

process involving several rules, and perhaps several violations entailing several calls for 

correction.  

However, the previous point raises an issue that seems to be hardly reconcilable with the 

view of the moral-discursive parameters as being reducible fully to the idea of rules. If, 

throughout the process of communication and discursive practice more generally, we have a 

real duty to apply several first-order rules in one go, are there some second-order rules that 

we can formulate and take as clear guidelines to guide our synchronized and simultaneous 

application of the first-order rules?    

It seems that the only meaningful answer to the question is that the idea of second-, and 

perhaps even higher-, order rules seems either meaningless or highly impracticable. First, 



184 

 

what if there are several second-order rules? Does it imply that we should formulate also 

some third-order rules? Secondly, since the second-order rules (and possibly third-order 

ones) are formulated at a higher level of abstraction, which implies a wider and more 

general realm of applicability, it is clear that such rules will necessarily be both vaguer and 

more ambiguous. This, however, means that the response to the question of what specific 

application of such rules in a specific situation requires will necessarily be vague, 

indeterminate and/or ambiguous. In other words, the last proposition suggests that the 

second-order rules will be of a very limited usability in a practical sense. Moreover, there 

may be one way of thinking that dispenses entirely with the notion of the second-order 

rules.  

Immediately after pointing to the problematic situation of a forgivable kind of promise-

breaking, we could have stated the following: such situations indeed indicate that often we 

need to apply several rules in one go; however, there are no additional, or second-order, 

rules that guide our application of several first-order rules. There are better and worse ways 

of applying the first-order rules that do not depend on the notion of a second-order rule. 

The application of the first-order rules is determined by rules and something else. Discursive 

practice is partly determined by rules, not fully. This means that the rules are important to 

discursive practice, but they are not the only important, or defining, part. Discursive practice 

is a practice in which rule-application serves a higher goal that cannot be couched fully in the 

vocabulary of rules.  

In order to understand accurately the higher goal, we need to remind ourselves of some 

facts concerning the use of discourse. Very early in the development of our verbal capacities, 

some complications are bound to take place. One of the first complications is in the 

metaphoric use of language. A large number of books and essays are devoted to the topic of 

metaphor,73 but here we need only some elementary facts concerning the use and role of 

metaphors in the human discourse. It was noted long ago that we tend to interpret 

metaphorical statements as a kind of deviation, as an exceptional and special verbal 

phenomenon worthy of a special treatment. The famous definition by Aristotle states that 

metaphor is a transfer of a term from, roughly speaking, one discursive sphere, to which the 

term naturally belongs, to another discursive sphere to which it belongs less naturally 

(Aristotle 1870, 1457 b6-9). This should imply that metaphor is a kind of deviation, or rule-

                                                 
73

  Quine (1978), Eco (1979), Lakoff and Johnson (1981), Lakoff (1991), Pehar (1991), etc.  



185 

 

violation, some kind of an illegal move. However, why are we inclined to adopt a good 

metaphor, and why do good and pertinent metaphors spread easily and rapidly throughout 

the language community? And, why does Aristotle view the capacity of metaphor-making as 

a kind of gift, or inborn creativity, hence as a desirable trait (Aristotle 1870, 1459 a5-8)? Such 

a view cannot be easily reconciled with the view of metaphor as a form of violation. By and 

large, the theorists of metaphor have attempted to resolve the problem by having stipulated 

that metaphors carry two meanings one of which is literal and the other is metaphorical.  

However, such a distinction cannot be easily drawn or justified. It seems that 

metaphorical statements convey the meaning they convey, and that is the meaning that 

they convey both literally and in any other way (Davidson 1984, 245-264; Pehar 1991). When 

Aristotle states that “the elderly age is an evening of life,” his sentence means exactly what it 

does. When Schopenhauer states that “Das Warum ist die Mutter aller Wissenschaften [The 

why is the mother of all sciences]” (Schopenhauer 1977, 16), his sentence means exactly 

what it does. In both cases one deals with metaphors, and in both cases it is unclear how 

one ought to distinguish the metaphorical meaning from the literal one. Secondly, it seems 

that, as long as we consider such propositions as a form of the rule violation, we fail to 

understand their real point. On the other hand, once we understand their point, we are 

inclined not only to view them as compatible with the existing rules (for instance, semantic 

ones) concerning the use of the words, but they also gain an additional value for us, and are 

generally treated as especially wise and memorable. How can we explain such effects of 

metaphorical statements?   

Actually all statements are subject to at least two criteria: the criterion of semantic 

correctness, or an appropriate use of meaning; and the criterion of information, or 

explanatory, value. Such criteria can also be couched in terms of rules. Metaphors are 

important because they tell us something important about the relationship between the two 

criteria as well as about an occasional need to reconcile the two. Namely, successful 

metaphors carry for us a high information, or explanatory, value. Typically, metaphorical 

statements work by enlightening something that is less familiar, and more abstract, or even 

unnamed, through a term that is more familiar and less abstract. Typically, in encountering a 

new metaphor, we sense some temporary confusion: we notice that a term is connected to 

another term in the way that is not predicted by the existing semantic rules. However, when 

the metaphor is useful, valuable, and illuminating, we face no problem in reinterpreting the 
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existing rules or the criteria of semantic correctness. We simply stipulate that the metaphor 

does no harm to the existing rules. Hence, whatever a successful metaphor does can be 

considered as a reinterpretation of a given semantic rule in the way that affords space for 

the blending of the terms blended in the metaphor.74 Furthermore, we view such a 

reinterpretation as sufficiently justified by the naming, or knowledge, information, or 

illumination, that the metaphorical statement supplies. 

Therefore, when Schopenhauer states that “the Why is the mother of all sciences,” we do 

not think of the statement as a violation of a rule, and we do not think of the rule concerned 

as something that undermines Schopenhauer’s statement. The existing rules guiding our use 

of the words “why,” “mother,” “science,” need to be reinterpreted so that some further 

rational goals (for instance, the explanation of the role of questioning in scientific endeavors) 

justify and permit the kind of connections found in Schopenhauer’s metaphor. In fact, given 

our further goals, our reinterpretation of the rules makes the kind of connections desirable. 

This has important implications for the status of rules in discursive practice. When 

combined, such rules can be reinterpreted, or their application can even be temporarily 

suspended, when we deal with some special areas of concern. It is impossible to say in 

advance when, and in what conditions, such suspension and reinterpretation will be 

pertinent or desirable. This depends on a current discursive situation that will dictate the 

primary values that we intend to implement through our propositions. In metaphors, rules 

are not violated. They are creatively reinterpreted in order to enable us to state something 

that has not been stated thus far, but was and remains worthy of stating. In other words, the 

creative reinterpretation of rules as found in both production and understanding of 

metaphors serves to create a larger and richer fund of the common human discourse. 

We learn gradually, and we learn ever new things as we are born not as omniscient 

beings, but as ignorant ones. Human language is adapted to this basic fact. It, too, evolves 

and gradually acquires ever new names for the phenomena that humans gradually 

encounter. This explains why the rules that guide our use of words in initial conditions need 

to be reinterpreted creatively for us to be able to use the same words in modified, perhaps 

even more complicated, conditions. However, it is important to add that such a 

reinterpretation needs to be truly motivated; it needs to satisfy truly our need to produce, 

for instance, a metaphor as a common linguistic good, as something that enables everyone 
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  Such blending is widespread through our overall conceptual network, for which see Turner (1996).  
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to see things in a new and more revealing light, primarily because of our most fundamental 

concern, the creation of a language-mediated collective body. Such is the key lesson we can 

draw from the use, understanding, and dissemination of metaphors. 

I will give another illustration that strongly indicates that we tend to cultivate a creative 

attitude to rules as a part of discursive practice, which means that the moral-discursive 

parameters cannot be reduced fully to the notion of rule. As I elaborated on this illustration 

elsewhere (Pehar 2011b, esp. 112-142), here I present only the final conclusions of my 

analysis.  

International lawyers attempted to codify the rules of interpretation in a form that would 

be legally, and internationally, binding on all states. This means that they tried to endow the 

rules of interpretation with the status of legal provisions, an algorithm that should help one 

solve definitely the problem of interpretive conflicts. Basically, they thought that the 

meaning of a legal document can be “fixed,” and thus made binding, by a procedure of the 

successive triggering of a number of rules. However, the lawyers’ attempt failed, and I think 

it failed for some valid reasons. There is no doubt that any rule of interpretation, in a specific 

context, will have to be interpreted too. There is no doubt that, for different parties-

interpreters, a combined application of rules (for instance, the rule of the context and of 

ordinary/normal meaning of the words) will yield different results. However, this is of a 

secondary significance. Of primary significance is the fact that meanings depend on beliefs, 

and that the differences in beliefs concerning some matters are necessarily translated into 

the differences in meaning of the terms we use to refer to the matters. This is the key cause 

of our conflicts over the issue of the meaning that ought to be attributed to the terms of a 

legal document. 

To believe, however, that such differences in beliefs might be bridged by a number of 

rules makes no sense. When two distinct theories collide, it is impossible to propose and 

apply a number of rules to check which theory is more plausible. It is true that, in judging, 

comparing and assessing theories, we apply some, perhaps many, rules; however, the whole 

process cannot be reduced to rules. First, such a reduction implies that a decision between 

some competing theories could be made in an algorithmic way, which is implausible. 

Secondly, it also implies that we learned beforehand all the beliefs relevant to the resolution 

of the conflict between theories. This is an idea that seems hardly acceptable. It is our 

natural and normal expectation that, in the course of the collision, and then of comparison 
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and assessment, we formulate some new beliefs that could help us in the process. We 

should not view ourselves as omniscient, or as being already in possession of all relevant 

beliefs concerning the topic of the conflict between the colliding theories. This is the key 

problem that prevents the reduction of the process of dispensing with some, and endorsing 

some other, theories to the process of rule-application.  

Hence, in a legal context, the rules of interpretation are insufficient. It is, therefore, 

reasonable to expect that such rules will be helpful only to a limited degree, and that some 

additional factors, provisionally unknown or insufficiently elucidated, will determine the 

outcome of the overall assessment of the theories that generate a legal-interpretive conflict. 

This idea is normally presented in the form of the thesis of creativity: we say that 

interpretation is a creative process, and thus cannot be reduced to rules. As Sedgwick clearly 

put it in 1857: “It would seem as vain to attempt to frame positive and fixed rules of 

interpretation as to endeavor, in the same way, to define the method by which the mind 

shall draw conclusions from testimony” (as quoted in Hirsch 1967, 202).  

What do the two examples, of metaphor and the rules of interpretation, actually tell us 

about the discursive rules? First, they tell us not to adhere to such rules blindly. We apply 

the rules to the situations to which we can, whenever it makes sense. The rule application is 

subordinated to a higher goal of the implementation of some values. Sometimes we apply 

rules individually, but, on average we have to apply them in clusters. In the situation of a 

combined application of rules, we lack some rules of higher order that could dictate the 

ways of the application of the first order rules. In such a situation, though, we have the 

values to guide us as to how to perform a combined application of rules. Sometimes the 

rules of information value, or truth, will be ranked as higher in priority than the rule of the 

preservation of the given semantic equivalences. Also, in a different context, the rule of a 

sound reason will sometimes be ranked as higher in priority than the rule of promise-

fulfillment. 

In other words, sometimes we deliberately choose a delay in, or a weakened or 

reinterpreted, application of a rule to show our stronger commitment to some other rule 

with the purpose of implementing a value that we deem most important in the given 

conditions. This means that the situations, rules, and values play the game jointly: all three 

factors determine the essential features that need to be taken into account whenever we 

produce, or interpret, a discursive pattern in a text, paragraph, or a single sentence. Hence, 
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rules are of importance, but they are not the most important part. Their application is 

determined by the values such application serves, and the values are the entities that endow 

the rule application with the ultimate meaning and purpose.  

This kind of positing the role of rules in a discursive practice has several major 

implications. The first is in a better understanding of the moral matrix of discourse. The key 

parameters of the matrix can be described only as some values: of meaning, truth, reason, 

and promise. Such parameters can also be described as rules, but such a description will be 

pertinent and accurate only if we intend it to mean that the rules serve values, not the other 

way around. Furthermore, a conflict may arise occasionally also between individual 

parameters, which means that, in the condition of conflict, we will need to consider a 

combined application of rules. It is especially in such a condition that the vocabulary, or 

discursive ontology, of values is useful; when we consider a combined application of the 

rules of discursive practice, we need to consider, and try implementing, primarily the value 

that we deem most reasonable and preferable in the given condition. This provides us with 

the view of direction in which we aim to move in the discursive sense. For instance, the 

value of promise gives the rule of promise that, in some situations, we will have to view as 

secondary to the rule of the reasonable justification, or reason-giving. We should assume 

such a view when it is reasonable to believe that, for some special reason, the value of 

reason carries more weight than the value of promise in a given situation.  

Additionally, it is important to understand that there is no a priori valid list of all the ways 

in which individual values of the moral matrix of discourse need to be implemented or 

safeguarded. In section 2.2 it was emphasized that the regard for truth may be evinced in 

many ways and through many locutions, including the meta-cognitive perspective as well as 

some specific attitudes to the conditions of agreement or disagreement. Additionally, we 

should not forget that the moral calculus concerning the values and rules of discursive 

practice may occasionally be a complicated matter characterized by moral dilemmas similar 

to those we find in other areas of the human agency.75 However, this does not imply that 

some reasonable and justified responses to such complex moral-discursive dilemmas cannot 

be offered.  

                                                 
75

  For the notion and issue of “moral dilemma,” see Nagel (1979), Macintyre (1990), Pietroski (1993), McNaughton 

(1996), Foot (2002), Pehar (2011b, 192-194, 199-203); for the tradition of moral casuistry, see Jonsen and Toulmin (1988).   
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How does this view of moral matrix of discourse relate to the idea of language as a 

generator of the collective body? In section 3.1 it was explained that some body parts, as 

aspects of the language-mediated creation of the collective body, complement each other. 

This section additionally suggests that, in some conditions, it will not be easy to choose 

between some body parts in the following sense: sometimes the discursive promotion of 

“shared eyes” will be prima facie hard to reconcile with the discursive promotion of “shared 

ears.” Couched in a more quotidian language, the value of truth will sometimes be prima 

facie incompatible with the value of strict adherence to a common, standard meaning in the 

sense of strict semantic equivalences as customized in a linguistic community. However, as 

successful metaphors demonstrate, some reconciliation is achieved by our loosening, and 

reinterpretation, of the rule of meaning that, in the given situation, serves to promote 

primarily the rule or value of truth. Metalinguality is of a key significance in such cases too, 

because metalingual perspective is one that enables us to assess, and form a view of, the 

requirements of language in a given situation. It not only qualifies and clarifies the language 

of the other in the situation when the language-mediated collective body is faced with 

challenges, but also coordinates the values that our own discourse serves in a moral sense 

when aiming to create such a body.  

For instance, a metalingual discussion primarily with oneself will determine if, in a specific 

situation, we need to prefer the promotion of the value of promise, thus supporting the 

discursive “hands” of a collective body, to the promotion of the value of reason which 

supports the discursive “eyes” or “heads” of a collective body. Hence, a better 

understanding of the status of the discursive rules secures a clearer view of the three-fold 

relationship between the idea of language as a creator of a collective body, the idea of the 

moral matrix of discourse as related to such a body, and the metalingual mode of discourse.        

Another theoretically important consequence may be put as follows: once we accurately 

present the role of rules in discursive practice, it becomes easier to follow, interpret, and 

even assess some contemporary debates and theoretical proposals concerning the notion of 

rule in semantics, pragmatics, and the philosophy of language. Here, for obvious reasons, I 

am not in a position to reproduce all aspects of such debates and proposals, but it will suffice 

to add that the proposals made in this section seem at least relevant to two contemporary 

debates in which the notion of language-rule plays a dominant role.  
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One debate evolved after the publication of Kripke’s book on Wittgenstein that deals with 

the topics of rule-following and Wittgenstein’s private language argument (Kripke 1982). 

Roughly speaking, some theorists of language endorsed Kripke’s argument and viewed it as a 

consequence of the primacy of social norms in the practice of the discursive rule-application. 

One could call such school of thought “collectivist,” with David Bloor (1997) as one of its 

most influential representatives. The school is opposed by another school we may call 

“individualist,” with Simon Blackburn as an exemplary representative, who attempted to 

demonstrate the primacy of the individual speaker as the key agent of the creation and 

understanding of meanings and of discursive practice overall (Blackburn 1984). One other, 

but similar debate involved Donald Davidson and Michael Dummett,76 and concerned again 

the role of social norms in the human use of language.  

Here I cannot discuss the merits and arguments of the debates, but, as to the debate 

between Davidson and Dummett, I think it is worthy to emphasize a few points as follows. In 

light of the view proposed in this section, it seems to me that Davidson, at one stage of his 

theoretical work, excessively minimized the significance of the rules of language, which 

made him an easy target of Dummett’s attack. Dummett, on the other hand, tended to lay 

too much emphasis on the role of rules in the discursive practice. He did not fully recognize 

that, in the course of communication, we need frequently to adapt the rules to the 

circumstance, which cannot be defined in advance by some rules.  

If we, in a somewhat simplified manner, imagine that the domain of a strict rule-

application is a domain of a common language, on the one hand, and that the domain of a 

weakened or delayed rule-application, or of a creative reinterpretation of rules, is a domain 

of idiolect, on the other, Otto Jespersen’s view of the relationship between the two domains 

can hardly be amended. Jespersen emphasized that the use of language involves a perennial 

dialectics between individual creation and common usage. Full individual freedom in the 

choice of words and sentences can never be achieved in the medium of language; however, 

Jespersen also added that the social constraints on the use of language are never absolute: 

an individual user of language enjoys some degree of freedom in choosing between several 

possibilities of expression, and thus unavoidably and incessantly adds some individual 

nuance to language (Jespersen 2007, 125-126).   
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  See Davidson (1984, esp. xix-xx, and 265-280), (1986a), (1994); Dummett (1994); as a part of this debate, 

Davidson was inspired very much by Grice (1975) which is presented and discussed in Levinson (1983, 110-166) and Yule 

(1996, 35-46).  
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Now, armed with all the lessons drawn in this section, let us return to the topic of 

dediscoursification. What does the perspective on the discursive rules and values presented 

here tell us about the process of dediscoursification? In section 3.3 it was emphasized that 

our encounter with a controversial discourse, which threatens to lead to the weakening, and 

possibly undoing, of the contact between interlocutors, triggers the metalingual perspective. 

Dediscoursification takes place when and if metalinguality does not succeed to recover the 

contact, that is, when the metalingual mode of discourse gets stalled through some 

additional verbal deliveries that violate one of Jakobson’s functions including primarily the 

referential and code-related one. However, this section tells us that, as we interpret our 

interlocutors, we need to take into account something else as well – the possibility that our 

interlocutor has already assumed the metalingual perspective and actually decided to 

suspend, or weaken, application of a rule to implement some others, or that s/he has ad hoc 

performed one Jakobsonian function at the expense of the others. In other words, we need 

to determine if our interlocutor has performed the verbal action that we can plausibly 

interpret as “a provisional/situational trade between rules.”     

More specifically, the metalingual perspective needs to determine if there is a rhetorical 

intention behind the interlocutor’s language which seems to involve some rule-violation; the 

interlocutor could have provisionally suspended the rule application in order to apply or 

implement another rule which to him, or her, seemed more pressing and important in the 

given conditions. Failing to determine such an intention means simply to misinterpret the 

interlocutor. The awareness of the desirability of a more complex attitude towards 

discursive rules thus enables us to run the process of interpretation in a more reliable 

fashion; hence, it also enables a more comprehensive understanding of all the aspects of 

communication that may lead to dediscoursification.  

Such considerations can also be pertinently applied to some cases of unfulfilled promise. 

The assumption of the metalingual perspective begins as the process of the registering of a 

problem, for instance by noting that the rule “when one gives a promise, one is due to fulfill 

it” had not been applied. However, it is quite possible that the failure to apply the rule is 

motivated by a solid reason. The metalingual perspective needs to consider such a possibility 

too. If it does not consider it, one who fails to assume such a perspective is culpable of 

dediscoursification. Hence, to avoid dediscoursification, the interpreter and the interpretee 

need to determine jointly the degree to which the interpretee’s claim, for instance, that s/he 
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was prevented by a force majeure from fulfilling his or her promise, is supported by solid 

reasons. The two need to determine if, in the given conditions, the suspension of the rule of 

promise-fulfillment was in fact due to the application of the rule of sound reason-giving. 

Furthermore, the application of the latter is adequately assessed only if we also consider the 

degree to which the interpretee has performed the remaining functions of language, or has 

applied additional rules, such as referentiality/truthfulness or the code-preserving function.   

Altogether, this simply means that the metalingual perspective, which leads to 

dediscoursification, is implemented in the shape of an extended conversation. Such a 

conversation is as well structured along the fundamental parameters of the moral matrix of 

discourse. In the course of such a conversation, we need to establish not only if the 

discursive situation is bad, but also if it is irreparable, as already emphasized. However, we 

need primarily to determine if the situation objectively requires reparation. Perhaps our 

interlocutor has simply reinterpreted some rules in a creative fashion, or has suspended 

temporarily their application for some solid reasons, in order to implement some key values 

of the discursive practice. In the preceding section the emphasis was placed on the 

assessment of reparability. We have seen that the conclusion on irreparability is one that 

marks the move to the ultimate silence, to dediscoursification. We should not arrive at such 

a conclusion by misinterpreting our interlocutor, that is, by forming a false view that s/he 

violated some rules arbitrarily and directly, whereas in fact s/he simply did some trade 

between the rules in order to convey something of importance to us in, for instance, a 

rhetorical mode. This is an important point raised in this section.77 

Hence, the discursive rules and values, and the understanding of a proper attitude toward 

them, hand us the key to a more comprehensive understanding of the process of 

dediscoursification. The final termination of the contact, and the conclusion that the 

interlocutor is a foreign body, is reasonable only to the extent that we have eliminated the 

possibility of the interlocutor’s deliberate and reasonable suspension of rules, or of his or 

her creative reinterpretation of rules. It is reasonable, and permissible, only if we have 

arrived at the plausible conclusion that the interlocutor’s verbal behavior could not at all be 

explained in terms of an attempt to generate the collective body at least in some minimal, 

but still acceptable sense. Hence, the silence of a dediscoursified agent is marked by his or 
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  I also believe that the point fits well the empirical evidence presented in Chapter One; however, due to limitation 

on the size of the book, here I am not in a position to elaborate more on this aspect; the reader is advised to supplement this 

section with her or his own elaboration or assessment.  
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her reasoned conclusion that, in his or her relationship with another human being, no space 

is left for the discursive rules or values. 

Finally, what do the last two sections imply for my stand on discourse-ethics? Here I will 

attempt to answer the question as succinctly as possible, through four simple points as 

follows. First, discourse-ethics as proposed in this book is founded on three key notions: the 

notion of language as a generator of the collective body; the notion of metalinguality; and 

the notion of discursive value(s). The emphasis on the three is specific to the version of 

discourse-ethics proposed in this book.78 Briefly, in terms of discourse-ethics, people talk to 

produce a collective body; they safeguard their production of such a body through the 

metalingual perspective and discussion; and, throughout the process, they are guided by 

four types of discursive value (meanings, truths, reasons, promises) through which they also 

assess their ad hoc implementation of discursive rules (of truthfulness, meaning, reason-

giving, and promise-fulfillment). This is a key aspect of discourse-ethical frame as proposed 

in this book.  

Secondly, discourse-ethics is to an important degree known to be a normative endeavor. 

However, the key thesis of the book reads that, between the human conversants, an 

empirically relevant application of the discourse-ethical frame is a repetitive and mundane 

phenomenon; this means that such an application frequently produces empirical 

consequences and is assessed through some empirical effects. In other words, human beings 

assess each other in moral terms through their verbal behavior, and on the basis of such an 

assessment produce some predictions/expectations concerning their interlocutors’ future 

behavior, both verbal and non-verbal. For instance, if one interlocutor designates another as 

a “liar,” this is a discourse-ethical, hence norm-based, kind of assessment; however, such 

assessment carries also important empirical implications: the designator is extremely 

unlikely to try to arrive at a mutual discursive understanding, or an agreement, in 

partnership with “the liar.” Additionally, keeping in mind especially the argument presented 

in this section, it is clear that the designator does not tend to draw such 

conclusions/designations hastily; in particular, the designator should not mistake a producer 

of a novel metaphor for a liar. Discourse-ethical frame thus inherently involves the coupling 

of normative and empirical components of both discursive and moral agency. This too sets 
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  For some work in discourse-ethics by the theorists of international politics, see, for example, Linklater (1998, 77-

108) and Risse (2000)    
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the version of discourse-ethics presented in this book apart from some other versions, 

especially those advocated by Apel and Habermas.79   

Thirdly, as section 4.1 will demonstrate, among the gravest empirical consequences of 

violations of the discourse-ethical frame are silence of a particular kind and dehumanization. 

Both play a significant role in the genealogies of war. This is probably the crucial evidence in 

support of the thesis that discourse-ethics is not a pure normative endeavor divorced from 

the realities of daily life; hence, in terms of both empirical presuppositions and empirical 

consequences, discourse-ethics is very weighty indeed. To the extent that, for instance, Apel 

and Habermas generated the impression that, empirically, it is not so weighty, the version of 

discourse-ethics as proposed in this book should be positioned outside their frame of 

theorizing.  

Fourthly, and lastly, the tradition of discourse-ethics is very venerable and very old. As I 

show in Conclusion, such kind of ethics dates back to the classical age of the Greek rhetoric 

where we find the crucial discourse-ethical distinctions drawn for the first time. Conclusion 

will also clearly demonstrate that those older forms of discourse-ethics, here I have in mind 

especially Isocrates and his followers, have a much stronger appeal than contemporary ones 

à la Habermas and Apel simply because the former present a discourse-ethics in vivo, 

whereas the latter’s are more in vitro.80 Presentations by Apel and Habermas are too 

philosophical and too focused on the domain of principles and rules, and frequently lack a 

clear empirical anchorage.81 Hence, to anyone aspiring to learn more about discourse-ethical 

perspective I would give a strong advice to engage primarily with the essays or speeches by 

Rapoport, Isocrates, Aelius Aristides, Orwell, Arendt, and Bok, and to draw on Apel or 

Habermas only if a strong need for some kind of philosophical, or purely conceptual, 

elucidation arises.82        
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  For Apel, see Apel (1973; 1976; 2001); for Habermas, see Habermas (1983; 1993; 1996); for a selection of key 

texts that present or deal with Habermas’s and Apel’s version of discourse-ethics, see Benhabib, Dallmayr (1990) 
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  Hence, I fundamentally agree with Kettner (2006) in his search for a realist kind of discourse-ethics as well as in 

his claim that discourse-ethics should play a key role primarily in some discourse-wise problematic or critical situations; 

however, I disagree with his anti-naturalist position in Kettner (2009).  
81

  With a possible exception of Apel (2001, 77-115)  
82

  For a critique of Habermas’s version of discourse-ethics, see Finlayson (2000; 2005, 86-87) and Pehar (2011b, 

212-233). One should also have in mind that I strongly disagree with Habermas’s public support for the NATO ‘Allied 

Force’ action of bombing both military and civilian targets in Serbia to force the country representatives to accept US terms 

of settlement for the conflict in Kosovo(a); for an eloquent critique of Habermas in that regard, see Rho’Dess (2010).   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

DEDISCOURSIFICATION, (JUST) WARS, AND REPUBLICAN THEORY  

 

 

4.1 War, silence, dehumanization 

When one starts thinking of war, one’s attention is at first drawn to noisy and dramatic 

events: killing, violence, mighty cannons, the breaks through the enemy lines, the falls of the 

cities and states. One’s focus is on a blood-spill, soldiers, and a boundary experience; on 

overstretch of bodies, tears, and the states of manic compulsion. War, as a clash of bodies 

that results in the existential border-line conditions, yields a fascinating image. However, 

such an image is often highly suggestive, even misleading. It seems to enable the 

transferring of the very traumatic experience of war to the realm of theory; the exceptional 

nature of trauma drives us to search for some exceptional explanations of war, a 

complicated event in itself, or for some views that could tell us something exceptional, 

perhaps also unique, about the humankind too. However, I believe that one should resist 

such a drive or tendency. It is especially in the theory of war that we need a cautious and 

calm approach that depicts the genealogy of war as a part of a bigger whole, not as a unique, 

sui generis feature of the human species.  

The theory of dediscoursification suggests to us to focus primarily on a silence, on being 

deprived of the way of words either individually or collectively, as a key starting point of war. 

It suggests to us to take a wide and long-term perspective on war. Furthermore, it suggests 

to us to endorse the idea that, to the state of war, the most important part takes place much 

earlier than the pulling of a trigger. The latter is but an effect, or extension, of a more 

important condition that precedes it. Imagine two units of soldiers confronting one another. 

The state of war between the units can be reduced to the fact that the units do not 

communicate with one another. Their choices in their encounters are reduced to the 

following: shoot and kill; or, don’t shoot if you have killed. Their key feature, however, is in 

their silence in relation to the enemy unit; I, as a unit member, can only talk to the members 

of my own unit. In relation to the enemy unit, I cannot communicate, nor can I possibly 
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address the reason of the enemy unit members. The only thing I can do about, and to, them 

is to shoot.  

To arrive at the stage of silence, something must have happened at some other levels and 

at a prior time. Some experience must have been gathered due to which I cannot trust the 

members of the opposed unit nor view them as humans. Their aim is to kill me, and my aim 

is to kill them in turn. That is what our relationship is reduced to. Such a lack of trust, such 

inability to view the member of the opposed unit as a human, is a product of some 

experience. The silence is collectively produced. The theory of dediscoursification explains 

the sense in which the silence, which is of a menacing kind, is produced through a discursive 

interaction.  

This is not, for instance, the silence as practiced by some Apache who adopts it voluntarily 

for a tactical reason, for instance to give some time to a suspicious person to sort herself 

out, or to resume a more unambiguous social role, or status, in the Apache eyes. Hence, an 

Apache refrains from talking in order to avoid the worsening of the situation caused by the 

inclination of the suspicious person to misinterpret the word (Basso 1972). In such a sense, 

Apache’s is a positive kind of silence, one that is hopeful, one to which a renewed verbal 

interaction is expected to follow. There is also a verbal minimalism between those who 

understand each other very well. For instance, the persons close and attached to each other 

need not many words primarily because a large amount of agreement, or understanding, 

had already been built in their relationship. In this kind of silence one sees nothing negative 

either; on the contrary, one sees some positivity, an expression of kinship and closeness.     

In contrast, the silence produced by dediscoursification is completely different. It is a 

silence by which one follows the movements of a wild beast one cannot communicate with, 

and even worse, one cannot hope to communicate with. It is a silence in the encounter with 

someone who, due to his discursive violations, lost the moral-discursive status and acquired 

some negative moral features (such as “liar,” or “promise breaker”) that make him less-than-

human. This is the reason why the silence that precedes an armed conflict is so special, 

grave, and dangerous. There is no doubt that one may experience such a silence also in the 

course of a daily experience with those who have lost our trust, who proved to be 

insufficiently reliable, coherent, truthful, or dignified in the sense of a respect towards one’s 

own word. We do not initiate wars with such individuals, but we, to the extent possible, 

cease having direct dealings with them. However, the state in which we and such individuals 
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are jointly involved may be pertinently described as the state of war. The theory of 

dediscoursification proposes that one should view the kind of silence that precedes an 

armed conflict precisely in such terms. It is a grave silence that concludes a series of 

discursive experiences with a person or a group; it is a silence that one affirms fully and 

unreservedly, and that defines one as a person relating to some other persons in a special 

way. 

The kind of silence is also significant due to the fact that the pulling of a trigger is highly 

likely in such a condition. It indicates a loss of trust that prevents the parties from relying on 

discourse as a problem-solving means. The medium of discourse is removed – this is the key 

message that this kind of silence connotes. However, there are some other media, and there 

is a fear and tension. Additionally, we also know, or justifiably believe, that the “liar” will be 

inclined to use force, and we know that one who does not bind himself by words is as well 

inclined to resort to violence to achieve his or her own aims. In light of all such thoughts, 

gathered in the condition of silence, the outbreak of war at some point, under suitable 

conditions, seems unavoidable.83 Or, in such a perspective, war seems to be normal, easy to 

explain, and highly likely. One has become to the other something less-than-human,84 a 

creature unable to practice a civilized discourse. Hence, the other inevitably comes up with 

the thought that s/he needs to counter the creature by all means available including those of 

the most lethal kind. When the first incidents occur, the situation is highly likely to escalate 

due to the lack of trust, the fear, and the absence of a proper medium of relationship, which 

is one of discourse.  

An important aspect of the silence-focused outlook is its ability to depict the smooth 

transition from the pre-war state to the state of war. All the key causes of war need to be 

assembled prior to the pulling of the trigger. In such a sense, war is simply a continuation of 

a prior, pre-war condition. Some discourses of war are better than others in their capacity to 

present suitably the fact of continuity.85 That is why the theory of dediscoursification is a kin 

to such discourses, including primarily Hobbes’s. To remind, Hobbes famously compared the 

state of war with the state of a “foul weather.” He pointed out that bad weather cannot be 

reduced to two or three showers of rain. The same is true of the state of war. One may 
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  Hence, in the terminology of Dessler’s typology of the causes of war (Dessler 1994), dediscoursification is a key 

“trigger.”  
84

  For the concept and varieties of dehumanization, see Goldhagen (2009, 319-330); for a dehumanization of 

adversary within the context of Cold War, see Howard (2008, 112-113).  
85

  For example, Galtung (1996) and Wright (1951)  
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witness some military clashes lasting for a day or two, but the state of war is of a longer 

duration and is not as tangible as “a shower of rain.” As Hobbes famously put it, war takes 

place whenever there is an “inclination to actual fighting,” during “all the time there is no 

assurance to the contrary.” (Hobbes 1994, 76) Hence, if there is no securing mechanism that 

blocks the outbreak of war, not only as a temporary “brake,” but as a longer lasting means of 

prevention, one is right to call such a condition “the state of war.” The theory of 

dediscoursification proposes a view of the causes and effects of such a state in terms that 

differ from Hobbes’s, but Hobbes’s frame can serve as a good starting point.              

The theory of dediscoursification states that “the assurance to the contrary” is found only 

in discourse, or negotiations, that confirm and respect the moral matrix of discourse. To 

Hobbes, the assurance is famously found in the sovereign power, i.e. Leviathan.86 

Additionally, while referring to the state of dispute that precedes war, Hobbes tends to 

describe it as a condition that almost automatically causes war, as if there is no discursive 

way out that may be tracked by the disputants, as the theory of dediscoursification assumes. 

According to Hobbes, the cause of this is found in the inability of the disputants to supply a 

“right reason” individually or jointly. According to Hobbes, the only viable solution is through 

a simulation of a right reason, a provision of a sovereign body whose word will be taken by 

all as “the right reason” (Tuck 1992, 171-172).  

Though this is not immediately obvious, Hobbes too refers to the state of silence. He 

actually implies that the state of silence is bound to take place as soon as a dispute is 

recognized. Each disputant will go silent before the opposed discourse, and thus opposed 

discourses will cancel one another out. The only discourse that may transcend the condition 

of the loss of a legitimate discourse is, in Hobbes’s view, the discourse by Leviathan, a great 

definer and a sovereign power that serves to the parties as a site of a right reason. Here is 

where the theory of dediscoursification, with its focus on the factor of continuity between 

the pre-war state and the state of war, departs from the Hobbesian framework in a 

significant way. 

By now it must be clear why the theory of dediscoursification is special as the theory of 

the causes of war. It claims that war is preceded by the loss of faith in language, which 

explains why the parties to war do not rely on discourse as a medium of problem-solving. In 
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  I am aware that this proposition simplifies Hobbes’s ideas; for a more detailed and accurate presentation, see Pehar 

(2014a); additionally, when it comes to the Hobbesian notion of “sovereign power,” in my view, there is no fundamental 

difference between Hobbes’s Leviathan and “liberal umpire” as proposed by Gaus (2003, 218-229).  
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addition, the theory also claims that the problems are not actually resolved by the use of 

force – they persist throughout the relationship of the warring parties. In other words, war is 

an irrational response to some real problems, but the human agents may be nonetheless 

forced to accept such irrational response; also, their realization that they have been so 

forced may be fully rational. Irrationality, of course, must be a key part of the problem as 

one who generates dediscoursification is an irrational agent. However, it is clear that the 

characterization of such irrationality as irrationality must be deemed rational despite the 

fact that it is bound to lead to tragic consequences.   

More importantly from the angle of the theory of dediscoursification, some agents 

dehumanize themselves by dediscoursifying another agent. For instance, when you lie for a 

private gain, and thus harm someone, you dediscoursify another human agent, but you 

dehumanize yourself. People constitute themselves as moral agents primarily through 

discourse, but they also transform themselves into immoral creatures by using discourse in 

ways that show disrespect, or disregard, for the moral matrix of discourse. This part of the 

story needs to be added to every genealogy of war because the latter necessarily includes a 

story of a failed diplomacy in the sense of either the failures of deliberate diplomatic 

attempts or some inherently “anti-diplomatic” agents who never try diplomacy.  

Grotius too offered a definition of war that emphasizes the factor of continuity between 

the pre-war state and the state of war, but his definition can also help us recognize a kind of 

discontinuity that the common-sense attributes to the notion of war. He defines war as “the 

State or Situation of those (considered in that Respect) who dispute by Force of Arms” 

(Grotius 2005, 51). Grotius thus obviously recognizes that the condition of disagreement, a 

difference in policy, necessarily precedes war, but also endures in the state of war. At the 

same time, he points out that, during the war, the dispute is conducted by the force of arms. 

At a first glance, this seems meaningless – the use of the armed force is not an effective 

means of a reasonable dispute settlement. Dispute cannot evolve or be resolved reasonably 

by the use of the armed force.  

The theory of dediscoursification is one which satisfactorily explains this aspect by stating 

that war is an effect of a degenerated dispute that involves some participants who have 

failed both as human beings and as the users of discourse. To break out, war thus needs to 

be preceded by a state in which the disputants arrive at the conclusion that the dispute has 

not evolved as a normal discursive dispute should. Hence, it is through his definition of war 
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that Grotius points to inherent irrationality of war, to its abnormal and wasteful nature. 

Now, as Grotius also advocated “just war theory” (JWT) of a kind, a pertinent question can 

be put as follows: can the JWT be reconciled to Grotius’s definition of war that is more or 

less in accordance with the theory of dediscoursification?   

 

4.2 Just war as a last resort?   

This leads us to the consideration of the JWT tradition. Are there any just wars? Also, 

what criteria need to be met for a war to be describable as just? While addressing this 

tradition, one should have in mind that the JWT is not a homogenous tradition or a set of 

theoretical postulates that have remained unchanged throughout history. The JWT tradition 

is multiform and internally divided over an important theoretical controversy, or issue, that I 

address later in the text.  

To start with an illustration (as found in Berkowitz 2013, 10-11), it will suffice to mention 

that, in 1240, Alexander of Hales (or Halesius), an English Franciscan, the first systematic 

thinker within the JWT tradition, proposed six key criteria of just war. However, Thomas 

Aquinas, also a JWT theorist, reduced criteria to three as follows: the criterion of auctoritas 

(war must be declared or initiated by a proper authority), the criterion of causa iusta (a just 

cause), and of intentio recta (a right intention), which is a demand on the parties to fight 

exactly for a causa iusta, and not for some other purpose to which the causa iusta serves 

merely as an excuse or cover (for instance, one really fights to gain control over some oil 

fields in the Middle East, but one claims to fight to introduce, promote, or defend democracy 

within the same region).   

What are the essential parts of JWT? The theory assumes, and claims to be able to 

demonstrate, that some wars are just. In other words, according to the theory, one can 

defend a just project, or plan, by the means of war if the war itself is started, conducted, and 

ended in the way that meets some criteria of justice. Hence, a just war is a product of a 

moral calculus that satisfies the criteria of justice.87 Basically, JWT claims that wars need to 

be judged according to three stages that involve some special demands/criteria: ius ad 

bellum, or the criteria before the start of war, ius in bello, or the criteria that apply in the 

course of war, and ius post bellum, or the criteria that apply at the war’s end. Here my focus 
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  For an outline of the JWT, see, for example, Fisher (2011, 64-84) and Orend (2008); as to international legal 

developments as related to the JWT, see Franck (1995, 245-283) and Kennedy (2006).  
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is entirely on ius ad bellum; we will see that it is impossible to satisfy the basic criteria of 

justice contained in that part of JWT.  

However, one should here immediately emphasize that the JWT is a moral discourse of 

war. It assumes that warfare ought to be assessed and scrutinized in moral terms (as 

emphasized in Walzer 2004, ix-x). This in itself is a commendable aspect of the theory. 

Hence, the JWT demands at least implicitly that the decision-makers, for instance statesmen 

or presidents, couch and justify their decision in favour of a war in moral terms. Thereby, 

however, the decision becomes a likely subject of critique, counter-argument, and perhaps a 

notable challenge. Actually, this is the best aspect of JWT: it should, ideally, incite a public 

debate, a discourse concerning a decision in favour of, or against, war, which implies that 

the society in which such a dialogue takes place views itself as a community composed of 

discoursing and co-reasoning individuals (see also Rengger 2002, 363).    

Let us focus then on ius ad bellum.88 According to a majority of today’s JWT theorists, it 

consists of six criteria (Orend 2008). Apart from the three emphasized by Aquinas, the 

following three are generally cited: the criterion of the probability of success, which means 

that one should not start a war if one’s moral calculus predicts that the probability of the 

achievement of a just cause by the means of war is low; secondly, the criterion of 

proportionality in the sense that we should not start a war if, from our own perspective, the 

ratio between the harm inflicted and the good achieved is to the detriment of the latter; or 

if, for instance, the harm inflicted corrupts the good achieved to such an extent that one can 

hardly speak about the promotion/materialization of the good or of justice (imagine that, in 

order to defend oneself from a military attack, one destroys an entire population on whose 

behalf the attacker acted); thirdly and finally, the criterion of “ultima ratio,” or “last 

resort”89: one should start a war only after having exhausted the alternative, including 

peaceful, methods of problem-solving, that is, the alternative means of the promotion of a 

(presumably) just cause. 

The last criterion insists on the fact that the human being is primarily ens loquens, one 

who aims to resolve a problem by negotiating. However, there is some likelihood that one 

will not be able to resolve the problem by the means of negotiations. It is then that ens belli, 

or the solving of the problem by the means of force, enters the equation. Let us recall the 
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  For an historical presentation of “ius ad bellum,” see Reichberg (2008)  
89

  The most direct, and the most adequate, English translation of the Latin 'ultima ratio' is 'the ultimate reason;' 

however, 'last resort' is a common and established English equivalent.   
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example cited in section 1.4: Ignatieff referred to a speech by Tony Blair in which the latter 

justifies the NATO strikes against Serbia; Blair claimed that, prior to the start of the strikes, 

diplomacy, involving primarily American side, really exhausted all the means of alternative 

and peaceful resolution of the Kosovo conflict. As the same section demonstrated, this is not 

true. In other words, Blair was untruthful when he claimed that the American and European 

diplomats attempted to find, or produce through negotiations, a peaceful solution of the 

Kosovo dispute.                 

This immediately conveys a lesson that is of a major importance. It is possible to use some 

JWT criteria in a wrong way, as a disguise. We may say that we have applied a criterion, 

whereas the truth is that we have not.90 Interestingly, such a use of JWT can be explained by 

the theory of dediscoursification: we use a criterion in the way that causes our interlocutor 

to cease believing in us as an ens loquens; we actually state some untruth about the 

application of criterion, which in our interlocutor generates a justified impression, or belief, 

that such a criterion indeed cannot be applied or implemented. Then we may cynically 

accuse our interlocutor of a lack of good faith in negotiation as s/he, in turn, draws from our 

accusation the conclusion that a peaceful, discursive alternative to war stands no chance; in 

his or her eyes, we exploit such an alternative for a single purpose, to promote our Public 

Relations and present ourselves in a favourable light. Such developments, however, point to 

the key issues concerning both the criterion of “ultima ratio” and the JWT.     

First, we should notice that the Latin term for the criterion is vague and confusing. Does it 

refer to war itself as an “ultima ratio,” which is literally the last reason that at a point in time 

replaces or supplements all the reasons already exhausted? Or, does it refer to war as a 

condition that comes after “ultima ratio” in a discursive sense, and that can be tried only 

after the entire space of reasons and counter-reasons was exhausted? The former 

interpretation of the criterion depicts war as a part of a discursive order, as a continuation of 

some words that have “hit the wall.” The latter interpretation, however, opens an 

unbridgeable gap between the space of discourse and the application of force – one has 

exhausted the realm of reasons, and now one enters an entirely different realm of force. The 

interpretation is likely to depend on a more detailed understanding of both force and of the 

exact demand contained in the criterion of “last resort.” Regardless of the issue of 

interpretation, however, it is important to emphasize that the “ultima ratio” is about 
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   See also Singer (2004, 146-151)   
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discourse; hence, the criterion supplies an opening through which the theory of 

dediscoursification can communicate with the JWT.  

In other words, the JWT is not only a moral discourse; it is, at least in a part, a theory of 

discourse as it relates to war, or to the use of armed force. How to describe such a relation 

in more precise terms? The answer to the question depends on a more precise 

understanding of the “ultima ratio” criterion. We will see that the proponents of the JWT are 

deeply divided over the issue; hence, it is impossible to speak about a coherent corpus of the 

theory. We will see as well that one kind of interpretation of the criterion leads us 

straightforwardly to the theory of dediscoursification,91 but one consequence of such 

interpretation is as follows: there cannot be a just war in the sense of discursive justice, that 

is, in the sense of the implementation of a discursively presented structure of justice that 

one attempts to impose on others by the use of force.  

Once we focus on the exact words by the JWT theorists concerning the “ultima ratio” 

criterion, we soon realize that there is no single criterion of the kind; we see instead a 

multitude of ideas, intuitions, or conjectures concerning the exact demand contained in the 

criterion. For instance, if we focus on David Fisher (2011, 73), by the criterion we should 

mean primarily “sanctions” that use a force, but not armed one. Interestingly, Fisher starts 

his presentation of the criterion by emphasizing that, in some conditions, it should not be 

applied at all – for instance, when it causes a delay in the use of armed force, which could 

cause disastrous consequences. In this regard he primarily has in mind the situation of 

emergency, a grave danger faced by a party who is about to suffer an imminent military 

attack. Here, however, we identify the first issue confronted by the “ultima ratio”: it is 

obvious that one is not expected to apply the criterion in the situation which, according to 

the JWT proponents, prompts the very paradigm of a just war, that is, a war of self-defence. 

For a while, however, we need to put both the situation and the issue aside. 

If we focus on Brian Orend, we will get a picture that differs starkly from Fisher’s. Orend 

claims that the criterion includes “all the plausible, peaceful initiatives (in particular, 

diplomatic negotiations)” (Orend 2008). In other words, his focus is on a condition in which 

one faces a serious political conflict which has not yet escalated. In such a situation, one 

could try the venue of diplomatic negotiations. Now, does this exhaust the contents of the 
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can hardly be distinguished from the key propositions of the theory of dediscoursification. 
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concept of the “ultima ratio”? Furthermore, why does Orend, in contrast to Fisher, exclude 

economic sanctions as a mechanism that can, at least partly, satisfy the criterion? William 

O’Brien proposes a view similar to Orend’s. As he (2009, 431) put it, “The last component of 

the condition of just cause is that war be employed only as a last resort after the exhaustion 

of peaceful alternatives. To have legitimate recourse to war, it must be the ultima ratio, the 

arbitrament of arms. This requirement has taken on added significance in the League of 

Nations–United Nations period.” He adds that, to fulfill the criterion, a state needs also to 

submit its disputes with other states to international arbitration, thus demonstrating that it 

does not rely only on self-help in grappling with a serious political conflict. However, most 

importantly, we need to emphasize that O’Brien considers the criterion as a part of “causa 

iusta” criterion: we need to satisfy the “ultima ratio” criterion to be able to pose a credible 

claim that we indeed intend to apply an armed force for a just cause. Hence, in contrast to 

Fisher, O’Brien interprets the criterion as a strict provision that places strong and very 

constraining demands on the states. 

Alexander Moseley, another JWT proponent, casts the criterion in the following terms: 

“War should always be a last resort. This connects intimately with presenting a just cause–all 

other forms of solution must have been attempted prior to the declaration of war” (Moseley 

2009). However, he does not add more precision to his presentation of the criterion. 

Furthermore, he emphasizes that the criterion needs to be applied primarily due to the fact 

that war is an unpredictable and dangerous/destructive affair; hence “one needs to be 

cautious” – this is, according to Moseley, all that the criterion tells us. James Turner Johnson 

takes a different stand on the criterion, which shows some resemblance to Fisher’s:   

“But the just war criterion of last resort does not mean that everything except military 

force must first be tried and have failed. Rather, this criterion, like the resort to force 

itself, has to be interpreted via a judgment as to the proportionality of proposed 

nonmilitary means—whether they will cause more good than harm—and as to 

whether they have any reasonable hope of success. That is, last resort is a criterion to 

be used in analyzing whether force is the most reasonable and proportionate choice, 

among all the choices available, to bring about the justified end. It is wrong to use the 

criterion of last resort as a means of postponing indefinitely any resort to military 

force.” (Johnson 2006, 184)  
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This means that Johnson does not advocate the view that a period of peaceful 

negotiations must precede war – if you believe that you can reach a goal by a peaceful 

means, you apply such a means; if you believe, on the other hand, that you can reach a goal 

by the means of the armed force, which also satisfies the criterion of proportionality, you 

apply such a means regardless of the “ultima ratio.” This implies that Johnson does not 

subscribe to the thesis of moral asymmetry between the means of the armed force, on the 

one hand, and the means of peaceful influence, on the other – such means are morally 

equivalent paths to some goals that ought to be measured only by the criteria of utility. This, 

however, leaves us in doubt as to the true meaning and purpose of the “ultima ratio” 

criterion. Does not the true purpose of the criterion lie in its intention to emphasize that, 

prima facie, the problem-solving by discourse is both more human and more ethical than the 

problem-solving by the armed force? And does not such a purpose also involve a moral 

asymmetry between discourse and force?  

Finally, let us focus on Michael Walzer, the most influential among the contemporary 

advocates of the JWT. Walzer did not write about the criterion in more detail, but, in his 

preface to the 4th edition of the Just and Unjust Wars, he seems to have suggested that, in 

order to obtain a fully functional or applicable “last resort” criterion, which has not been 

fully offered yet, we need a ius ad vim, a moral-legal frame, to specify and rank various 

forms and degrees of the application of force (vis in Latin) according to their legitimacy 

(Walzer 2006, xv). However, in some essays, especially in “Justice and injustice in the Gulf 

War” from 1992, he delivered a few propositions concerning the criterion simply because 

the criterion was explicitly referred to during the UN debate about justifiability of the use of 

military means to force Saddam out of Kuwait. Interestingly, it is in such a context that 

Walzer attempted to water down the criterion and demonstrate that it either carries some 

“unacceptable” consequences (for instance, by applying strictly the criterion, we would not 

be able at all to make a decision in favor of an armed force application), or contains some 

metaphysical connotations due to which its specific application is bound to remain 

mysterious. As Walzer specifically put it,   

“Taken literally, which is exactly the way many people took it during the months of the 

blockade, ‘last resort’ would make war morally impossible. For we can never reach 

lastness, or we can never know that we have reached it. There is always something 

else to do: another diplomatic note, another United Nations resolution, another 
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meeting. Once something like a blockade is in place, it is always possible to wait a little 

longer and hope for the success of (what looks like but isn’t quite) nonviolence. 

Assuming, however, that war was justified in the first instance, at the moment of the 

invasion, then it is justifiable at any subsequent point when its costs and benefits seem 

on balance better than those of the available alternatives.” (Walzer 2004, 88) 

 

However, it is extremely interesting to note that, prior to the second war in Iraq, in 2003, 

in a brief commentary, Walzer, again on the foundation of the “ultima ratio” criterion, 

advocates a view that is at odds with one he advocated prior to the Gulf War; more 

specifically, his argument against the second war in Iraq is worded as follows:      

“We say of war that it is the ‘last resort’ because of the unpredictable, unexpected, 

unintended, and unavoidable horrors that it regularly brings. In fact, war isn’t the last 

resort, for ‘lastness’ is a metaphysical condition, which is never actually reached in real 

life: it is always possible to do something else, or to do it again, before doing whatever 

it is that comes last. The notion of lastness is cautionary – but this caution is necessary: 

look hard for alternatives before you ‘let loose the dogs of war.’ Right now, even at 

this last minute, there still are alternatives, and that is the best argument against going 

to war.” (Walzer 2004, 155)    

 

Putting aside Walzer’s implausible claim that the “last resort” criterion implies a 

metaphysical notion of “lastness,” one can draw from his own words the conclusion that, 

apart from a vague warning that one should be cautious with the decision to wage war, the 

criterion lacks a coherent meaning in the JWT tradition. One can also draw the conclusion 

that it is up to an individual interpreter to use the criterion arbitrarily and in accordance with 

the circumstance and the interpreter’s own political agenda.   

Hence, the above presentation of the uses of the “ultima ratio” entails that we lack the 

key answers to the key questions concerning the criterion: for instance, what methods and 

procedures are involved in a precise application of the criterion? Does the criterion refer to 

both sanctions and negotiations or to negotiations only? Thirdly, should one consider the 

criterion in a strictly temporal sense, as a demand that, prior to the decision to wage war, in 

a real time, all alternative means, such as negotiations, be tried and proved ineffective? Or, 

should we take it only in a logical sense, as one of the elements considered together, and in 

one go, with the remaining ones such as the element of proportionality? O’Brien and Orend 

propose that the criterion be applied in a temporal sense; Johnson and Fisher advocate an 



208 

 

application in a logical sense. According to Walzer, the interpretations are likely to vary 

depending on the context and circumstance: at the time of the Gulf War, he seemed inclined 

to read the criterion in a logical sense, while prior to the second war in Iraq he was more 

inclined to an interpretation in a temporal sense. Additionally, and perhaps more 

importantly, it seems that some theorists, such as Johnson and Fisher, take the decision to 

wage war more lightheartedly than the others; their understanding and application of the 

“ultima ratio” criterion does not serve the purpose of enlarging the distance from discourse 

to the use of the armed force as much as possible.  

Now, assuming that the criterion concerns the use of discourse, what demands should we 

place on it? Obviously, the criterion demands that, faced with a party defending political or 

diplomatic interest(s) irreconcilable to ours, we endorse the method of negotiations as a 

peaceful, discursive means of the conflict settlement. This is a starting point of the criterion. 

This means that, like the theory of dediscoursification itself, the criterion lays the greatest 

emphasis possible on the notion of the human being as ens loquens who relates to other 

human beings primarily in the mode of discourse. Additionally, the criterion obviously 

suggests, or implies, that the use of discourse may fail, i.e. that the method of negotiating 

may fail to deliver a desirable result. In other words, the criterion does not exclude the 

possibility of war. It merely states that the war needs to be preceded by a condition that 

demonstrates unambiguously both our humanity and morality; it does not add that such a 

condition is likely to endure indefinitely.  

Empirically, we know that, in some conditions, the negotiators are unlikely to 

demonstrate their ens loquens-nature fully, and that negotiations may fail. However, one 

needs to pose the question of why is this so? Why do some negotiations fail? Without an 

answer to the question, we cannot give a precise answer to the following one: is it just to 

declare and wage war, or not? Imagine that the failure of negotiations is our own fault, i.e. 

that we carry the primary responsibility for it. Also, imagine that indeed we have tried to 

resolve the conflict by negotiating. In such conditions, formally we have satisfied the “ultima 

ratio” criterion, but our declaration of war cannot be right or just.   

In other words, the very criterion makes it clear that, when discourse is defeated prior to 

a war, an explanation of such a defeat needs to be sought to a large degree in discourse 

itself. This furthermore entails that the “ultima ratio” criterion is implicitly committed to the 

theory of dediscoursification. If the criterion needs to address the stage of pre-war 
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negotiations, as it indeed does, it also needs to address the failure of negotiations due to 

some causes that lie in the very use of discourse. A more detailed explanation of the failure 

in such terms hands us the key elements of the theory of dediscoursification. Hence, the 

theory of dediscoursification is a necessary addition to the “ultima ratio” criterion; it is a 

logical extension of the criterion, but, as we will see, it will guide us to some conclusions that 

cannot be reconciled to the key idea of JWT – that a war may be just. In such a sense, the 

“ultima ratio” criterion needs to be separated from the rest of JWT, and used possibly as a 

part of another, non-JWT context within which it may produce more reasonable effects than 

within the JWT.   

The first, and the key, question may be put as follows. Is it possible to use the “ultima 

ratio” criterion to justify the following claim by a political actor: “I tried everything, including 

peaceful negotiations; now I have arrived at the conclusion that this conflict cannot be 

resolved by peaceful means, without a use of the armed force; I believe that I have a just 

cause; hence, I decide now to wage a just war”? Actually, no actor can claim this in rational 

terms. It is impossible to claim that one has, through rational terms, arrived at the 

conclusion that a conflict cannot be resolved by peaceful means, i.e. by negotiations. If one 

arrived at such a conclusion, the train of reasoning cannot be rational or founded on 

plausible premises. Why is this so? The answer to the question is as follows: to a minimally 

rational agent, there is always a set of negotiated solutions that both parties to a conflict 

must prefer over the option of war. James D. Fearon demonstrated this proposition formally 

(Fearon 1995, 386-388); and, he also demonstrated that the assumptions under which the 

proposition is valid are neither too strong nor demanding. Fearon presents such assumptions 

as follows: the states involved are aware that there is a true probability P that one state will 

win the war; the behavior of the states is either risk-adverse or risk-neutral; and, thirdly, the 

issues that are a subject of negotiations can be quantified in some way (Fearon 1995, 388-

389). The key idea here is very simple: the view that a negotiated solution, which both 

parties prefer to the option of war, does not exist, or cannot be found, is a result of an 

irrational train of inferences. This implies that the conclusion that a conflict cannot be 

resolved by the non-military means of negotiation, which is a conclusion in which the 

application of the “ultima ratio” criterion is supposed to result, is as well founded on an 

irrational train of thoughts.  
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The only rational conclusion, to which some negotiating parties may tentatively arrive, is 

as follows: “At the moment, we do not recognize, or are unable to identify, the set of 

negotiated options that are preferable to the option of war; however, we are aware that 

such a lack of recognition, or identification, cannot be our final word; hence, we simply need 

to continue with the search and exploration, which necessarily involves further diplomatic 

talks.” Therefore, the very idea that “all negotiated options are exhausted” is a result of a 

flawed, irrational conclusion – it is impossible to conclude rationally that “negotiated 

options” are exhausted. This, however, is not due to Walzer’s bizarre idea that something 

always remains to be done prior to a war, but to the plausible thesis that, objectively, there 

is always a set of negotiated outcomes that, according to both negotiating parties, must be 

preferable to the option of war.                 

This leads us to recognize that the “ultima ratio” criterion, as envisaged by the JWT, 

cannot be applied to two key conditions in which, according to the JWT, we should be in a 

position to make a right and non-opposable decision to wage a just war: first, which is nearly 

self-explanatory, it cannot be applied to the condition of self-defense, a necessary response 

to an act of aggression; secondly, it cannot be applied to the condition of the longer lasting 

negotiations aimed at conflict resolution. It is, therefore, clear that something must be 

wrong with the application of the criterion within the context of JWT. My proposal is to 

detach the criterion from the context and retain only the part that is reproduced within the 

theory of dediscoursification. The next few paragraphs will deal with two additional issues: 

first, does the “ultima ratio” include economic sanctions? Secondly, can war be just from the 

perspective of the theory of dediscoursification? The answers to the questions are mutually 

related, and we will see that the answer to the former question leads easily to an answer to 

the latter.  

From the angle of the theory of dediscoursification, economic sanctions are a means of 

coercion and, in such a sense, do not differ from the means of the armed force. Their 

specificity, however, lies in the fact that they do not involve directly the killing of the enemy. 

That is why their status within the “last resort” criterion is prima facie controversial. 

Additionally, if we claim that we have exhausted all the negotiated options, and we 

therefore now need to introduce sanctions, such a claim is flawed too, as demonstrated 

above. Hence, in such a sense, economic sanctions are, like war itself, based on an irrational 

train or mechanism of reasoning. Still, it seems that sanctions are more moral, or rational, 
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than the use of the armed force because they seem to produce a lesser evil. Most 

importantly, however, once we adopt the key ideas of the theory of dediscoursification, this 

part of the “ultima ratio” criterion becomes clear too.  

From the angle of the theory of dediscoursification, negotiations fail primarily due to the 

process of dediscoursification. Dediscoursification, however, takes place due to some 

violation of the moral matrix of discourse. Its final outcome is in the rational conclusion that 

one party to negotiations left the medium of discourse and thereby justifiably deserved 

some negative moral attributes. In other words, prior to a war or sanctions, one party must 

have already formed the view of the other party as immoral primarily in the sense of the 

latter’s attitude toward discourse. Thereby the state of war has already started. Nothing else 

needs to happen, and no additional force needs to be applied directly. One party has already 

formed the view that the relationships will either have to be steered by the factor of force, 

or coercion, or not hold at all. At least one party, the dediscoursifying one, has formed such 

a view on the basis of an irrational mechanism. The other party, the dediscoursified one, has 

formed the same view on the basis of its conclusion that it could not apply an alternative, i.e. 

discourse-friendly, type of conduct in partnership with the dediscoursifying, or irrational, 

party. 

However, the dediscoursified party is also aware that the communication problem cannot 

be resolved by force. To the party, war, like the use of force in any other form, can serve 

only as a means of preventing the immoral party from imposing their own view; i.e. a means 

of forcing the immoral party to accept a stalemate which, however, simply amounts to the 

state of affairs immediately prior to the outbreak of war: this means that, to a 

dediscoursified party, war can serve only as a means of preserving the pre-war condition. All 

other options are irrational from the angle of the theory of dediscoursification. In such a 

sense, no war can be considered just. The only rational consideration and aim is to prevent 

an enforced change of the conditions in which agents, political or diplomatic, find 

themselves at the moment of the cessation of communication. From the angle of a rational 

discourse, all forms of a change produced by war are imposed; hence, they cannot confirm a 

rational discourse. “War” here can be replaced with “sanctions,” and we obtain the same 

result. This means that, from the perspective of the theory of dediscoursification, economic 

sanctions are not a part of the “last resort” criterion. “Ratio” in “ultima ratio” is exhausted at 

the very moment when discourse is discontinued. 
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This conclusion can be easily demonstrated by a thought-experiment. Imagine that, 

instead of economic sanctions, we decide to apply the strategy of the purchase of an 

attitude/view. Imagine that our partner has closed himself to a discursive kind of influence, 

i.e. that he left the medium of discourse. Is the option of the purchase of a change in his 

attitude rational? It is clear that a force will be applied, but it is an attractive, not pushing but 

pulling, kind of force, one of money; of course, this is a kind of bribery.92 However, such an 

option is not viable either; it does not count as persuasion. It may prompt the partner to 

declare a change of his attitude due to, say, his greed. The partner will nevertheless be 

inclined to preserve his or her original attitude internally; at best, s/he can endorse a 

declared change in attitude as long as it brings him, or her, a tangible benefit. Also, we know 

that this is not a real, sustainable or substantive, change. Additionally, this kind of influence 

depends on some, however minimal, amount of truthfulness as well. But, how to keep trust 

when our partner has left the medium of discourse? Hence, this kind of strategy is irrational 

too.  

This means that, once we enter the period in which a discursive kind of influence has 

ceased to be exerted because dediscoursification has taken its toll, a non-discursive kind of 

influence can play no role except one of preserving the conditions that prevailed 

immediately prior to the cessation of communication. However, such conditions were bad 

enough and, more importantly, no party can, nor should, view them as an embodiment of 

justice.     

The JWT proponents usually claim that war is just when it is necessary, and it is necessary 

when it is a war of self-defense. To this one should reply that the necessity concerned is not 

of a discursive, but of a physical-material kind. Any entity that applies a force to some other 

entity is bound to receive an amount of counter-force in some form. One who physically 

defends him- or herself from a physical attack acts not as a discursive, but as a natural being. 

It is for such a reason that the attribution of moral categories in this condition makes no 

sense. Besides, it is possible that those who defend a military-political entity in fact defend a 

carrier of some unjust ideas or projects. Such a self-defense cannot be considered just 

either.  

                                                 
92

  In a sense, the application of a lethal force is comparable to bribery; on the one hand, I offer to my enemy an 

absolute loss – should he oppose my view, he would pay with his life; on the other hand, I offer to my enemy an absolute 

gain too – should he endorse my view, I would spare his life which, to him, is the worthiest gain. 
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Secondly, it is quite possible that the dediscoursified agent, one who respected the moral 

matrix of discourse throughout the period of verbal interaction, launches a first attack. Such 

an attack may be launched due to a plethora of causes – by accident, misinterpretation, 

misperception, even prevention. In such conditions it seems that the dediscoursifying agent 

has justice on his side as he only defends himself. However, we need to recall that the 

dediscoursifying agent is either a liar, or one who breaks his or her promises with no regrets, 

or one who is incoherent and irresponsible with the use of discourse. Hence, his being a 

target of an attack is to a large extent an outcome of his own discursive strategy – by his use 

of discourse, he effectively removed both parties from the medium of discourse. That is why 

his self-defense can in no way be interpreted as the implementation of justice, or as 

something of which one can claim is right in a moral sense. Of course, one can view his self-

defense as a necessity, which is comprehensible in purely natural or physical terms. 

However, it would not make sense to claim that he, as the dediscoursifying agent, has 

somehow partially revoked, or overruled, his own discursive immorality by waging a “just” 

war. I believe that, for example, Alija Izetbegović can be cited as a pertinent illustration of 

such agency.  

War can be said to serve two purposes: it defends the reasoner, but it does not defend a 

reason; and war attacks the reasoner, but does not attack a reason. The fact that a war 

defends a reasoner has no bearing upon the war as a defense of a reason. It is quite possible 

that a war is fought to defend the reasoner who offered a flawed or implausible reason. 

Hence, it is quite possible that a war is fought also to attack the reasoner who offered a 

sound and plausible reason. It is also possible that a war is fought to defend the reasoner 

who offered a sound and plausible reason. However, it is not necessarily so. Additionally, 

from the angle of one who offered a sound and plausible reason, the defense of him as the 

reasoner is, in light of the reason, a waste of time. S/he knows that a reason cannot, and 

should not, be defended by the armed force. Hence, a reason cannot be challenged by the 

armed force either.  

Drawing on Clausewitz, Orend in his essay on war states as follows: “War is the 

intentional use of mass force to resolve disputes over governance. War is, indeed, 

governance by bludgeon. Ultimately, war is profoundly anthropological: it is about which 

group of people gets to say what goes on in a given territory” (Orend 2008). It is exactly in 

such a sense that war is a fundamentally flawed practice. “Which group of people gets to say 
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what goes on in a given territory,” is determined in a senseless way to the extent that it is 

determined by a war; it is something that can, and should, be determined only by reasons. If 

it is not thus determined, it is not determined at all even when the victorious party to a war 

and a superior, or error-free, reasoner coincide in a single person or a group.93  

Hence, the theory of dediscoursification is opposed to the JWT in many ways. Both 

theories embody a moral discourse of war, but the JWT is not a moral discourse concerning 

discourse, except in a small part. That part, so-called “ultima ratio” criterion, can be properly 

employed by the theory of dediscoursification. We also learned that, due to a number of 

reasons, including primarily Fearon’s demonstration, the “ultima ratio” criterion cannot be 

used as the JWT intends it. Hence, put metaphorically, the criterion is an Achilles’ heel of 

JWT. In contrast to the JWT, the theory of dediscoursification deals primarily with discursive 

aspects of the causes of war. It defends the view that every war is a result of a failed 

diplomacy in the sense of a use of discourse; such failed diplomacy can be explained by an 

attitude to discourse that removes discourse as a medium of interaction between individuals 

or groups.  

Furthermore, the theory of dediscoursification deals with much longer periods of 

interaction between the agents who at some point decide to wage war. JWT, in contrast, is 

normally focused only on the period that coincides with a decision to wage war, or on one 

immediately preceding it. Of course, to understand fully the causes of war, we need a long-

term perspective as the theory of dediscoursification suggests. The theory clearly offers a 

more detailed view: for instance, a view in which the Rambouillet negotiations are of a key 

importance to the account of the NATO “Allied Force” operation. It makes no sense to deny 

that the parties entering the arena of war form, prior to the entry, a view of one another 

through their discursive interacting. Such discursive interacting generates discursive 

responses that may be just or unjust. In contrast to the JWT, the theory of 

dediscoursification considers, and aims to explain, such interactions and responses. Also, the 

theory of dediscoursification deals with moral issues primarily in the form of the questions 

concerning a moral use of discourse. When, in contrast, one reads Walzer, one has the 

                                                 
93

  One also needs to have in mind that decision-making in the conditions of war is characterized by some paradoxes 

that cannot be resolved rationally; for instance, as Mitchell (1981, 152) emphasized, every party who apply lethal force 

increase the value of the political project for which the opposite party wage the war; once the latter are forced to make a 

sacrifice, the value of their political project will necessarily increase in their own eyes, thus making them even more willing 

to launch counterattacks and sustain an additional amount of sacrifice; this means that a party who apply lethal force produce 

some conditions in which the probability of their success is decreased, which means that, by applying such a force, the party 

act against themselves.   
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impression that a relevant moral analysis starts with an unequivocally critical situation, a 

bombardment, a troop movement, or similar. However, such an analysis must start much 

earlier and cover the long-term period of discursive interacting between relevant political 

agents; according to the theory of dediscoursification, the analysis also ends earlier than 

according to the JWT. One should not forget that the parties who enter the arena of war 

have formed the view of each other as immoral or morally dubious, even as evil or non-

human, agents long before the actual start of the armed force collision.   

The theory of dediscoursification aims to explain (not justify) war in terms of discourse, 

attitudes toward discourse, and discursive interacting. However, in terms of the theory, war 

itself is not a part of the discursive universe. Despite the fact that wars break out because of 

the attitude toward language, they are not a part, or a pattern, of language. War cannot be 

“a lesson,” a “defense of democracy,” “a promotion of freedom,” “the protection of human 

rights,” or similar. JWT, however, views the matters through a reversed lens: it does not 

explain war in terms of specific discursive attitudes, but tends to describe wars as a part of a 

discursive universe. Such a view cannot be reconciled with the status of the human being as 

a being of Logos, ens loquens, nor with the fact that, in terms of value-orientations, the 

civilized people prefer a conflict resolution by negotiations to one by the armed force. 

Hence, the JWT should perhaps be interpreted as but a kind of traumatic response to the 

periods of a war-caused destruction, killing, maiming, or plundering; a response that aims to 

organize narratively our traumatic past, and make it relatively meaningful or at least 

bearable.94  

From the angle of the theory of dediscoursification, the key problem, one which sets the 

key preconditions for an outbreak of armed conflict, is in the silence of the special kind, one 

which marks the loss of trust in the other both as a discursive and moral agent;95 the silence 

which indicates that discourse, a key medium of social/political problem-solving, is taken out 

of the equation, and that one cannot talk to the other as “a human to human:” the mutual 

discursive relationship is broken due to the fact that the relationship between an individual, 

or individuals, on the one hand, and moral-discursive standards, on the other, had been 

severed. The severance of discursive relationships involves both moral and anthropological 

                                                 
94

 For another critique of JWT, see Werner (2013)  
95

 Hence, the silence of the kind is bound to influence one’s perception of a threat as well as to contribute causally to 

one’s misperception of a threat, which is not explicitly thematized in a valuable and lucid study by Stein (1993).    
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dimensions, because the agents who experience the harm of dediscoursification disqualify 

one another morally and also view one another as insufficiently human.  

This now means that wars need to be considered through the prism of animal clash, as an 

aggregate consisting of purely animal energies and instincts. Such energies and instincts may 

be partly disciplined, or domesticated, by wars, but wars cannot reconnect them to the 

discourse guided by moral standards. Now, one crucial question is as follows: how could 

such a relationship of war, marked critically by the problematic silence of the dediscoursified 

humans, be changed? I believe that it is sound to assume that the only positive kind of 

change, or a “cure,” ought to be sought in the direction of re-discoursification; however, a 

more detailed description of a human and discursive relationship that could lead us in such a 

direction is beyond the limits of this study. 

 

4.3 Slavery, discursive relationship, and the republican theory 

Chapter One has demonstrated that the relationship between the dediscoursifying and 

the dediscoursified agent can be modeled after the “master-slave” relationship. The master 

does not, and cannot, view the slave as a discursive being who uses discourse in accordance 

with its moral standards. In relation to Dred Scott, Taney views himself as one who enjoys 

the right of delivery of “the ultimate word,” one who has no duty to offer some plausible 

reasons in support of his ruling; and he views Dred Scott and the northern states as those 

who do not have the right of offering some counter-reasons against his decisions. In relation 

to Polynices, Eteocles views himself as one who even enjoys the right to violate his own 

promises when this guarantees to him the enjoyment of the ultimate value of 

“Rule/Tyranny;” this in Polynices generates a justified impression that his brother treats him 

as a slave dispossessed of the right to free expression (parrhesia).   

Hence, in relation to the slave, the master deems himself a being not bound by discourse: 

his or her adherence to the moral matrix of discourse could imply that he accepted a 

superior institutional structure that places limitations on his verbal and non-verbal acting 

upon the slave, which cannot be. Chapter One has also corroborated the thesis that the 

state of war between the master and the slave is simply extended into the specific discursive 

relationship which opens no space to moral standards in the use of discourse between the 

two. In other words, the specific discursive relationship is one which preserves the state of 
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war between the master and the slave, which means that the relationship between the 

warring parties is a foundation for the understanding of the “master-slave” relationship.  

There is only one branch of political theorizing that gives full consideration to the master-

slave relationship in the sense of a discursive interaction and attitude. It is the tradition of 

the republican political theory that can be traced back to classical Greece and Rome, 

including Aristotle,96 Cicero, Sallust, and Livy; that is then taken over and further developed 

in Machiavelli, De La Boetie, Harrington, Milton, and the English revolutionaries-republicans 

of 17th century, as well as the American republicans of the 18th century; and is finally revived 

and elaborated in the contemporary framework in the works by Skinner, Pettit, Viroli, 

Honohan, and Maynor, among others. Hence, in a political sense, the theory of 

dediscoursification can present itself only and exclusively as a part, or a necessary 

component, of the republican tradition. The purpose of this section is to emphasize the key 

aspects of the theory of dediscoursification that embed it in the republican tradition, and to 

present those aspects of republicanism that can be elucidated only through the key terms of 

the theory of dediscoursification. Viewed either way, the key conclusion of this section is in a 

simple thesis put as follows: to exemplify the negative part of the republican political 

model,97 and to be an engine of dediscoursification, is the same condition, one that 

interrupts dialogue and generates conditions for the outbreaks of war. This immediately 

implies that, within the political contexts, the positive part of the republican model, and the 

use of discourse that is in accordance with the moral-discursive matrix, both act as antipodes 

to the negative tendencies; hence the two serve as movements for dialogue and against war. 

The master-slave relationship is a key element of the negative part of republican model, 

or the element that, according to republicans, one should avoid or transcend in political 

relations. How does the tradition of the republican political theory view the notion of slave 

in explicit terms? Following the Digest of the Roman Law, chapter De statu hominis, the slave 

is one who lives sub potestate domini (in the power of a dominus or master); a free man, in 

contrast, is one who is sui iuris (according to one’s own right or law) (Skinner 2002a, 9). This, 

however, does not mean much; we need to specify in more detail what sub potestate 

domini, in contrast to sui iuris, means. Republican thinkers early realized that this definition 
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  I lay emphasis on Aristotle (1959, 1282b 1-6) and Aristotle (1996, 1134a 35-1134b 8).  
97

  To avoid misunderstanding, “the negative part of republican model” here denotes those political phenomena, 

relations, institutions, and processes that republicanism considers as undesirable and modifiable; “the positive part” denotes 

those political phenomena, relations, institutions, and processes that republicanism views as desirable and generally 

conducive to the human liberty.   
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depends on the notion and meaning of “law” (ius in Latin). In other words, a free man is not 

simply a law to himself. He is a law to himself in the sense of the laws that the free men 

choose for themselves as the laws applying universally and justifiably to everyone, with the 

exception of slave (Honohan 2002, 36-37). 

The slave is removed from such a relationship in the following sense: he lives sub 

potestate domini, because, to him, it is not a universal law which applies; it is one which his 

master decides to apply arbitrarily, and only, to him. In other words, it is a law as an arbitrary 

statement, or word, by the master, which applies exclusively to the slave, marking sharply 

the area from which all other freemen are excluded. Hence, the arbitrary master’s word 

pertains to the slave as a law, but it is a law whose authority is self-validating simply due to 

its status of a master’s word.   

It is here already that we recognize the sense in which the master-slave relationship can 

be understood only in terms of a specific discursive relationship: the master’s discourse 

offers no reason to the slave; its purpose is not to respect the boundaries of truth; and the 

master cannot bind himself by his words in relation to the slave. Summarily, neither reasons, 

nor truths, nor promises have the status of a discursive value within the master’s discourse 

vis-à-vis the slave. In such a sense, in relation to the slave, the master’s discourse has no 

commitment to the moral matrix of discourse and, therefore, it is bound to dediscoursify the 

slave naturally and persistently.      

What does this fact entail? There are two consequences that necessarily follow: the 

relationship concerned is not, and cannot be, a stable moral relationship. It is a relationship 

which corrupts both parties in a moral sense. General or public good, moral integrity, or 

moral responsibility, cannot play a part in such a relationship. Secondly, the relationship is 

inherently dehumanized primarily because the master deems the slave a non-human – the 

latter is property, a commodity, or a master’s tool, an animal domesticated or disciplined by 

the master, cattle… Also, despite the benefits that such a relationship brings to the master, 

he, too, is inherently dehumanized, or animalized, in his relationship to the slave.  

Philip Pettit describes the relationship as follows:                 

“Think of how you feel when your welfare depends on the decision of others and you 

have no come-back against that decision. You are in a position where you will sink or 

swim, depending on their say-so. And you have no physical or legal recourse, no 

recourse even in a network of mutual friends, against them. You are in their hands. In 
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any case of this kind you will be dominated by others, being in a position where those 

others have the power of interfering in your life in a certain way: and this, more or less 

arbitrarily; more or less at will and with impunity. If you do escape ill treatment, then, 

that will be by the grace or favour of the powerful, or by your own good fortune in 

being able to stay out of their way or keep them sweet. And even if you are lucky 

enough to escape such treatment, you will still live under the mastery of those others: 

they will occupy the position of a dominus –the Latin word for master– in your life.” 

(Pettit 2003)    

 

This means that, according to Pettit, the key negative part of the republican model is 

found in “domination,” un-freedom, in the sense of an agent’s arbitrary interference in the 

choices of some other agent. This also means that a non-arbitrary interference is excluded 

from the concept of domination in the sense that, despite its limiting effect on the 

individual’s freedom, this kind of interference safeguards the freedom of the other 

community members when it coheres with the word of law. All of this gives us the basic 

skeleton of the republican theory that consists of the following four possibilities: both 

dominating and arbitrary interference; both non-dominating and non-arbitrary interference; 

both dominating and arbitrary non-interference; and both non-dominating and non-arbitrary 

non-interference (Pettit 1999, 51-66; Lovett 2014).  

The first kind of relationship includes a direct master-slave relationship (for instance, the 

master’s order or threat to the slave); the second includes acting upon some agent through 

the frame of a non-arbitrary law; the third includes “a benevolent master” and some cases 

of arbitrary application of law such as is, for example, the decision not to apply the law to 

some violators of the law; the fourth includes primarily the condition of non-acting in 

relationship to those who conduct their affairs in accordance with the laws safeguarding the 

freedom of all. The first and the third kind form the negative part of the republican model, 

whereas the second and the fourth form the model’s positive part.      

As Pettit put them, the components of the model straightforwardly imply that freedom, 

and un-freedom in the sense of domination, cannot be illuminated adequately without the 

notion of discourse. First, the very adjective “arbitrary” (in the Roman Law Digest this 

condition is marked by the emphasis that one can be a slave only “contra naturam,” against 

nature – see Skinner 2002a, 9) cannot be understood at all without the notion of a discursive 

relation. The adjective concerns primarily a proposition, or a decision, that is not reliably 
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supported by some convincing public reason of a social or political kind. Within the context 

of political theory, it concerns primarily a kind of conduct that cannot be justified by, or 

reconciled with, or deduced from, the law as the set of propositions that the whole 

community deems critically important for the integrity and freedom of all its members.98  

Secondly, the third component entails plainly that the law does not apply, or enforce, 

itself, and that the sheer presence of the law does not by itself prevent domination from 

undermining a community – many stories are told about the lawmen, the prosecutors, or 

the judiciary, who are bribed to close their eye before injustice, which results in suspension, 

or prevention, of the law’s proper application, and enables the villains to walk free. This 

means that the republican freedom may be secured only through a special attitude toward a 

special discourse which embodies the laws in the sense of collective promises the fulfillment 

of which depends on an active effort and deliberate care by a majority of, ideally by the 

entire, population.   

That is why the republican political theory and practice insist on the notion that the 

competing traditions of political thought rarely, if ever, employ: “civic virtue,” or the 

morality that is required for a community to remain secure and undivided, i.e. for a general 

care for the rule of law to prevail throughout community. In other words, the rule of law 

depends not only on the efforts of those paid to implement justice, but also on a general 

care for justice by the entire adult population of a state or a political entity (Bobbio and 

Viroli 2003, 41-3). Most importantly, civic virtue is a notion that, conceptually, cannot be 

separated from the moral matrix of discourse. At the earliest stages of life, we are taught the 

ways of honesty, determination, reliability, and responsibility primarily through the 

experience, and the uses, of discourse: we are taught that we need to prefer true over 

untrue utterances, to buttress our propositions with a credible argument, and to do as we 

promised.  

Specific propositions of the republican theory confirm this point in unmistakable terms. 

They plainly assign a critical role to the discursive virtue that secures one’s discursive status 

in the sense of the upholding of the moral-discursive standards. For instance, Honohan cites 

three components of civic virtue: awareness, self-restraint, and deliberative engagement 

(Honohan 2002, 160-162). The first refers to the seeking and dissemination of information 

concerning political relationships, which implies the discursive value of truth; the second 
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  In this aspect I slightly deviate from Pettit’s concept of arbitrariness as proposed in Pettit (1999, 55).    
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refers to the preference of the common good, and a long term strategy of its promotion, 

over some short-term interests or agendas; the third refers to discussion and debate in the 

sense of the reasoned and reason-supported discourse with, and about, others. As Honohan 

further points out, the perspective of “civic virtue” also enables us to adopt a wider 

perspective on corruption:       

“… just as civic virtue goes beyond formally obeying laws, corruption is not found only 

in illegal activities, but in engaging in political interaction to realize only individual or 

sectional interests in wealth, power or status; in ignoring political and social affairs, or 

refusing to take account of, or deliberate with the views of others. It is exemplified by 

those who turn a blind eye to political wrongdoing, leaving it to others to report or 

protest against it.” (Honohan 2002, 162)  

 

Such a kind of corruption, in which dediscoursification, i.e. the disrespect for the moral 

matrix of discourse, and the negative part of the republican model, i.e. domination in the 

sense of the master-slave relationship, form a single blend, had been recognized long time 

ago. We have seen Polynices emphasizing that, while being like a slave to his host, a 

benevolent dominus Adrastus, he suffered from the lack of “freedom of expression,” but had 

to endure in such a condition for some short-term gains. In the essays by Seneca we find a 

special Latin term that refers to intellectual corruption of a slavish mind, “stultus” – one who 

suffers from a particular vice, stultitia; it is an intellectual malady of those who change their 

views rapidly and erratically in order to gratify some short-term impulses: for instance, to 

please those who can either give them money or make them feel occasionally important. 

Stultus is simply one who violates the standard of coherence as a part of the parameter of 

truth, or one who sacrifices completely one’s moral-discursive integrity, due to one’s desire 

to survive intact in the midst of unjust social/political conditions (Foucault 2005, 130-135).  

One of the best republican depictions of a servile and non-discursive mind can be found in 

Milton (in Readie and Easie Way to Establish a Free Commonwealth), which Skinner 

reproduces in the following way:    

“There are deeply reprehensible forms of conduct, he [Milton] first observes, that 

those living in slavery find it almost impossible to avoid. Not knowing what may 

happen to them, and desperate to avoid the tyrant's rage, they tend to behave in 

appeasing and ingratiating ways, becoming ‘a servile crew’, engaging in ‘flatteries and 

prostrations,’ displaying ‘the perpetual bowings and cringings of an abject people.’ At 
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the same time, there are various lines of conduct that they find it almost impossible to 

pursue. We can never expect from them any ‘noble words or actions’, any willingness 

to speak truth to power, any readiness to offer frank judgments and be prepared to act 

on them.” (Skinner 2008b, 93)   

 

The last two propositions enable us to understand the key aspect of the positive part of 

the republican political model. Apart from being the only political philosophy that considers 

fully the master-slave relationship in terms of both political and discursive attitude, 

republicanism is the only political philosophy that also appropriately outlines the status of 

the human being as ens loquens, a being marked by a viable and moral kind of discourse. 

Republican philosophy presents such a status as a condition with rich and substantive 

preconditions and implications. Consequently, republicanism insists on the view that the 

human use of rational/moral discourse should have a key role in political relations. 

Furthermore, it backs up such a view with emphasizing the potential of such a discourse to 

affirm some moral premises, or a moral frame, upon which a stable and viable community 

can be designed. Hence, republicanism advocates the view that the notion of a free 

community composed of free citizens, who relate to each other in a non-dominating mode, 

cannot be separated from the notion of discourse as a generator of a discursive-collective 

body; such a body involves and affirms the moral-discursive standards as defining, and 

effectively restraining, the relationships between individuals as the community members.  

In Pettit’s key philosophical presentation of the tenets of republicanism (Pettit 2004), the 

aforementioned connection is conceptualized through the notion of “discourse-friendly 

relationships (and influences)” (see also Pettit 2001, 66-72). In other words, some uses of 

discourse support discursive relationships and confirm the discursive status of those 

involved in discursive interactions; in contrast, some “discourse-unfriendly” influences inflict 

harm on a discursive relationship and violate the discursive status of those involved in 

discursive interactions. As to the latter, Pettit refers to the example of “coercive threats” 

(reminding us immediately of Kelman’s typology of attitude-change) and “denying 

information” (Pettit 2004, 77). According to Pettit, the pivotal thesis of the republican theory 

reads that the discourse-friendly kind of discourse-use provides the paradigm of the notion 

of liberty as non-domination. This means that, to Pettit, a discourse that coheres with, and 

supports, the moral matrix of discourse suggests “discourse-theoretic view of human being”: 



223 

 

one who can articulate his or her beliefs and desires according to a theory of decision-

making; one who can see as such the reasons for such beliefs and desires; and one who can 

influence another human being through public presentation of such reasons in discourse 

(Pettit 2004, 74).  

Such a view also supports the view of the moral matrix of discourse as presented in 

Chapters 2 and 3 of this book. The view accords well with the factors of both metalinguality 

and meta-cognition, and it affords ample room to reasons and truths. Additionally, the 

parameter of promise-giving finds its place naturally in such a view: one of the key purposes 

of a common use of discourse is to enable us to arrive at an agreement to the 

implementation of which we should be publicly committed in exactly the same way as we 

are committed to our promises. Collective promising depends on a discourse being viewed 

as a justified proposition to which we jointly adapt our public acting. Since non-domination, 

or the republican freedom, as an ideal, implies a discourse that supports the moral matrix of 

discourse, such non-domination needs to take such a matrix too as an ideal. Republicans are 

a distinctive club primarily because, due to their endorsement of the “discourse-theoretic” 

image of the human being as both relevant and adequate in the political sense, they also 

view both ideals as achievable, realistic, and, the point I press later, even necessary. 

Pettit emphasizes also that such an image of the human being supports the “hard” 

republican line on “arbitrary (dominating) interference,” and the “soft” one on “non-

arbitrary (non-dominating) interference” (Pettit 2004, 80). To illustrate more revealingly the 

connection between the republican notion of freedom and the moral matrix of discourse, 

here is how Pettit elucidates the relationship between the non-arbitrary interference, on the 

one hand, and the confirmation of a person’s discursive status in light of the moral matrix of 

discourse, on the other:   

“…it should be clear that wherever someone's interference in a person's life is non-

arbitrary, that interference does not take from the person's discursive status. It will 

leave their ratiocinative capacity unimpaired, of course, and more importantly it will 

do nothing to reduce their power in relation to others: in particular, their power of 

entering discursive relations with others, while remaining proof against discourse-

unfriendly influences. Whatever happens to the person in the course of non-arbitrary 

interference happens in a way that they can discursively challenge, say on the grounds 

that the interference does not answer to a pattern they authorise, and so it does not 
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take in any way from their status as subjects capable of commanding a discursive 

hearing in relationships with other parties.” (Pettit 2004, 79)       

 

To put it in a vocabulary perhaps simpler than Pettit’s, liberty, as a relationship between 

individual members of a political community, can be safeguarded and promoted only if three 

preconditions are met: a clear conceptual distinction is drawn between discourse, on the  

one hand, and force, on the other; secondly, actual discourse is to a largest degree possible 

freed from the factor and considerations of (arbitrary) force/power; thirdly, and finally, the 

human relations are envisaged as mediated by the discourse that satisfies the first two 

criteria, according to our needs, the stage of our technological development, our scientific 

competence, and the complexity of our community. This is the entire wisdom of the positive 

part of the republican political model. Such wisdom was voiced long time ago by Greek 

rhetoricians and philosophers of language, such as Isocrates and Aristides, and it persisted 

throughout the long tradition of the classical and Renaissance humanism. This book too is 

written in the spirit of the tradition which relies considerably on the notion of “dialogical 

reason,” which Pettit (1999, 189) put in Skinner’s terms as follows:  

“Quentin Skinner (1996, 15-16) supports Sunstein’s reading of traditional 

republicanism. He has argued that one of the central themes of the classical and 

Renaissance humanism in which republican ideas were nurtured was a belief in 

dialogical reason: ‘our watchword ought to be audi alteram partem, always listen to 

the other side.’ ‘The appropriate model,’ he says, ‘will always be that of a dialogue, the 

appropriate stance a willingness to negotiate over rival intuitions concerning the 

applicability of evaluative terms. We strive to reach understanding and resolve 

disputes in a conversational way.’”  

 

Pettit then adds his own comment as follows: “This dialogical model was warmly 

embraced by those legislators who saw themselves as exemplifying the republican ideal in 

the late eighteenth century. In particular, it was used to defend an image of the legislative 

representative, not as a deputy under instructions from their constituents, but as someone 

charged to deliberate with the interests of the citizenry at heart” (Pettit, ibid.; see also 

Maynor 2003, 54).     

The here theorized compatibility, and mutual dependence, between the theory of 

dediscoursification and republican political philosophy can be, in very plastic terms, 
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illustrated through the issue of legal interpretation, especially constitutional one. As widely 

known, the law, as a discursive pattern with the status of a justified, reasoned collective 

promise, cannot interpret or enforce itself. It is through the process of a legal interpretation 

that one can recognize the fact that the republican community founded on the rule of law 

depends critically on the right ethical attitude towards the process of legal/constitutional 

interpretation. One should keep in mind that it is not unusual to witness the situation in 

which an immoral, politically motivated judiciary exploits the process of legal interpretation 

to give a specific twist to the law. Such a judiciary shapes the process in the way that departs 

from the common good, as originally intended and stipulated, and suits only a fraction of the 

most powerful, or the richest, part of the population. In other words, they interpret the law 

in the way that ensures a tacit, and illicit, transformation of the law into a weapon that 

shields the interests of a factional party to the detriment of a majority.  

This means that the rule of the legal interpreters can occasionally transform the rule of 

law into the rule of a narrow, but powerful section of the population. Thomas Jefferson, 

among many others, was acutely aware of such a danger to which he often referred as “the 

tyranny of an unelected judicial minority.”99 “Machiavelli,” however, in a conversation with 

“Montesquieu” (as a part of Joly’s Dialogue in hell), considers such a tyranny as a welcome 

opportunity and explains it in more detail as follows:  

 “The closer a judge to a ruler, the more is he under the latter’s sway. A conservative 

spirit of the rule will here develop to the degree higher than anywhere else; and the 

laws concerning political arrangements will, within such a forum, be given an 

interpretation which is so much inclined to my rule that this will spare me the effort of 

passing a multitude of some restrictive measures that, without it [interpretation], 

would be necessary…There is no legal text, no matter how clear, that could not lead to 

all kinds of solutions, even in the private civic code; but I appeal to you not to forget 

that, at the moment, we are in the realm of politics. And, it is a common habit of all 

the legislators of all ages to adopt, as a part of their laws, a sufficiently elastic 

expression to enable them, according to a circumstance, to resolve disputes or 

introduce exceptions in the ways of which we, if wise, should not declare our own view 

in more precise terms” (Joly 1997, 122, translated by D.Pehar).  

 

There is no doubt that Taney’s decision in the “Dred Scott” case can be portrayed in a 

similar fashion. It is through an interpretation of the American Constitution that Taney 
                                                 
99

  See, for example, http://famguardian.org/Subjects/Politics/thomasjefferson/jeff1030.htm (Accessed July 28, 2015)   

http://famguardian.org/Subjects/Politics/thomasjefferson/jeff1030.htm
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transformed the document into a factional good. He violated the values of the moral matrix 

of discourse, and, through a morally dubious interpretation, a morally dubious use of 

discourse, encouraged the process of dediscoursification and contributed to the outbreak of 

the American Civil war.  

But, it is clear that there is only one way to prevent such dangers. First, the community 

needs to avoid the condition in which a single, limited body has the right of giving the final 

word in the sense of an ultimate interpretation of the constitution, or the law, which nobody 

has the right to challenge, contest, or question in reasonable terms. In other words, the 

whole community needs to undertake an unequivocal commitment to the rule of reason as a 

part of the moral matrix of discourse. Put in the republican terminology, to establish a body 

endowed with the right of the ultimate interpretation means to exert a “discourse-

unfriendly,” or a dominating and arbitrary, influence (see also Pehar 2014a). To institute 

such a body means to institute a master who can treat an entire community as a bunch of 

his slaves in a discursive sense. One major consequence of this view is that the “job” of a 

legal interpretation cannot be restricted to a single branch of governmental power. Hence, 

for the purpose of legal and constitutional interpretation, a kind of overlapping structure of 

governmental powers, roughly in accordance with the authentic U.S. model, is the only one 

that is just, discourse-friendly, and compatible with the republican premises.  

Secondly, as they formulate and propose their interpretation, all legal interpreters, 

including constitutional ones, need to respect and promote the values of the moral matrix of 

discourse. All interpreters need to aspire to truth, seek justified and non-arbitrary ways of 

the reading of meanings in a legal document, meet the criteria of epistemic correctness, and, 

finally, treat the law/constitution as a collective promise binding on all community members 

both individually and collectively. This means that the right moral attitude towards discourse 

is a key factor of promotion of the republican values, and thus a key vehicle for 

implementation of the positive part of the republican model too.   

This takes us back to one of the central themes of republicanism: civic virtue. In the 

sphere of the interpretation of laws and constitutions, civic virtue assumes the shape of a 

discursive virtue, or the regard for discursive values. When such a virtue is not practiced, no 

institution of government can be sustained. Aristotle recognized this fact long ago, when he 

pointed out that the proper ruler is one who does not require tangible awards for his 

service, such as wealth or the power of informal influence; the only award s/he can 
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justifiably require, and also one s/he should ideally receive, is one of “honor and dignity 

(time kai geras in Greek)” (Aristotle 1996, 1134b 1-8). It is exactly such a form of award that 

we ordinarily consider as pertaining to those who practice a moral attitude towards 

discourse, and whose conduct is distinguished by the following discursive virtues: 

truthfulness, sincerity, responsibility towards reasons, and reliability in the sense of the 

fulfillment of one’s own promises in the form of either individual promises or treaties, laws, 

contracts, and agreements.  

 

4.4 Explaining wars in republican, or discourse-related, terms  

Thus far, a number of propositions were presented and substantiated. First, the master-

slave relationship in a discursive-political sense is best presented in the republican political 

paradigm as well as in the theory of dediscoursification as an essential part of the paradigm. 

Secondly, freedom as a relationship of non-domination is, in simple and persuasive terms, 

explained in the republican framework through Pettit’s idea of “discourse-friendly influences 

and relations,” which centers on the notion of a discourse used in accordance with the moral 

matrix. Thirdly, insofar as the positive preconditions of the positive part of the republican 

model pertain to civic virtue, they can be satisfactorily related to the theory of moral matrix 

of discourse as a critical part of the theory of dediscoursification. An important illustrative 

example of such preconditions is found within the context of legal and constitutional 

interpretation. Fourthly, the negative effects of the negative part of the republican model, in 

the sense of a moral-intellectual corruption caused by domination, can be as well explained 

in terms of the theory of dediscoursification. 

 Now, a fifth, and final, proposition remains to be substantiated and clarified: the 

violation of the republican tenets sets the key condition for the outbreaks of war due to the 

violation’s capacity to cause, or encourage, the process of dediscoursification. Here I have in 

mind primarily notorious civil wars, revolutions, and the slave rebellions.          

Among the modern philosophers, Hegel is one who, in the strictest terms, relates the 

master-slave (“Herr-Knecht”) relationship to the process of a continuation of the state of 

war. Slavery can be explained only in terms of the spoils of war as follows: the slave is one to 

whom a victor spared his life, while gaining a pure work-energy, a domesticated animal, in 



228 

 

return.100 In such a sense, the state of war does not end with the master-slave relationship; 

the former is actually preserved by the latter. That is why, for instance, a war in the form of 

a slave-rebellion requires almost no explanation. Putting Hegel aside, one should have in 

mind that the presentation of the master-slave relationship in terms of the state of war 

dates back to the age of classical antiquity. In fact, from its early start, the republican 

tradition put the relationship exactly in terms of the state of war, as attested by Cicero’s 

Philippics: “Servitutem pacem vocas?... Quae causa justior est belli gerendi, quam servitutis 

depulsio?” (Should you call the relationship of slavery a peace? What reason for the waging 

of war is more just than the abolishment of slavery?) (Latin quote in Skinner 2002a, 10-11) In 

other words, Cicero here claims that, as long as the master-slave relationship persists, we 

cannot speak about peace at all – such a relationship naturally and inherently calls for the 

waging of war. Cicero also adds that the waging of war against slavery is just101 primarily 

because slavery is both an effect and confirmation of the state of war; in other words, the 

war against slavery is a natural effect of slavery itself. Obviously, slavery is a self-destructive 

relationship.  

The theory of dediscoursification satisfactorily explains the fact of slavery’s self-

destructiveness. Since the relationship is one in which one party dediscoursifies another, it is 

clear that it must cause a self-destruction of both discourse and the human being as a being 

of discourse. The master deprives both himself and his slave of a discourse, and thus 

destroys both as discursive beings; he also transforms both into something less-than-human, 

which prevents any sustainable, agreed, or institutional connection between the two from 

coming into being. For instance, Polynices relates to Eteocles as a slave to a master because 

the latter dediscoursifies the former; and this also explains why their relationship is not 

marked by any prohibition or limitation. Hence, theirs is a relationship in which the word is 

swiftly replaced with the sword.    

However, if the condition of slavery is a state of war, and if one responds to the condition 

by another war, should not the future post-war state be as well produced by a war, exactly 

in the same fashion as the former condition of slavery was produced by a war waged prior to 

it? In other words, where is the guarantee that the future war, one that a slave wages 

against the master, will achieve a result that is qualitatively different from the previous one, 

                                                 
100

  For a most elaborate analysis of Hegel in this particular regard, see Kojève (1981)  
101

  Having in mind the argument from section 4.2, I disagree with such a qualification; in contrast to Cicero, I would 

say simply that the war against slavery, or the war to end slavery, is highly predictable or expected.  
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which merely preserved and confirmed the previous state of war by designating some as 

“masters” and others as “slaves”? Such a question seems to permit only one kind of answer, 

which is as follows: the condition of slavery, which involves and confirms both the state of 

war and a specific discursive relationship in which the parties do not figure as discursive 

beings, cannot be removed by a war or an armed conflict. The only way to remove it is 

through the process of re-discoursification, and war cannot be a part of such a process. War 

is an arbitrary power in its purest form; it is a confirmation and effect of the state of 

dediscoursification. This also means that, despite its being an expected effect of slavery, war 

is a wrong way of abolishing slavery. To abolish slavery, or to initiate the process of re-

discoursification, a much deeper change is required.  

As to the fifth proposition, which reads that the violation of the tenets of republican 

political paradigm sets the key preconditions for the outbreak of armed conflict, two key 

examples are already offered: Eteocles violates the tenets of republican political theory; he 

is not concerned with the notion of justice, but with a self-centered mastery or tyranny; 

moreover, he is not concerned with the previous agreements, or with the universal patterns 

of equality and fairness Jocasta referred to; we have seen in section 1.6 how he 

dediscoursifies Polynices and relates to the latter as a master to a slave, as Polynices 

confirmed too. Hence, the war between the two sons of Oedipus breaks out quite 

predictably.  

Secondly, Taney’s decision was offered as an example of one of the causes of the 

American Civil War. It contributed to the outbreak of the war by causing dediscoursification 

within the American public space. In addition, it is clear that, through his interpretation of 

the American Constitution, Taney also violated the tenets of the republican theoretical 

paradigm. He acted as an American Constitution’s ultimate interpreter who attempted to 

legitimize the American slavery forever, and thus acted as an instrument of a factional 

interest within the USA. Again, the American Civil War broke out quite predictably.    

Now, thirdly, when one reads carefully Skinner’s essay on the republican idea of freedom 

and the 1642 English Civil War-Revolution (Skinner 2002a), one finds in this war too an 

unmistakable confirmatory evidence for the fifth proposition. Those who, in 17th century 

England, during the reign of Charles I, call for a war against the king (this group defends the 

role of parliamentary assembly as a true and sovereign representative of the people), 

explain their motion as one against the “royal prerogative.” In their view, such a prerogative 
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is fundamentally irreconcilable to the tenets of republican freedom. Skinner delivers a 

masterful account of the neo-Roman republican terms drawn from Cicero, Livy, and 

Aristotle, in which the anti-monarchical group couched their ideas and demands. Their key 

statement is as simple as efficient: if the laws of a country depend on the mercy or whim of a 

single person, then the country is beset by the condition of slavery (Skinner 2002a, 22, 24). 

Also, to stand for such a condition means to declare a war against the people or their 

sovereign representatives (Skinner 2002a, 24).  

Most interestingly, the loud protestation by the English parliamentarians and opponents 

of the royal prerogative started to gain a considerable strength when one particular problem 

arose. It was the problem of the interpretation of so-called “Negative voice,” or the royal 

right to block (or admit and confirm) the legislation proposed by the parliamentarians 

(Skinner 2002a, 17-19). As the king delayed application of a parliamentary Militia ordinance, 

which assigned the right of summoning the police independently to the two houses of 

parliament, the parliamentarians interpreted this delay as a royal statement that the king 

gave himself the right to act as the ultimate interpreter even in the conditions of emergency.   

They viewed the delay simply as a king’s arbitrary, hence unjustifiable, interpretation of 

the law. In other words, it is by focusing on king’s attitude toward a law/discourse that they 

formed, or verified, their view of the king as one who relates to them as slaves. Such an 

effect can be explained only in terms of the theory of dediscoursification. Additionally, it is 

interesting to note that, on 15 October 1642, an anonymous treaty was published against 

the king under the title The Vindication of the Parliament And their Proceedings (Skinner 

2002a, 26). It is in the treaty that, only a few months after the start of the English civil war, 

one finds a very interesting depiction that can be adequately grasped only in terms of the 

theory of dediscoursification: the king and the parliamentarians are both depicted as 

animals, thus as dehumanized, but some emphatically negative moral attributes are added 

to the depiction of the king as follows:       

“For as the Crane had better to keepe his head out of the Wolves mouth, then to put it 

into his mouth, and then stand at his mercy, whither he will bite off his neck or not, so 

it is better for every wise man, rather to keepe and preserve those immunities, 

freedomes, prerogatives, and priviledges, which God, and nature hath given unto him, 

for the preservation, prosperity and peace of his posterity, person and estate, then to 

disenfranchize himselfe and relinquish and resigne all in to the hands of another, and 
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to give him power either to impoverish or enrich, either to kill him or keepe him alive.” 

(Skinner 2002a, 27) 

 

Hence, at the dawn of the 17th century English civil war we find another clear example in 

support of the thesis that the key causes of an armed conflict must include some violations 

of the republican tenets that necessarily bring about the process of dediscoursification.  

However, what about the thesis that adds a critically important provision to the fifth 

proposition: that wars cannot abolish slavery, nor revive or recover the principles of the 

republican political theory, nor help one transcend or reverse the state of 

dediscoursification? It is clear that, in a sense, war as such may be conceptually interpreted 

as a practice that indirectly supports the republican principles or ideals, as it may be similarly 

interpreted as a practice that indirectly supports the discourse-ethical standards and norms 

on which the theory of dediscoursification draws. For, assuming that human beings fail to 

respect and uphold the ideals of the republican paradigm, or assuming that they fail to 

respect and uphold the norms and ideals of the moral matrix of discourse, wars are likely to 

recur with a sufficient frequency. Since we can be assumed not to desire war, or not deem it 

a desirable kind of the human interacting, it follows by modus tollens that both the norms of 

the moral matrix of discourse and the ideals of the republican political theory ought to be 

upheld and affirmed.  

Apart from such clear conceptual considerations, what conclusions does historical 

evidence support? To those who feel forced to wage a war due to the phenomenon of 

dediscoursification or due to their treatment as slaves by others, can the war offer a promise 

supported by some historical evidence? To them, war cannot be a means of re-

discoursification nor of abolishment of slavery. As already emphasized, a much deeper 

change is needed. For this, too, we have an eye-strikingly clear example.    

Contrary to popular perceptions, the American Civil War did not abolish the slavery. It 

was actually followed by the practice of neo-slavery an historical account of which is 

masterfully offered in Douglas A. Blackmon (2008). Blackmon demonstrates, beyond any 

reasonable doubt, that slavery was continued even after the end of the civil war through a 

specific attitude towards the law, i.e. a discourse. It continued through a selective 

application of the law, through an arbitrary legislation, and also through the adjustment of 

the process of law-application to financial interests of some corporations, such as US Steel 
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Corp., that exploited a corrupt system of the police and judicial supervision in American 

southern states. A typical chain of events evolved in the following fashion: an African-

American, or any adult person, was required by the law to possess a certificate proving that 

s/he was employed. Found without such a certificate, an African-American was regularly 

sent to prison to serve in custody a five-day sentence. We should bear in mind here that the 

white people was not a target of such a treatment. Prior to his or her release, the African-

American was requested to pay fifty US dollars as a prison fee, and, as ordinarily s/he had no 

money, s/he was forced to remain in prison to do a prison-work as compensation. This 

vicious circle was set in place to ensure that the African-Americans served to great 

corporations as an unpaid labor who worked in terrible conditions, frequently with tragic 

consequences. Expectedly, the corporations had their own deals with the prison-guards, the 

police, and the judiciary. 

A majority of African-Americans were illiterate at the time; hence, they had no discursive 

access to the government and were in general unable to submit complaints officially. 

Blackmon cites a 1902 letter an almost illiterate African-American girl, Carrie Kinsey, 

somehow drafted and mailed to President Theodore Roosevelt. In the letter, she complained 

that her 14-year-old brother was abducted “more than a year ago,” and sold to a plantation. 

The letter was duly enumerated and archived, but no further measure was ever taken 

(Blackmon 2008, 8-9). Roosevelt treated such a piece of discourse as non-existent: for him, 

the letter had no meaning or impact at all. The American president thus acted 

dediscoursifyingly on an African-American girl and her brother, and also on all the other 

African-Americans who suffered similar conditions. In light of such attitudes and practices, 

the interactions between the white police officers, on the one hand, and the African-

American “suspects,” on the other, as described in section 1.1 of this book, are much easier 

to understand.  
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CONCLUSION  

 

 

Classical Greece was already familiar with the distinction that forms the core of the 

theory of dediscoursification: the distinction between the resolution of conflict by violent 

means, i.e. by war, on the one hand, and the resolution of conflict by negotiations, i.e. by 

reasonable discourse and peaceful means, on the other. For instance, in Euripides’ Helen, a 

drama which deals with the Trojan War, the chorus presents the distinction in the following 

way: “If contest of blood is to be the arbiter of strife, then it will never leave the states of 

men. By strife men have received their lot of chambers in the earth of Troy, even though it 

was possible to set right with words the quarrel for you, Helen.” (lines 1155-1160, as quoted 

in Ager 1993, 2) Earlier, in Herodotus we find the same distinction expressed through the 

words of the Persian military commander Mardonios who emphasized that, to resolve 

disputes or disagreements, Greeks have at their disposal their words; the common language 

enables them to use effectively diplomacy, envoys, or diplomatic representatives, to resolve 

conflicts by negotiations, and not the wars that “the Greeks customarily start…in the most 

senseless way, through thoughtlessness and stupidity” (Herodotus 7.9 as quoted in Ager 

1993, 2). By the time of the Greek historian and geographer Strabo (63 BC–24 AD), the 

distinction is so widely known that Strabo was able to emphasize that the waging of war, 

instead of working on social or political problems in the medium of discourse and 

negotiation, is a true mark of barbarity (quoted in Todorov 2010, 43).  

The said distinction obviously implies that war is not a normal condition, let alone a 

desirable one. Discourse is one feature that defines humanity, and it is through discourse 

that human beings should attempt to resolve their disputes with other human beings. 

Should not they do so, it means that something wrong, and undesirable, is happening to 

both humans and discourse. In other words, this distinction lies at the very centre of the 

theory of dediscoursification, because it is a distinction of both ethical and discursive-

anthropological character: from the moral angle, the superiority of discourse over an 

immoral use of force, as a means of conflict settlement, is confirmed by the theory; from the 

discursive-anthropological angle, the theory takes discourse as a primary mark of an 

authentic human being, a feature separating the human from the less-than-human, or 
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barbaric, or even animal. Chapters 2 and 3 of this book spell out full implications of such a 

distinction: the distinction leads to a presentation of a recognizable moral matrix of 

discourse; and it also leads to a view of the human language as a generator of a collective 

body, an important foundation of a sustainable human community. Language as such a 

generator functions only under some conditions, but not always or necessarily. Whenever 

language fails to function in the appropriate way, as the generator of the kind, we witness 

the evolution of the process of dediscoursification, which sets the conditions for an outbreak 

of the armed conflict. Hence, discourse needs to be abused, modified in a harmful way, or 

transformed from a shape not favorable to the armed conflict into a shape favorable to such 

a conflict, in order to open the door to the use of barbaric force or violence as a conflict-

resolving means.   

For the sake of a clearer presentation, the distinction drawn for the first time at the 

Classical Greece can be graphically illustrated as follows:  

 

  

1) D that respects the moral matrix of discourse (a non-

barbaric, force-free D) 

 

DISCOURSE (D)         

 

 

2) D that does not respect moral matrix of discourse  

 

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

(a barbaric, force-full discourse that  

tends to self-destruct, and leads to a cessation of dialogue) 

 

 

3) FORCE     

 

“The test of strength” 
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Now, under such assumptions as presented in the illustration, the only use of discourse 

that can lead to a stable solution of a conflict is one that involves an ethical attitude to 

discourse, which is an attitude that legitimizes the very communication or discursive 

procedure through which one arrives at a conflict resolution. Otherwise, at least one of the 

parties will be harmed, or disadvantaged, by the procedure and will consequently view it as 

irreconcilable to the concept of “discourse as a real alternative to force, or a test of 

strength.” Hence, the kind of discourse that is right, the procedure of which is legitimate, 

must include the following: truthfulness, sincerity, genuine argumentation, the possibility to 

revise views in light of the new facts, coherence-integrity, reliability; in other words, it is a 

discourse that respects and supports the moral matrix of discourse with its elements as 

analysed in Chapter Two.   

We also see in the above graphic presentation that we need to pass through, and 

consider, three stages to understand war as a use of force: we need to consider first a real 

and discursive alternative to the test of strength; secondly, we need to consider a wrong or 

immoral modus of the use of discourse; finally, we need to consider the very use of force or 

the test of strength. In the graphic presentation we also see why a real alternative to war is 

superior to it – it is more moral, hence more stable; and why unreal, but discursive, 

alternative to war is not a real alternative; why, in a moral sense, it does not differ from the 

test of strength, or war. Additionally, we also see in the presentation that a pertinent view of 

war cannot be proposed, or formed, without a view of a truly moral-discursive relationship, 

which also implies a view of a barbaric kind of discursive relationship through which a 

language user disqualifies himself as both discursive and moral agent. Again, it is clear that 

the whole presentation rests on the distinction between a discourse of a civilized kind, a 

discourse that marks and materializes our both humanity and morality, on the one hand, and 

force/coercion, or violence/war, on the other.102  

However, it is interesting to note that the Classical Greece is also the first place where the 

important distinction came under violent attack. For instance, sophist Gorgias was one of 

Greek intellectual voices of a considerable strength and influence that attempted to 

problematize, or blur, the distinction (see Wardy 1996, 44). In terms of the above graphic 

                                                 
102

  This should not be taken to imply that I disagree with Burton (1990, 330) who claims that the parties to 

international politics are often unready or unwilling to dispense with the power-related considerations or to take a long-term 

view of political developments.   
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illustration, he claimed that discourse as under 1 is never practiced in reality, and that 

discourse always assumes the shape as presented under 2. This means that, in Gorgias’ view, 

no discourse is force-free. As Gorgias famously put it in one of his speeches, Logos 

(Discourse) is a pharmakon, a psychotropic substance acting as a pain-killer, a temporary 

simulator of a wish-fulfillment that the human beings tend to endorse not for its 

reasonableness, truth, coherence, or epistemic soundness, but to please, or deceive, 

themselves, or their fellow humans, for a short while (Wardy 1996, 46-7).  

It is immediately clear that such a view of discourse is self-defeating. Assuming that one 

accepted it, one ought to be able to apply it to itself. However, should one do that, one will 

end up endorsing the following set of ideas: such a view by Gorgias (or, the problematization 

of the above distinction) is not supported by a reason; if the view seems compelling to one, 

this is due to the view’s sheer emotional appeal, or to its compatibility with one’s economic 

interests, or something similar. In other words, the view by Gorgias presents itself as a view 

that has not, and cannot have, appeal to the reasoning human beings. Therefore, the above 

distinction between a force-free, reason-supported discourse, on the one hand, and a 

barbaric, immoral, by force depleted discourse, on the other, easily survives Gorgias’ attack. 

However, it is important to have in mind that, in the Greek intellectual universe, the 

sophistic challenge gave rise to a number of responses that include those by two major 

figures who are very relevant to both discourse-ethics and the theory of dediscoursification, 

Plato and Isocrates.  

Plato responded to the challenge by overreacting in the following sense: he designated 

the entire area of rhetoric and oratory as fundamentally harmful to intellectual and 

discursive endeavors, as but “kolakeia” (a Greek word for “flattery”), i.e. a realm of more or 

less hidden lies (Vickers 1989, 96-99). In other words, by having dismissed rhetoric in its 

entirety, Plato dismissed all the positive things that a creative discourse brings to the 

mankind. Secondly, Plato expelled Isegoria (a full freedom of expression by all citizens of a 

state) from his ideal state, and marked an aristocratic caste of philosophers as a group that 

should somehow deliver a fully secured and non-opposable truth to the remaining classes of 

the state. In other words, Plato severely limited the possibility of a free exchange of ideas 

within his utopia (Vickers 1989, 138-139), and thus directly undermined the importance of 

the moral-discursive parameter of reason-giving. Hence, Plato can in no way be taken as a 

founding father to discourse-ethics of the kind proposed in this book.  
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Isocrates, in contrast, is one who definitely figures as a founding father of discourse-

ethics. During the Classical Greek period of humanities and social science, he was one who 

advocated a number of theses that prove unambiguously his discourse-ethical orientation.103 

First, he produced one of the most famous eulogies to Logos, the human capacity of 

reasonable discourse (Isocrates 1929, 327). In the eulogy, which is fundamentally opposed to 

Gorgias, he affirms that it is through language that the human species get their distinction to 

the rest of the animal kingdom, and that discourse, a reasonable Logos which is “true and 

law-abiding and just,” is of the greatest benefit to humanity; in fact, it supplies the very 

foundation of human(e) community. Also, we find in Isocrates’ eulogy an argument 

explaining why discourse needs to be strictly distinguished from force, or why the influence 

through discourse should be distinguished from the influence by the use of force. As 

Isocrates emphasized, discourse generates laws, and it is a code of laws, not the 

relationships of force, that enables us “to live with each other.”   

Secondly, he also points out that the erosion of social tissue, that is, an increase in the 

amount of conflict within a community, is not only reflected through an attitude toward 

language, but is premised on such an attitude. He criticized the conduct of his fellow citizens 

primarily in key discourse-ethical terms as attested by his description of the Athenian judicial 

practices. In the course of the Athenian judicial proceedings, as Isocrates witnessed them, 

discursive interaction was often patterned as if the defendant had already been sentenced. 

Frequently, the arguments by the defendant, or his attorney, were simply ignored, or were 

given only a slightest amount of attention (Isocrates 1929, 199).  

Thirdly, Isocrates in his speeches frequently points to the harm to both discursive and 

ethical tissue of the community inflicted by some irresponsible and abusive orators or 

rhetoricians. As Brian Vickers reproduces a part of Isocrates’ discourse-ethical perspective,   

“The Athenians are only willing to listen to those ‘who speak for your pleasure.’ Yet, 

Isocrates tells them, borrowing Plato’s dichotomy, ‘if you really desired to find out 

what is advantageous to the state, you ought to give your attention more to those who 

oppose your views than to those who seek to gratify you,’ even though ‘those who say 

what you desire are able to delude you easily,’ while the others cannot cloud your 

judgment in this way (P 10). Isocrates agrees with Plato that such a form of flattering 

                                                 
103

  In my brief presentation of Isocrates, I rely on Isocrates (1929), Jaeger (1944, 46-155), Vickers (1989, 149-159); 

for a speech by an influential follower of Isocrates from the 2nd century AD Roman Empire, see Aristides (1829) and Vickers 

(1989, 170-178).  
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rhetoric exists, but draws a clear line separating the corrupt rhetors from those 

concerned with the state’s true health.” (Vickers 1989, 154)  

 

Fourthly, it is interesting to note that Isocrates proposed an additional positive argument 

in support of the view that a reasonable use of discourse produces the greatest benefit to 

the human community: he cites the examples of great Athenian leaders who Athenian 

citizens consider primarily as great contributors to their community’s ethical cohesion, but 

also honor and remember as superb orators. In other words, it is the presence and memory 

of the successful leaders-orators that Isocrates adduces as a premise to launch his critique of 

Plato’s view that rhetoric can serve only as a flattery or seduction (Vickers 1989, 151).     

Fifthly, and finally, he departs from Plato in another important way that is of a key 

consequence to the theory of dediscoursification. As demonstrated in section 3.3, the model 

of dediscoursification needs to afford space to the human fallibility. The belief in truth, 

meaning, reason, and promise, as the elements of the moral matrix of discourse, does not 

imply that, here and now, human beings are in full possession of truth or of the perfect and 

indubitable reasons. The fact of the human fallibility is undeniable, and needs to be 

reasonably tolerated, but again, this means not that we should not be investing our major 

efforts into correction, or perfection, of our errors and flaws. This is exactly a view Isocrates 

adheres to. He subscribes to the thesis of epistemic modesty and balance. In contrast to 

Plato, who sought an absolutely secure knowledge, and also an absolutely secured and 

perfectly structured discourse, Isocrates opened space for correction. As he emphasized, his 

aspiration was towards a sufficiently well-informed opinion, or doxa (Vickers 1989, 150): a 

kind of knowledge, or theory, geared to practical occasions and serving a practical purpose. 

In the Antidosis he put it as follows: “Since it is not in the nature of man to attain a science 

by the possession of which we can know positively what we should do or what we should 

say, in the next resort I hold that man to be wise who is able by his powers of conjecture to 

arrive generally at the best course” (Isocrates 1929, 335).  

The three themes: the Classical Greek sophistic movement, Gorgias’ assault on the 

distinction between the use of reasonable discourse and the use of force as competing 

means of conflict resolution, and Isocrates’ discourse-ethical opposition to the assault, are 

extremely important for another reason with which I bring this book to a close. Namely, the 

assault by Gorgias proposes a view of discourse that may be culturally propagated. One 
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needs to have in mind that Gorgias presents a view in which the process of 

dediscoursification is taken as normal, even as necessary and inevitable. When such a view is 

defended by lone intellectuals, and when other individuals are mature or cautious enough to 

resist it, it does not have to be menacing. However, once the view became a part of a 

cultural matrix, or when it is disseminated in the form of a cultural stereotype and 

aggressively propagated by a large number of individuals, it may become very menacing to a 

community burdened with, and polarized by, a divisive and volatile social/political issue. 

This means that dediscoursification may as well take place in a more indirect fashion, 

through propagation of cultural codes, or matrices, that embody or entail some flawed views 

of discourse. For instance, the image of discourse that opens a wide space to 

misunderstanding, and error in translation, thereby opens some space to violent forms of 

communication that is, in this particular respect, significantly wider than one opened by 

some alternative images of discourse. Also, the images of discourse in which discourse is 

taken as a “slave” to cultural presuppositions, that distort some aspects of reality, do open 

space to violent forms of interaction that some alternative perspectives or images do not 

allow.104 Thirdly, the images of discourse that do not acknowledge the moral matrix of 

discourse encompassing truth, meaning, reason, and promising, leave a much wider space 

open to violent social relationships than those that do acknowledge such a matrix. In all such 

images discourse is in advance taken as inherently violent, hence as dediscoursified.105      

Additionally, one should have in mind that, to be able to shape our understanding of the 

relationship between discourse and force, and thereby influence critically our capacity to 

produce, or resist, dediscoursification, a proposition does not have to concern explicitly the 

notion of discourse. For instance, the proverbial statement that, “In the periods of peace, 

the USA (or Serbs) tend to lose whatever they gain in the periods of war,”106 contains 

obviously a comparison between the periods of peace and those of war. Since the periods of 

peace are primarily the periods of discursive politics, the statement implies that the role of 

discursive politics is less important than the role of force, and that, by the use of discourse, 

                                                 
104

  For example, Cohen (1991) offers such an image of discourse on which see also Pehar (2013, 18-19); for a view of 

culture opposed to Cohen’s, see Sen (2006).    
105

  In my view, this also pertains to the images of discourse offered in Koestler (1989, 308-310) and even in Burling 

(2005, 214).  
106

  See a nearly identical statement in Robert A. Divine’s “Foreword,” in LaFeber, W. (1993, v); see also Pehar 

(2011a, 187).  
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one cannot achieve as much as by the use of force. A similar phenomenon found its way into 

the discourse of some contemporary philosophers.  

For instance, both Foucault (2003, 15-19) and Walzer (2004, ix) endorse one inversed 

version of the famous dictum by Clausewitz, that war is simply a continuation of politics by 

other means (Clausewitz 1997, 357). In other words, the two claim that all politics should be 

viewed as a continuation of war by other means. Interestingly, in Clausewitz we cannot trace 

such an inversion; he proposed his concept of war in terms of a reductive analysis, which 

means that the inversion of the terms would make his analysis much more puzzling than he 

intended. Most importantly, however, when Foucault and Walzer propose such an inversion, 

their proposition contains important implications for the concept of discourse. Plainly, the 

politics the two philosophers address is a politics of peaceful periods, which is also a 

discursive politics with a special twist. Hence, both philosophers imply that the discourse of a 

seemingly peaceful period is actually the discourse that sustains, or promotes, or continues, 

the state of war. This is why we should not find it puzzling that, explicitly in Foucault, such an 

inversion of Clausewitz’s dictum is also coupled with a typically Nietzschean thesis: that 

there is no “truth” in the objective sense of the word, or that “truth” is always a product of 

the power-relations (Foucault 2002, 32, 116). This again has an indirect bearing on the 

process of dediscoursification since both Foucault and Walzer seem to disavow the thought 

that political discourse can be war-free.     

Hence, in some conditions, dediscoursification/dehumanization and the preference of 

force over discourse are produced by cultural stereotypes, or the factor of Realpolitik (in the 

culture-related sense addressed by Vasquez 1998, 211-212), or by irrational cultural 

prejudice. But, it is still an instance of dediscoursification as a case of a discourse-produced 

loss of will to seek solutions to political and diplomatic disputes through discursive 

interacting. I will finish with one last illustration that may be taken as a perfect example of a 

culturally propagated form of dediscoursification. It comes from the movie “Kingdom of 

Heaven” (2005) directed by Ridley Scott.  

Immediately before the scene of the first armed duel in woods, when Godfrey’s crew are 

ambushed because they refused to hand in Godfrey’s son Balian to the officers of the lord 

bishop, a dialogue involving the bishop’s sheriff, Balian himself, and Godfrey’s squire (played 

by a Fin Jouko Ahola), takes place as follows:  
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“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.”107  

 

This is a simple dialogue, but it says a lot about the beginnings of an armed conflict. First, 

we see that here disagreement is taken as an immediate cause of the use of armed force. In 

other words, the road from discourse to a use of force is extremely short. The opposed 

parties do not arrive at a conscious conclusion that their disagreement cannot be settled by 

peaceful means, but take it a priori and unreflectively as valid. Also, the moral matrix of 

discourse seems not to have been tried at all. Why, then, do the parties so swiftly take their 

arms against each other? Is the squire an advocate of Hobbes’s theory according to which 

disagreements should immediately produce the state of nature, or war, when an arbiter, a 

sovereign person or the Leviathan, is lacking?  

In fact, the story is more complicated than that; one needs to consider immediately that 

here one deals with the 12th century crusaders. The factor that generates dediscoursification 

in this case is not placed directly, or fully, in discourse as used by the parties to the conflict; it 

is a mechanism which, after being encoded into the religious or philosophical folklore of the 

age, is imposed, and reinforced, tacitly by cultural transmission. In other words, in this case, 

discourse immediately opens the door to a use of force because discourse itself is 

interpreted culturally in a specific, and flawed, way, and because the distinction between 

discourse and force is, as in Gorgias’ model, relativized by a special mechanism of cultural 

and religious encoding.  

Most importantly, the squire Odo immediately invokes the notion of God, which allows 

him to interpret the use of force in a peculiar way: as a process that leads to confirmation of 

God’s word or God’s will. Dispute in this context is not viewed primarily as a condition 

produced by the human discourse, but as a call to reveal another discourse, divine one, 

which is vastly superior to the human. Hence, in Odo’s world, one should say that the 

distinction between the human word and the sword is biased in favour of the latter by its 
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  The script is by William Monahan, and is available at http://www.ec.it-hiroshima.ac.jp/sakemi/movies/Heaven.pdf  

(Accessed July 28, 2015).   

http://www.ec.it-hiroshima.ac.jp/sakemi/movies/Heaven.pdf
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assumed capacity to contribute more directly than the former to God’s revelation of his own 

word.   

In such a sense, the force is here taken as a worthy investment into a process that is both 

unpredictable to the human being and guided by the divine hand. It is through the victory of 

one of the parties that God passes his judgment on the dispute – one who won, and 

survived, is both one who God chose and one who was “right” according to the semantics of 

the divine discourse. Therefore, summarily speaking, Odo expresses a priori preference of 

the force over the language of human communication/negotiation for two pseudo-reasons:  

1. He views the force as a commencement of a superior, divine discourse; and 2. he views 

the outcome of the application of force as the ultimate word, and closure, of such a 

discourse, or “God’s decision on the truth,” as he explicitly put it.     

Hence, the key lesson of the narrative, and the scene, can be summarized easily: 

occasionally, the process of dediscoursification involves not only the parties that experience 

and interact directly with each other through the process of communication; sometimes it 

may also involve some wider narratives in which discourses by the parties are tacitly 

embedded. This means that, at least occasionally, such wider narratives, too, should be 

considered and assessed in accordance with the key parameters of the moral-discursive 

matrix of language.108  
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  For the purpose of such assessment, one could roughly follow my own, section 1.7 assessment of Holbrooke's 

political framing of Izetbegović's dediscoursifying use of discourse.   
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