
Language as correction, language as corruption 

(or, What all diplomats, and politicians of some merit,  
    need to know about language and dediscoursification) 

    -  Draft August 2022

Dražen Pehar 

SUMMARY

This study charts a wide field. First, it draws the distinction between two key uses of language; one,
the primary, as the medium of mutual correction of human bodies; and second, the secondary and
derivative, language as a corruption-inducing device. Both uses are based primarily on our bodily
interrelationships, and both are constitutive of our key normative distinctions: right-wrong, just-
unjust, permissible-non-permissible, and alike. In both aspects language is here theorized as being
equally  supported,  and  sustained,  by  an  active/speaking  and  passive/listening  subject,  and  as
founded on a number of mutually feeding, and interlocking, norms. Second, the study places the
key emphasis on the notion of ‘corrigibility’, which serves as a key mark to distinguish the two
uses, or aspects, of language. Based on this, the third chapter is devoted primarily to a reading of
one  section  of  Euripides’  Phoenissae,  which  centers  on  the  idea  of  ‘tyrannical  (collective)
deafness’.  It  is through such a reading that the study opens a number of further considerations
belonging  primarily  to  the  field  of  politics  and  political  theory:  on  slavery,  war,  law,  and  the
conditions of agreement-making. Crucially,  it  explains the sense in which the negative political
phenomena,  including  dediscoursification,  have  discourse-ethical  roots,  and  also  embody  a
collective  body–pathology.  Lastly,  the  study points  to  several  conundrums that  invite  a  further
scrutiny. 



Here is a recent report by the Russian Information Agency, following a meeting between Sergei 
Lavrov and Liz Truss in their official capacity as the Russian Foreign Affairs Ministry Head and the
UK Foreign, Commonwealth, and Development Office Secretary respectively:  
МОСКВА, 10 фев — РИА Новости. Глава МИД России Сергей Лавров по итогам 
переговоров со своей британской коллегой Лиз Трасс заявил, что разочарован тем, как 
продвигается диалог.
"Разговор немого с глухим у нас получается. Вроде бы слушаем, но не слышим", — сказал он
на пресс-конференции.

The report reads as follows: “Moscow, 10 Feb – RIA News. After the ending of the negotiations 
with his British colleague, the Head of the Russian MFA (MID) Sergei Lavrov stated that he was 
disappointed with the unfolding of the dialogue. ‘A conversation between the mute and the deaf has 
taken place between us. We seem to be listening, but we don’t hear’ – he said at the press 
conference.”   

(Some reports have also jokingly, and widely, reproduced an episode from the negotiations, when 
Lavrov asked Truss if they, the UK, recognize the Russian sovereignty in the areas of Rostov and 
Voronezh, to which she hastened to reply resolutely that “we would never recognize it”; to which 
then the HM Ambassador to Moscow, Her Excellency Bronnert, intervened to correct her official 
chief.)   

This paper will center primarily on a single issue: how should we understand Lavrov’s 
characterization of the communication failure at the meeting? What could he have had in mind? 
Obviously, the statement is much more than a figure of speech. And, equally obviously, he must 
have experienced his own role as one of a mute person despite the fact that, for all we know, the 
meeting must have been prolific in words. 

I will claim here that Lavrov really must have had in mind some bodily impairment, but that it was 
a collective kind. To understand this, however, one needs a skeleton of an entire theory of human 
language. Obviously, we have to start with one very elementary observation: Lavrov had something 
negative in mind. He at least implied that the affairs should have taken a different, a friendlier and 
more cooperative direction. To understand, or plausibly present, such negativity, however, we need 
first to understand a positivity.1  

LANGUAGE AS CORRECTION

I will start straightaway with a general and comprehensive image: to present correctly the notion of 
language, we need the notion of ‘correction.’ And then, language can be grasped, and plausibly 
presented, as an instrument or medium of correction. 

Have in mind that ‘correction’ is originally a Latin word, one which shares the root with words 
‘direct’, or ‘erect’. This etymologically means simply a ‘straight line’, and the same root is present 
in the word ‘right’ in the meaning of ‘something done for a right reason’. And, have also in mind 

1 Have in mind that in this paper I will keep references and bibliography at a bare minimum. 



that the word ‘correction’ refers to a joint action, something that is done by two individuals (at 
least), acting together – we have this ‘con’ particle that signifies a ‘cooperative act.’ 
 
Correction, then, certainly takes place by a joint effort of some individuals. There are many 
examples, for instance, John says to Peter that the latter’s calculation is not right, and should be 
improved so-and-so. Of course, this is a kind of correction, but it’s not the kind I have in mind. I 
mean something broader, and deeper too. Have also in mind that the Latin ‘correctio’ refers also to 
some penal measures applied by some individuals against some others. For instance, the following 
would be one simple ‘correction’ from a 12th century monastery: ‘5 whip strokes on a bare skin and 
10 times Paternoster’ for a misdeed X. 

Here, when I address the notion of ‘language as correction’, I have in mind a correction of one 
body, in a specific part, by another body, in a number of different ways; the surest guideline is a 
‘vision correction’, or ‘sight correction’, by which we normally mean a functional improvement to 
the human eye by something that is not ‘eye’, but an external addition made of an inanimate matter, 
typically ‘glass’ or a ‘fiber’. However, in the case of language, I have in mind a number of actions 
that can be best illustrated with a correction of a pair of eyes by another pair of eyes. In what sense?
Here are some simple examples from various sources. 

1)  In the movie A most wanted man (2014., dir. Anton Corbijn), we watch an interesting scene 
close to the end of 46th min: Günther Bachmann, played by Philip Seymour Hoffman, is a senior 
officer of the German intelligence service. One of his informers is named Jamal Abdullah, a son of 
a person in whom Bachmann is especially interested, Dr. Faisal Abdullah, due to his possible 
connection with terrorists and Al Qaeda financing. At a point in time, the cooperation between 
Bachmann and Jamal seems to be endangered as the latter starts feeling some unease about the job. 
This is why the two meet at a boat, in Hamburg, and it seems that it is a tourist city-sightseeing boat
named Kirchdorf Hamburg. At the boat we see a ‘happy’ outcome where Bachmann manages to 
regain Jamal’s trust. The scene ends with Bachmann giving Jamal a hug (it’s not a love-hug, 
obviously), telling him the words as follow: “You are my ears, Jamal, you are my eyes. I need you. 
You are important to me. Good?” Then he gives a deep gaze, straight into Jamal’s eyes, and realizes
that Jamal’s full trust and confidence have recovered.

2)  Tiresias is a blind seer from the classical Greek mythology; he appears in important chapters of 
several Greek tragedies. We find him in Sophocles often, in the Oedipus the Tyrant, and in the 
Antigone; and he also appears in Euripides.2 But I find his appearance and role in the Antigone the 
most interesting one, and the richest in terms of informational and philosophical content of the play.
He is, as one should expect, shadowed and assisted by an official helper of the blind, one he 
addresses in the play as ‘pais’, which literally means ‘boy’, but it may also mean ‘a slave.’ 
Whatever more exact social role of the assistant, it is obvious that, without his verbal correction, 
Tiresias would not be able to function at all. The seer has just arrived at Thebes, where he tries to 
give a sound advice to Creon, the tyrant and the ruler of the city who recently announced a capital 
punishment for Antigone for her symbolic burial of her brother Polynices; Tiresias states as follows 
(lines 988-990): “O rulers of Thebes, we have arrived by a shared path, the two of us watching 
through the one; to the blind the roads are founded by the guide.”      

2 My references to the Greek dramatists normally follow the versions available from the Perseus Library of the Tufts 
University:  http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/ ; for the other classical Greek and Roman authors, I also often use
the Loeb Classical Library editions. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/


3) Philip N. Johnson-Laird (1988: 99) starts one of his essays by stating that, “If I blindfold you and
take you into your kitchen, there is a reasonable chance that you will be able to find your way 
around without bumping into things. But if I have rearranged the furniture, then you will be in
trouble. I can warn you: ‘Watch out – I have moved the table into the middle of the room,’ and once 
again you should be able to avoid colliding with it.”

There is one common theme running through the three examples. One person makes the other 
person 'see' some things that the latter would not be able to see without the help. And crucial to the 
helping process, we find right human words passed from one to the other. In other words, language 
here plays the role of intermediary to the process in the sense that one human corrects the vision of 
the other by producing a more or less complicated verbal account directed at him or her. Also, some 
kind of informational asymmetry seems to be a prerequisite to the process: some parties, in normal 
conditions, do not have access to some information due to some blocks or obstacles: blindness, or a 
special professional role, or an experimental design; to which you may add many others – for 
instance, one can be non-expert in some area, and get info from the experts; or one can be too 
young to witness first-hand some events; and he gets info from his granddad; or one more skillful 
and more courageous male part of the tribe will leave the safety parameter of the village, to check 
where the lions are, and then return to inform the rest of the village, etc. etc.  

The idea of correction amounts to an image of action that makes one better, or optimized – one is 
improving the other in a sense. Hence, there is the source of correction. In other words, one enriches
us, makes us more perfect, more complete, by the means of language. For instance, my eyes are 
made to see something through the right words of the other representing something already seen. 
This is, of course, a basic, preliminary mechanism. Immediately you can see that here we have the 
source of normativity, or criteria, standards, or measures. Originally, normativity comes with 
language that does something to two bodies. As language itself is built of a set of norms, and serves 
mutual correction, the correction takes place on the basis of simple norms – two pairs of eyes will 
see better, and more, than a single pair. And by generalizing, when we are bound, associated 
through language, that is much better than when we are alone, and disassociated. 

The correction, or correctivity, norm depends on practical acting, and tangible, quotidian aims and 
interests. The correcting of information, and by information, and for the purpose of information, 
never takes place in a pure form; there is always an additional layer in the background – a 
correction action-wise, or efficiency-wise. One hand helps another and thus always also corrects it. 
We should note that here we have a fuzzy or vague factor. One hand can help another when the 
latter is weak, or ill, or does not exist at all. But additionally, a helping hand can also help when the 
helped one is normal and equally strong. In the first case we deal with a replacement, or 
strengthening, in the second with multiplication, or co-acting, or cooperating. 

Here we should also remind ourselves of pretty simple developmental affairs: a mother teaches her 
child some new words, through a play, for instance, when she says: “Mich, please take this cup to 
your daddy;” or “Mich, bring me that pencil near the TV-set”. Then Mich acts as an additional pair 
of hands that corrects his dad’s or mother’s hands. Again, he acts like a prosthetic device that 
corrects, or improves, some individual capacities of certain bodies. He acts like some tools that 
correct or improve the strength and capacity of human hands: for instance, a shovel or an ax.     

Hence, summarily, it is of a key importance here to realize that, addressing the notion of language, 
it should be framed as the mutual complementing of bodily capacities; one body corrects another in 
the sense of perfecting it, making it more efficient or more fit; for example, one body sees more 



than it saw prior to the correction. Or, the complementing takes place in the sense of amelioration – 
for instance, one body sees now precisely what it saw only vaguely before; or what it even 
misidentified before. That is, one body transfers to the other something of itself, and the other 
accepts the ‘gift’ making thus itself better, more perfect than before. It goes nearly without saying 
that the former, the giving body, thus becomes internalized in, or made a part of, the latter. 

This is why I think that it can do no harm to present the entire process in terms of a collectivization 
of body, meaning that the endpoint of the process is in the creation of a collective body. Moreover, 
if such a body is really formed, then we can take this as proof, or reliable indication, of the fact that 
some norms have been respected or implemented. In other words, ethical character is shown 
through the bodily relationship, as something that guides such a relationship, and also in the 
individual body that has confirmed its ethical standing through the making of the collective body. 
Hence, discursive-ethical virtues are always evinced also as corporeal virtues, as some special 
features of the body, e.g. by correcting the hearing of the other, or by dignified, eye-to-eye contact 
with the other, and similar – for  instance, one will not experience the phenomenon of ‘gaze 
aversion’.3  

Hence, language can be defined as a medium, or a set of skills and practices, that enables the mutual
correction of bodies; in the process the bodies increase their values to each other, and to themselves 
of course, increasing also their capacity of social coexistence – they form something that's worthy 
of being considered as, strictly speaking, a collective body. We become to each other the added, and
aiding, (collective) eyes, ears, mouths, hands...Thus our bodies become both biologically and 
socially determined; e.g. our eye becomes a carrier also of a collective, or social, value, something 
that is not confined within a single body, but is spread through, and works within, a social organism,
a collective body. We are never alone, and we are never of our own; and we never lean only on 
ourselves as private, particular individuals; we have been guided by the ghosts of our collective, and
our eyes look and see in the way that the elderly eyes guided, and taught them, and perfected and 
enriched them in the course of our millennia-old shared histories.  

Now, the norm of correction start producing some serious effects very early in human life. This 
begins with the process of language-learning. Nobody really asks a child if s/he intends to become a
language user. S/he is constantly corrected until the proper concept is learned, or proper 
pronunciation, or a proper grammatical ending. The process of correction, as addressed and couched
above, is the process of the child’s primarily, but not exclusively, linguistic correction that in him or 
her produces the capability to correct the other in the above sense. Basically, you prepare your 
child's body to function as a potential correction-inducing device for the other bodies including your
own and of the kin primarily. 

Have in mind that, as part of language-learning training, the child is constantly exposed to true 
utterances. In other words, the norm of correction involves the norm of truthfulness from the early 
start. It cannot be otherwise. And, also, it cannot be otherwise when we speak of correction in the 
above sense. There is no correction in the process by which I pass on you some deliberately 
erroneous sentence, or the sentence in which I twisted the meaning of the words to my own liking. 
In other words, the norm of truth, and one of adherence to the given, inherited, criteria of meaning, 
remain with us throughout the process of language-use. This is one of the key building blocks of the
norm, and value, of correction.4  

3 The idea of ‘gaze aversion’ as a key characteristic of the liar’s body-language has more value as a symbol, or a tool 
of moral education, than as an empirical description of reality; for a detailed study, see GDRT (2006).  

4 To the philosophers of language, Donald Davidson, with the principle of charity, will here spring immediately to 
mind. Of course, there are many other philosophers, scholars, and thinkers who emphasize the normative 
presuppositions of language-use: for example, David Lewis, Bernard Williams, Michael Tomasello, or the German 



However, have in mind that the process of correction language-wise can go wrong in at least two 
very different ways, or by two different avenues. This is simply so because we have a speaker and a 
listener – it is abnormal to expect that those involved in communication both play the two roles at 
the same time. Hence, this is a first distinction. Of course, it is a basic and rough, or unrefined, one. 
Later I will add some further and finer distinctions.

As to the process of correction acting-wise, that is, when I request from you some help in acting 
("Mimi, take this cup to your daddy, please"), there is clearly another norm that is learned early as 
part of the human child development. When a child responds to this request by "Yes I will", s/he in 
fact makes some early form of promise. She binds herself. Of course, we are the party that does the 
requesting, but what we teach the child is to fulfill the request of her or his own. In other words, this
kind of mutual coordination, or assistance, is supposed to take place on a voluntary basis, and it's 
assumed to be 'tit-for-tat'. Hence, there is this modicum of self-binding. And, this self-binding is 
something that involves another norm, apart from the norm of truthfulness: it's a norm of reliability 
or trustworthiness.5 When the child says 'I will', then she will do as she said she would, and should. 
Her action will follow her words just as her words follow reality when she respects the norm of 
truthfulness. Or, her words will guide her acting actively and determinedly. The words will have the
status of a true depiction of a future action. This does not mean that the norm of reliability can be 
reduced to the norm of truth, but the former involves the latter as its constituent part. It also means 
that the former and the latter are inherently connected. And they are connected because the ultimate 
aim here is a mutual enrichment of individual bodies. Hence, the body acts as unifier of concepts 
both at a descriptive and an agentive level of correction-making.

Now, to return to the above distinction between the addresser and the addressee role – the latter 
needs to be endowed with certain virtues that go beyond what is immediately obvious, that is, that 
s/he needs to approach charitably, assuming truthfulness in, the sender of the message, or the active 
speaking party (have in mind that Bernard Williams broke down truthfulness into sincerity and 
accuracy). Briefly, on the receiving end of the communication there must be a sense of corrigibility. 
It must be a subjective sense, that one stands to be continually corrected when a need arises. It’s like
the experience of a child learning a language. This of course should not become, or be taken as, a 
kind of naivety, or blind trust. Partly it is a view of oneself, and also of oneself in relation to the 
other. In other words, we constantly expect that the other can extend, and enrich, our bodily 
capacity eye-wise, information-wise, or similar. I would also relate this to the feeling of general 
openness, but have in mind that ‘openness’ is just a metaphor. Or, also, it must be related to the 
sense of one’s own fallibility, the sense that at times I can err, or can be perfected, as a language-
using being. 

This – to emphasize the necessity of virtue also in the receiving end of communication – is rarely 
done in semantics or language-science, simply because the scholarship is most frequently practiced 
from the standpoint of the producer or the giving body; and second, it is wrongly assumed that 
language can be reduced to the individual acts by individual human beings.6 

school of thought (Apel, Habermas, Alexy, Kettner) who subscribe to ‘discourse-ethics’; have, however, in mind 
that the version of discourse-ethics offered in this paper differs significantly from the German kind.   

5 There are two basic schools of thought on trust. One starts from distrust and on that basis defines and accounts for 
the rationality of trust: Jon Elster (2007), with his “trust as ‘lowering a guard’” definition, is one influential 
representative of the school. I prefer the other school, one for the members of which trust is primordial. This school 
denies the assumption that ‘high trusters’ are more gullible, dumber, or less cautious, or generally less rational than 
‘low trusters’; in fact, it is the other way around – this was tested and empirically confirmed, and accounted for in 
an influential theory by a Japanese psychologist Toshio Yamagishi (2011), based on the work of Julian Rotter.  

6 Valuable work of Herbert Clark (1996) is opposed to such a tendency. 



As a side-note, there must be a similarly valid distinction in the other ethics-bound aspects of 
language use, a distinction that reflects the different roles of different players that must be 
synchronized and tuned together for language to produce the desired effects and function properly. 
For instance, it is infrequently stressed that, for a message to be conveyed, the receiving actor must 
not commit the sin I name ‘semantic imputation’, which is a reading of the surplus meanings into 
the message one receives, which at least in political contexts happen more frequently than it should 
be. Or, when one requests from somebody to lend his hand by showing some reliability in the 
aforementioned sense, it is infrequently emphasized that the actions referred and projected must be 
properly described in the sense of the intentions properly expressed, categorized, or prioritized; and 
that both actors must do this in a very similar, or nearly identical, sense. I will leave such cases for a
later consideration, but have, however, in mind that the norms mentioned need to be combined all 
the time and are working in concert: in reality, you cannot disentangle the meaning understanding 
from the reception of truth, or the action-reference from the two aforementioned components or 
factors of verbal production-reception. Hence, in the forthcoming paragraphs there will be some 
amount of idealization.      

Let me now summarize the key implications of my considerations thus far. First, language and body
are intertwined. The soul of language, as a real activity, is in a body-to-body relationship. Our key 
norms pertaining to language, and humans as linguistic creatures, in fact pertain to our status as 
simply human bodies. For instance, the norm of truth makes sure that you convey mostly true 
sentences, but this in turn simply makes sure that you honestly and accurately report on your own 
observations, as your eyes have spotted, which ultimately makes sure you share your eye-capacity 
with the receiver of your proposition. The same rule applies to the promise-making-, or action-
requesting- aspects of language-use. In other words, language and its inherent norms do not involve 
the commitment to any form of mind-body dualism; what gives the appearance of dualism, of our 
having an additional layer apart from our tangible bodies, is the body-to-body connection, a shade 
of another body that enriches our body through the key aspects of language; our ‘souls’ are an 
illusory side-effect of the language-mediated prosthetics, of our very basic bodily sociality. 

Additionally, this means that it makes no sense to theorize the realm of language as something 
distinct from, or as separately supervening on, the area of ‘material power’. Language, for instance, 
is not a ‘soft power’ in distinction to ‘hard power’. Language is a primary condition of our sociality,
something that gives a primordial power to our bodies as one species. Hence it is so basic to our 
functioning that it works literally at the same level as, for example, oxygen-intake by our lungs and 
nostrils. The same consideration applies to the Marxist notion of the difference between the Bau and
Ueberbau – the base (or under-structure) and super-structure of human society. If you theorize the 
realm of language as one of a particular kind of tool and tool-making, it’s a basic kind of tool, one 
with which we are born as material beings, and which is given to us via our primary, bodily form of 
sociality. It’s a tool that bridges the gap between the natural and the social, or the biologically given 
and the conventional. Interestingly, in today’s postmodern niches of theorizing, one also finds often 
the argument of the following kind: the distinctions x, y, z….are linguistically mediated (or 
dependent on language, or constructed by language); hence those are arbitrary, and thus removable. 
The argument, however, is totally flawed when viewed in light of my above considerations.

Second, as a language user one is always geared towards the positive pole of relationship – towards,
briefly put, ‘correction’ in one of the several senses explained above. We rely on each other, we 
make our lives bearable to each other, we help each other, we cooperate, we perfect and supplement
each other, we support each other...The fact that language is learned only in the context of 
hyperprosociality, as part of a very close biological relationship (child-mother, or family), makes 



the tendency (of ‘being geared towards the positive’) easy to understand and endorse. Normativity 
is born as part of the same process – one body making the other body more perfect in a bodily sense
by giving the latter the right words. Normativity in this sense pertains to bodies primarily, and to the
words secondarily and derivatively, and it forms the base of our sociality. We gain, in this context, 
one crucial contrast: ‘a body alone’ v. ‘a body enriched/corrected by another body’ through a 
determinate verbal pattern. And we gain the awareness of both individual and social desirability of 
the second condition. Thus we become endowed with a simple measure, a standard, with which all 
agree, and which forms a natural base to all our morality-related norms and criteria.7  

Third, a child is brought into, and preserved in, language by the same mechanism. Roughly, you can
name it ‘the mechanism of correction’. And to preserve and extend the medium of language, we 
need to retain the child’s sense of corrigibility, and more generally, a bag of virtues that shape our 
bodies primarily – to be able to watch eye-to-eye, to have one’s ears open, and ‘flexible’, and to 
have the dignity of a virtuous speaker who upholds his word, and thus makes himself relevant and 
respected.  

Fourth, the ancient Greeks are famous for one specific concept: Λόγος. When one thinks of Λόγος, 
one thinks of numerous possible meanings: in Heraclitus, or in Pythagoras, as a Ratio, or 
proportion, or a measure with which one measures everything – or as One that is equally present in 
all things, and that guides the behavior of the multitude. Furthermore, we find it also in Socrates – 
as when he asks  one to “λόγον δίδοναι”, to give a reason, or a supporting argument, to one’s 
opinion. However, have in mind that the primary meaning of Λόγος is ‘oratio’, or a speech, or 
simply, language, but one in the sense presented above: it is language guided by a number of norms,
and also committing one to adherence to such norms; it is language as a site of rationality, reason-
giving, mutual correction, and learning, a device of human cooperative endeavors. Hence, what I 
suggest through this point is that the discussion of this kind of the image of language necessarily 
operates as part of some traditions. 

The concept of language as a structure, or medium, that enables a mutual enrichment of individual 
human bodies, supported by several, mutually supporting norms that ensure materialization of 
certain values, giving thus rise to a specific form of normativity – this concept is not brought about 
by my theory, or by a sudden insight formed in a specific moment of human history; it is inherently 
tied to the use of language as soon as such use becomes a topic of self-reflective, or meta-lingual, 
concern. It is thus traditionally transferred, or ‘traded’ as part of a tradition, already endorsed as part
of our common past – it is passed on intergenerationally, but of course, from time to time enriched 
and sharpened, and used in, and calibrated to, different historical contexts. 

Hence, there are many members of the tradition, placing emphasis on different aspects of the 
normative discursive structure, or on the corporeal aspects of discourse, or on violations pertaining 
to the two, which I address later in more detail. Take, for example, Isocrates with his famous 4th 
century BC eulogy to Λόγος: the ability of language to provide for a normative structure is clearly 
spelled out, together with the notion that it is also related to the specifics of our bodies, in 
distinction to the rest of the animal kingdom, and also tied with the idea that language is a key 
benefactor to the human species, enabling us to live a civilized life in the settlements called ‘cities’ 
guided by the rule of law. This is, of course, reproduced in Aristotle’s Politics I, the famous part on 
ζῷον λόγον ἔχων, human being as a being endowed with Λόγος, which, as Aristotle emphasizes, 
reflects the human capacity to think in terms of the just and unjust, the good or bad, or the humanly 

7 The standard is enriched, or made more precise, with the aspects discussed in the second chapter, language as 
corruption; the chapter is focused on the denial of the positive pole, the negative values, the minus-pole: ‘a body 
alone’ is a neutral, zero condition. 



convenient and inconvenient. Also, Aristotle as well puts emphasis on the distinction between the 
human animal and the rest of animal kingdom. 

Even much earlier, in Gorgias, especially Encomium to Helen, we find some predecessors, or 
embryonic forms, to the tradition. Λόγος is compared to a powerful “Dynast, which, by the smallest
of bodies, performs magnificent, even divine, deeds, arousing anger, fear and similar”. Gorgias 
formulates his speech as a defense of the truth on Helen, but he also seems to emphasize unduly the 
ability of persuasion to mislead and deceive, to which Helen as well succumbed. However, have 
also in mind that Gorgias at the very closure portrays his Encomium as a ‘paignie’, a (childish) 
joke, something performed for amusement and not be taken seriously. Or, perhaps at the end he 
conceded his speech was trying to mislead the public? Anyway, in him as well we find typical 
tropes related to Λόγος: the accent on the norm of truth, the connection between language and body,
a supreme role of language in human endeavors, and the problematization of the divide between the
physical acting/agency, or the power to move, on the one hand, and persuasion, or acting by speech,
on the other. 

All the key Greek tropes are assembled in a fantastic, I would dare to say ‘breathtaking’, exercise 
titled ‘Heracles’, authored by Lucian of Samosata, a famous member of 2nd Sophistic movement 
from the 1st century. Again, we find Λόγος portrayed in a particular way, as something that binds 
human bodies together: It is personified by the elderly Heracles who ties to himself a group of 
followers following him deliberately, but also through a peculiar physical connection: their ears are 
envisaged as tied by “chains fashioned of gold and amber” to Heracles’ tongue. Of course, there 
must be a trust-bond between the group and the leader. Have also in mind that, again, Lucian in fact 
portrays language at its best, as Eloquence, a supreme oratory. He also explicitly compares himself 
with the old Heracles, or ‘Ogmios’ as Gauls name him, and through the contrast with the old, 
weakened, demigod’s body, increases the importance of language to serve as a replacement to body,
to move by ‘golden, or honeyed words.’ Importantly, with Erasmo’s of Rotterdam translation of the 
piece in Latin, ‘Heracles’ was starting to be widely read throughout the humanist Europe, and we 
find in early 16th century very interesting ‘emblemata’ produced by Alciato, trying to convey the key
message of Lucian’s sketch: the message is often put (as translated also in French, Italian, German, 
and Spanish) as “eloquentia fortitudine praestantior” – “Eloquence is superior to strength/force”.

The piece by Lucian obviously introduces the trope of ‘a collective body’, but it is very important 
since it contains one trope that is closely related to the concept of language as a correcting device; it
is one of ‘binding’, which obviously forms another sub-tradition, one pertaining especially to the 
notion of promising or promise-making. And it is through this notion that the trope relates closely to
another tradition: one of framing the sphere of law, or legislation, as a condition of polis, as one 
specific kind of collective-promise making, or oath-giving. Have, however, in mind that we remain 
in the field of ‘language as correction’ throughout the process. Lucian’s ‘desma’, words as chains 
fashioned of gold and amber, do not have to be promises, but when they function as promises then 
we explicitly say that a human being is bound by such words: have in mind that the bond is triple – 
it binds human to another human and also both humans to the word by one human, who is 
specifically guided by the word which makes him clear, open, predictable, and thus trustworthy to 
the other. 

Again, it is only in such a condition that language can indeed function as a device of correction, or 
one of complementing, or supplementing, or perfecting another human body, in the sense of a hand 
helping reliably another pair of human hands. We agree, then we follow the agreement, or we do as 
agreed, together, and thus the agreement has been validated, the word has become ‘a body’, Verbum
caro factum est. And, finally, this entire process is one that keeps ‘the phatic function’, as Jakobson 



named it, well and alive.8 The binder, the ligata, or the rope or a chain, or connector, tie or a 
vinculum, is kept in place as a bond between two bodies, and thus as a bond of a continued 
communication, only if it manages to show the fidelity, or trustworthiness, of the communicating 
party, including its ability to transform efficiently the word of promise into the promised deed, to 
lead the process of the coordination, a mutual correction and perfection, of the bodies. 

This tradition includes also the famous parts of Justinian’s Digest, the chapter on legal obligation, or
the vinculum iuris tradition, which depicts the process of legal binding as a species of the process of
promise-making, tying thus directly the homo iuris to the homo loquens, which is why we have the 
famous Latin gloss on the connection: “verba ligant homines, taurorum cornua funes” (Words bind 
humans, whereas bull’s horns are bound by ropes). We still need to bear in mind that ‘verba ligant’, 
words bind just like ropes do, except that the former’s binding lines are invisible and internalized as
part of a long, collective process. It is words endowed with certain status and powers, words that are
tested and confirmed as reliable and helpful, words taught and learned in the sense of a prolonged 
process of learning how to correct the other by language, how to be his or her helping hand or a 
helping eye, ear, or head. 

Of course, it would be foolish to suggest that the area of Greek Λόγος is the only, or the crowning 
area, through which the aforementioned tradition is reaching us; certainly, there are various sources,
and carriers of the tradition – we may freely include Cicero and Grotius, and partly Hobbes, in the 
same humanist tradition of presenting language as a correction-inducing collective body-maker. 
And, here is one quote from a famous 11th century Persian commentator of Qur’an, Al-Rhagib Al-
Isfahani (‘The monk from Isfahan’):   

“Truthfulness is a major guarantee of the survival of this world. Without it, no world-view is
accurate. It is foundation of a commendable characters, and one of the pillars of religious
traditions. It is an effect of God-fearing reverence, and without it, the legal provisions would
not make sense. The specificity of lying is in its negation of humanity, as speech/language is
a crown-feature of the human being; in contrast, those known to lie use language on which
one cannot  rely;  and then,  those with unreliable language do not  come forward with,  or
express, their preferences. Hence, they and the animals are the same, or the former are even
worse than animals – the language of an animal gives us neither beneficence nor harm; in
contrast to which a liar gives us harm only.” (my quote follows
https://www.monteislam.com/hutbe/laganje – which is Sheikh Qaradawi’s lecture on lying.) 

And Quine and Ullian (1978: 50) as well belong to the same tradition, when they claim that, “Two 
basic ways in which language serves us are these: as a means of getting others to do what we want 
them to, and as a means of learning from others what we want to know. In the one way it affords us,
vicariously, more hands to work with; in the other, more eyes to see with.” Interestingly, however, 
the two decided to treat the core idea as merely a ‘figurative way of speaking’, hence, they dropped 
it. This idea, of ‘enlarged or vicarious’ observation, still is perfectly plausible, hence, can be adopted
freely in a non-figurative mode. 

The reason can be easily discerned if we focus on Quine’s and Ullian’s explanation of why they 
think the idea is a figure of speech only. They state that, “our observation in the literal sense is 
limited to the sound of his [speaker's] words – words with which his reported observations are 
causally connected.” (1978: 51) This is a wrong way of putting not only a theoretical inference, or 
hypothesis, but a straightforward empirical datum. Because, contra Quine and Ullian, our 
observation, as a hearer, is not limited to the sound of the speaker’s words. This is so only in the 
case when we listen to a language that we have not yet mastered. Once we master a language, we 

8 Famously in Jakobson (1960) 

https://www.monteislam.com/hutbe/laganje


become able to couple the sound of the speaker’s words with something else; Ferdinand Saussure 
named it ‘l’image acoustique’, an acoustic image, which means that one also envisages something, 
visually processes something, as a direct effect of getting the audio-signal from the speaker. 

The key purpose of language-use is to ensure that the entire process is causally reliable and 
comprehensive, meaning that the road from the speaker’s observations to our own via his language 
must be causally secure, and properly passed, and, as must not be forgotten, mediated by the 
process of long and extensive language-learning. The better your observational intake and your 
description, or your ‘observational report’ in Quine and Ullian terminology, and the better my 
mastery of your language (which may, but does not have to be our shared language), the more 
accurate, precise, and detailed picture of the scene will I have formed at the end of the process. 
Hence, observation is really enlarged, or vicarious, and language, in the sense of a correction-
inducing device, indeed affords us “more eyes to see with,” and also “more hands to work with.” 

LANGUAGE AS CORRUPTION 

Language in the sense of a medium of correction can be presented also as a tool of a particular kind.
Hence, unsurprisingly, language has been theorized as a tool by many theorists: we find the key idea
already in Plato’s Cratylus. In the 20th century the idea is normally connected to a broad and varied 
group of the followers of “Wittgenstein, Phase Two” – Wittgenstein of the Philosophical 
Investigations; Austin, Strawson, and Searle belong to the camp, which has also expanded to 
embrace parts of the American pragmatist tradition. And, in one form the idea was advocated by 
Friedrich Engels, in his famous piece on the humanization of ape through the feature of tool-
making. 

The concept of tool, however, is not that easy to grasp. Obviously, it comprises a number of ideas, 
often related to the human capacity of a hand-work reflecting deliberate thinking, and design. The 
production of tools, like human vocalization, is subject to a voluntary control. Second, it brings 
some benefits, an increase in the quality of life, to humans: either as hunters, or as gatherers, or at 
agriculture. Third, we tend to think of tools as combined and ordered into tool-boxes; we have a 
finite set of elements that can be combined, to deliver some action that is pretty complicated and 
requires a prolonged period of learning, of transgenerational transfer of skills. Obviously, all such 
features find their equivalents in the area of language. Thus we naturally form the idea of language 
as a tool.

But, here is my important addition: the tool-making can be conceptualized in different ways, but 
evolutionary theorists tend to view the process primarily as stemming from the corporeal nature of 
human beings; that is, the evolution of technology reflects the nature of human body – that’s the 
most elementary, first-gut, or natural way of thinking on tools and technology.  Ernst Kapp was the 
first writer to propose this way of conceptualizing, and that’s the theory we find in Sigmund Freud’s
Das Unbehagen in Kultur as well. The key claim of the theory reads that the basic purpose of tools, 
and technology more generally, is to increase the capacity or power of the human body: think of 
telescope and human eye, cars/airplanes and locomotion, or housing and general human safety. 
Kapp proposed that our basic tools came into being simply as projections of, and the power-aiding 
devices to, our hand or fist: think of ax, or shovel, or hammer.9 Actually, all elementary tools 
function as prostheses, as supplements and extensions of our bodily organs, starting with hands and 
arms. Of course, with time we add prosthetic devices even to our capacity of memorization: think of
CDs, or photographing, or video recording, or the memory-storage on our computers. 

9 Kapp originally published his work in German in 1877; for the English translation, see Kapp (2018). 



Hence, it’s quite normal to apply the same two-pronged idea to the notion of language: first, 
language is a tool, and second, as tools are prosthetic devices, we can think of language, too, as a 
relatively complicated medium for extension and empowerment of human body. However, in the 
case of language, the part played by a ‘stick’, or an inanimate matter more generally, combined with
a human hand of one human individual, is played by two human bodies combined; one of which is 
called the sender, and the other the receiver, of the message. The end result is, as in the case of 
technology, an extended, more powerful human body. “Eye corrected by an other’s eye”, or a “hand
corrected by another hand.” And, ultimately, we arrive at where we started from in this paper – a 
collective-body making by adherence to normative guidelines (truth, reliability, understanding, 
and/or reason-giving).10

Still, you can give another twist to this idea. And this one will take you very far in the land of 
human thinking and, more generally, culture. Obviously, tools can become weapons, or be used as 
weapons, and we, the human species, gradually specialized in one department of tool-making that is
an industry of weapon-making. Now, while the tools we normally use to increase our bodily 
capacity are used benevolently and beneficently, not doing harm to anyone (think of our use of 
shovel or hammer or coal-engine), weapons are a different kind of tools. And, now I would like to 
remain focused only on the use of some tools as weapons; say ax, instead of chopping trees, we also
use it to fend our baby sister from an attack by a wild animal; or from, heaven forbid, an attack by 
another human tribe that came to plunder our village. Of course, we can use hammer to perform the 
same task: instead of hitting a nail, we can use it to hit a human ‘beast’ before he hit us. Can we 
think of language in a similar fashion?

Normally, language, as correction, enables one human body to enrich another one, say, one pair of 
eyes correcting another pair. This is language as a tool normally used for its primary purpose. 
When, and how, the very same tool can be used for a totally different purpose? One that turns it into
a weapon? Obviously, we will need to think differently on the goals of the entire process in the 
same way that we think differently of the goals of the use of ax, when we use it to kill an animal or 
a human instead of using it to chop trees. Obviously, we will think of doing harm, instead of good, 
to a body. Normal use is related only to our own beneficence and good. Use of something as a 
weapon is tied to a different goal – one of doing corporeal harm to somebody or something. Think 
of the air-craft as a tool that enables you to see some distant lands from a special perspective, and to
travel in a special way. When you view it as a weapon, its goals will become very different: say, to 
kill or endanger, or deter, an enemy-tribe, to remove some danger by producing a dangerous, or 
harming, or even lethal effect. 

Interestingly, we can think in the same fashion of the use of language. And, in such conditions, we 
deal with the second part of my title: language as corruption. And, this Latin ‘rupt’- root in the word
‘corruption’ is clear enough – it connotes the notion of break, of cutting something, of destroying it, 
or spoiling and disfiguring it, a rupture, a burst, a fracture. Think of several other words containing 
the same root: dis-rupt, or e-rupt, or inter-rupt. ‘Corrupt’ is from ‘con-rupt’, and it associates with 
the idea that two things need to be combined, or act together, for the harmful effect, a breaking or 
splitting or disfiguring or cracking, to take place. 

10 “So when we hear an observation sentence that reports something beyond our own experience, we gain evidence 
that the speaker has the stimulation appropriate for its utterance, even though that stimulation does not reach us. 
Such in principle is the mechanism of testimony as an extension of our senses. It was the first and greatest human 
device for stepping up the observational intake. Telescopes, microscopes, radar, and radio-astronomy are later 
devices for the same end.” (Quine, Ullian 1978: 50-1) 



Importantly, when we use tool as a weapon, normally we will also slightly adapt it to the new set of 
goals and sub-goals. It has to be this way simply because there has to be a difference in action to 
mark the difference between ‘the use of tools as tools’, on the one hand, and ‘the use of tool as a 
weapon’, on the other. Of course, all this can be easily applied to the area of language, that is, the 
use of language as a corrupting device. Now, think of the very basic forms of corruption in human 
societies: something illegal has happened, and the lawman, for instance, looks away, or pretends he 
has not noticed anything; he turns his eye elsewhere, and decides to describe the affair as legal, 
normal, ordinary; whereas, in reality, what has really happened may be a theft, rape, or even murder.
Here, obviously we deal with a basic case of lying in a simple, legal context. In other words, lying 
corrupts, and when one lies, one uses language as a device of corruption. How does one do it? And 
how can we frame the process as one of the use of language as a weapon? 

Before I answer this question, have in mind that a simple use of an instrument by an individual 
involves a clear separation between the active and the passive element. An instrument fully serves 
its master. With language as a tool, or an instrument, matters are somewhat more complicated. Of 
course, even in the case of language-mediated effect, you have one party that is clearly benefiting 
from the use of the tool, and one party produces the basic string of words. However, both bodies, or 
at least two bodies, are involved in the total creation of the total language-mediated effect. For 
instance, to share a sight, or to make a collective sight, and to pass a true utterance, one party will 
do the active part. But, the other party is active as well, despite the initial appearance. The other 
party consumes the work of the tool, but it’s active also during the process of the delivery of the 
effect. For instance, the other, the recipient must properly understand the meaning of the words 
through which the source of the message shares his or her sight with the former. Now, it’s not 
difficult at all to demonstrate that there are some further conditions, or further parts played by both 
agents, and such parts, too, enter the area of the cluster of norms, or values, regulating the use of 
language as a good tool, or language as a correction-inducing device. 

Hence, in the case of language as a weapon, or as a corruption inducing device, it must be different, 
but slightly, not too much. Otherwise, it would not be a use of a language as a tool.  Now, let us go 
back to the issue of lying. How does the lying corrupt? And who is corrupted? And by what 
mechanism? 

Obviously, both the source of the message, i.e. the addresser, and the addressed, or addressee, will 
have to play their parts. First, on the part of the source: s/he will have to use the words in their 
ordinary meaning, and the meaning as s/he intends will have to coincide with the meaning as 
understood by the addressee. Otherwise, the lie may prove futile. Hence, this is quite a normal, 
ordinary norm of language, and the case of lying does not differ in this regard from the case of 
honest, truth-telling use of language. Second, on the part of the source: s/he will need to pass the 
image, to the recipient, but not one that coincides with the image the former really holds; it will be 
different – the norm of correction, obviously, is removed since the addresser does not aim to correct,
or improve the sight, of the addressee; she aims to mislead the latter. And, here we have a 
widespread set of metaphors, which we find in all languages. To this I return in a moment. 
Generally, by lying the source wants to earn some benefit narrowly for himself – he does not count 
on the benefit of the receiver but on his or her probable harm of a lesser or higher degree. In other 
words, the source counts on a disequilibrium – the benefit he gets will be paid by a harm inflicted 
on the recipient. 

However, there is another condition to lying. The addressee must not see the difference between the 
use of language as a correction, on the one hand, and the case of lying, to which he is a victim, on 
the other. In other words, s/he must trust the source, and see in his message an honest attempt at 



sight-sharing, or at a correction of his, or her, own sight by the source’s. Also, s/he must deem 
herself, or himself, corrigible, thus open to the kind of intervention by the source of language. If the 
victim does not view the addresser as trustworthy, as implementing just another normal case, of 
normal use of language as a correction-inducing device, the lie, or deception, will not work. 
Summarily, what we have in the case of lying is a device that, based on the history of collective-
body making, exploits that history, and introduces an asymmetrical distribution of gain and harm to 
the two bodies involved in the process. We tend to think of the victim as passive, but s/he is not 
passive at all in the process. In the process of ‘being lied to’, s/he upholds the norm of meaning-
identity, and she also upholds the norm of correction, or trustworthiness – s/he believes that the 
source is both sincere and accurate, while in reality the latter is neither. The source as well upholds 
the norm of meaning-identity, but s/he removes the norm of correction and replaces it with 
something else – with the aim of exploitation of a ‘blindfolded head’. 

Now we can return to the aforementioned set of metaphors used to depict the key effect of lying. 
Those metaphors are not random nor generated by especially versatile or creative individuals, like 
poets. They are folk-linguistic kind of metaphors, used systematically in a widespread fashion to 
teach ordinary speakers, or members of a community of language, to respond to certain phenomena 
with a certain attitude. Hence, when we deal with the cases of lying, normally we couch the aim of 
exploitation in many, obviously interrelated terms: to blind someone, to cloud his or her judgment, 
to throw dust in one’s eyes; to entrap or ensnare one; or, simply, to mislead one. Latin ‘deceptio’ 
comes from ‘de-capio’, which means ‘to ensnare’. And ancient Greeks used one interesting 
metaphor: one of δóλος; it means ‘a bait’, which also means ‘deception’. Similarly, in modern 
English there is an idiom of ‘being an easy prey to some professions’, referring to someone who is 
gullible and easily misled or manipulated by some professions (say, salesmen, or politicians). 

So, what is the point of the metaphors? First, they emphasize the fact that the source of lie inflicts a 
bodily harm on the victim of the lie. The former makes the body of the latter less efficient than it 
would be the case if the body was left to itself, to work out the merits of the case of its own. This is 
depicted through the metaphor of ‘eye-impairment’. But, have in mind that, again, this effect, the 
outcome of the use of  language as a weapon, can be understood only on the basis of the primary, 
original role of language as a correcting, body-related social device, for one body to help or better 
another body.11

Second, to mislead, to ensnare….and the similar parts of the metaphors’ list point to the fact that, 
sooner or later, one would realize that one was lied to. It has to happen because the harm will make 
him, or her, start reflecting on the trust he has given to the source. The lie cannot be concealed for a 
longer period. Hence, here we deal with the fact of a short-term nature of the kind of tool-use as a 
weapon. However, this does not mean that the harm is light; the harm is still grave because it leads 
to another important outcome – by losing one’s trust, the source becomes soon mute vis-à-vis the 
victim of his, or her, lie; the source will necessarily dediscoursify the victim, lead him out of the 
space of language, and will thereby close to himself as well the path of future discursive dealing 
with the victim. 

Also, this second part, involving the Greek δóλος and Latin ‘decapio’, tells you another interesting 
thing: the whole process reminds of some processes of human hunting of animal prey; hence, 
implicitly an analogy is also drawn between the victim of the lie and the hunted, or entrapped, 
animal. It is as if the liar turns his or her victim into an animal, or treats the victim as an animal, one

11 There are, of course, many interesting theorists of lying. I find Bernard Williams, Sissela Bok, and David Simpson 
especially relevant and plausible. However, I find them also lacking in the sense of giving an incomplete 
description of lying as a kind of harm; they do not state precisely what is specific about lying as a kind of harm. 



that is caught, immobilized, forced into an inconvenient cul-de-sac, to be murdered and perhaps 
even devoured. Thus the liar himself becomes an animal of a special kind – it is as if an animal kind
borrows part of human sociality to mislead, and ultimately arrest and force into submission, another
animal kind. That borrowed part of our sociality is exactly the use of words as a weapon. Of course,
the lie does not have to end with killing an enemy – that’s very clear to everyone, but have in mind 
that the process was depicted in such stark terms for a reason: the victim of the first lie must have 
sensed a kind of utter humiliation; s/he must have experienced it really dramatically, as his loss of 
freedom, as a fall into abyss, as a language-mediated catch of a weaker-kind animal (fish or goat) by
a stronger-kind animal (lion, or a beast of prey).

But, crucially, all this sounds very dramatic because it has to: our use of language as corruption 
supervenes, or is parasitic, on our use of language as correction, and the latter draws our bodies 
together, makes of language an indispensable part of our bodies. Hence, words that bring gain to our
bodies, when used differently, can inflict harm on our bodies as well. A normal human being here 
cannot but draw the analogy with the cases of an ultimate loss of freedom, of being blinded, or 
being led to an abyss under a false pretense; because, it’s indeed a case of application of force by 
something that does not look like a force, and that is meant to be applied and used not only 
differently, but for the totally opposed purposes. Hence, it is expected that many of those metaphors 
emphasize clearly the degree of danger, or threat, of losing one’s entire social value as a human by 
losing one’s key tool of sociality through the deliberate depletion of the key means of mutual bodily
enrichment, i.e. language. 

Lying, of course, is not the only way of using language as a corruption-inducing device, or a 
weapon. There are several others. Interestingly, they all involve something that may remind us of 
lying. But, to all of them there is one common thread: they are considered as deeply offensive, as 
harmful to a human being, and thus as causing in a party a reasonable effect in the form of the will 
to suspend indefinitely communication with the source of the trouble. 

For instance, there are the cases of semantic imputation. This is when you have one party saying 
and meaning A, whereas his listener, or interpreter, or co-conversant, attributes a meaning B to the 
words. Moreover, it’s not a case of a mistaken, or randomly misidentified meaning. It’s a case of a 
deliberate distortion, normally as part of an attempt to win an argument or even humiliate the 
speaker, or to weaken the persuasive force of his words, or something similar. It happens often in 
the realm of politics. I have presented some examples elsewhere (Pehar 2016a and 2016b), so here I
will mention only a few basic characteristics that apply generally. First, have in mind that this is a 
very basic form of the use of language as a corrupting device; it takes place at the level of meaning-
reading. Second, human speakers often easily recognize in it the case of the use of language as a 
weapon – its manipulative character as part of a verbal combat is often and easily recognized; and 
human speaker responds to it pretty dramatically. Third, often people see in it something kin to 
lying, but one blatant, direct, open lying, lying for a purpose before an audience that’s already 
steered against the speaker, one to whom the pseudo-meaning has been imputed. Fourth, you also 
sense an alienation – somebody states that something is in your head, and you are pretty confident 
that this is not so. But, you are also aware that somebody is about to gain a point, or approval, by 
distorting your message; somebody is distancing your words from you and giving them totally 
different cloths. One sees a very different image of himself in a mirror, contrary to one’s normal 
expectations. 

Fifth, and this is again where the issue of collective body-making comes into play: you cannot want 
to have an imputer as a messenger of your choice – s/he relates to your meanings in such a fashion 
that you do not want him or her as one who should transfer your message to a third party; and not 



only that; you do not want him or her to serve to you as a conveyor of the sentences by someone 
else, as an intermediary in your receipt of messages by a third party – you do not trust his or her 
treatment of people’s meanings generally. In other words, you do not want the imputer to serve as 
your extended either ears or mouth (and, it goes without saying, your head either). And you do not 
want that because you have an experience of his or her disfiguring (the content) of your mouth or 
ears – and here the impression, fully reasonable and well motivated, is one of an individual who is 
deaf, and perhaps even mute, to the workings of language. Of course, after you suffer a case of 
semantic imputation, you will also sense an exhaustion, the sense that you wasted your energy, that 
your investment of time and energy, and mind, came to naught, which is another corporeal effect of 
the same causality. But, that’s just a side effect, one that follows generally all the cases of the use of 
language as a weapon, or a corruption-inducing device.

Sixth, typically you experience another problem – the cases of imputation often involve and give 
rise to the propositions given from a meta-lingual perspective. This means that it’s super-normal for 
one to start thinking of linguistic matters upon experiencing the case of semantic imputation; one 
starts wondering: ‘what did I say or connote wrongly and unintentionally?’, or ‘how did he gather 
evidence to support such an interpretation of my words?’, and similar. You, reasonably, go up one 
level; you focus on your own, and your partner’s, language to find out why did dialogue go wrong. 
This is so because you have quite a natural expectation pertaining to your primordial understanding 
of language as a correction-inducing device, language not as a weapon, but a beneficial tool: you 
aim to improve things, to correct yourself, to resolve the issue. Have in mind that this is not a 
perspective of a semantic imputer, and often you will indeed come to the conclusion that it’s futile 
to try to correct and clear your ‘misunderstanding’ with the imputer – first of all, because it was not 
a case of misunderstanding, but of a deliberate distortion of meaning. It’s already with the second 
turn in message-exchange that you should realize that semantic imputation had indeed taken place. 
It happened to me many times – the imputer is unlikely to say “sorry, I was wrong, I hereby 
apologize;” he continues either with defending his own interpretation, or with adding another 
instance of imputing.  

This leads us to recognize another important property of such cases of violation as part of the use of
language as a weapon, or a corruption-inducing device. However, before I address the property, it is 
important to point to another interesting fact. The cases of semantic imputation are indeed very 
similar to some cases of so-called ‘sophistic interpretation’, an interpretation that enables one to 
unbind oneself from the force of the treaty to which one has signed. For instance, we find one 
notorious case in Cicero’s De Officiis, the case of Spartan King Cleomenes who decided to end 
abruptly the truce he signed a few days before; the truce he signed refers to ‘triginta dierum’, ‘thirty
days’, which is the period for which the truce was designed to hold; however, Cleomenes decided to
terminate it much earlier based on his peculiar interpretation of the treaty: he stated that the truce 
did not refer to ‘nights’, hence, in his opinion, it gave him the right to raid his enemy’s fields 
overnight, which is exactly what he did. In other words, one could even claim that Cleomenes 
imputed into the word ‘triginta dierum’ some meaning which, for the purpose of the treaty, was not 
there. This was easily provable, but, faced with any form of a reasonable attempt at correction, 
Cleomenes would have probably responded with a blatant disregard. 

And this leads me to address the property that is of a critical importance to the cases of norm-
violations involved in the use of language as a corrupting device. Now, imagine that X is the sender 
of the message; Y is the receiver. Imagine that X was lying in the sense that he produced a 
misleading statement, and conveyed it to the receiver. Imagine further that Y recognized that 
something was wrong with the statement, and started to challenge X. Instead of accepting the 
statement at its face value, and thinking of it as a tool of correction, he realized that it could mislead



him. Now, he addresses X and suggests to him to correct the statement. X quickly does it, and also 
adds something that explains his attempt at a lie/deception away. He apologizes for his statement, 
and a normal flow of dialogue is soon resumed. Or, imagine that we correct one who has imputed 
some meanings to our propositions, and that s/he accepts the correction. Or, imagine that 
Cleomenes changes his opinion an hour before the scheduled raiding of the enemy’s fields, on a 
sound advice by his most senior advisor. 

In other words, it seems that, if one party shows the character of corrigibility, then this prevents one 
from designating the party as a user of language as a corrupting device. That is, you may 
accidentally tell an untrue or misleading statement. Or, you may accidentally impute a meaning to 
your partner’s utterance. Or, you may accidentally propose a pretty unreasonable interpretation of a 
treaty. In principle, such errors, as accidents, are, and should be, excusable. However, if you accept 
one’s attempt at the correction of your word or thought, then the condition gets radically different 
from one that transpires when you do not accept such an attempt. In other words, it is ok when we 
are fallible if we are also corrigible. What is not ok is when we are fallible, but not corrigible. This 
means that, to draw a plausible conclusion that one is using language in the way that is really 
harmful and really characteristic of the use of language as a weapon, we need at least two steps – an
attribution of a single error, an excusable slip or accident, does not suffice; we need as well a 
plausible, or plausibly confirmed, case of the resistance to the correction attempt(s). 

In other words, the corrigibility premise is often tested, but not too often. Have in mind that, 
without the premise’s wide applicability, language would not have the role it has in human society, 
culture, thinking, life, history…. But, why and how do we test it? We test it simply as part of the 
process of correction. Correction is an ongoing process. We correct our bodies mutually, at one 
level, but then we also correct language as a tool of correction, or try to correct it. Even when we 
sense that one uses language as a weapon, we will try to test the premise of corrigibility. And then, 
after it turns out that some use of language was not corrigible, we can form a reasonable conclusion 
that the use of language in question was of a different character, that it was a use of language as a 
weapon; and that its end result was not in the condition of mutually improved bodies, and bodily 
relationships, but in the condition of one body reaping a reward at the expense of another body’s 
being harmed. 

However, from the point of view of one who inflicts harm by language, i.e. one who uses language 
as a weapon, the corrigibility norm, or assumption, is removed from the very start. His language is 
not supposed to be corrected in any sense simply because his language does not serve the purpose 
of a mutual correction of several bodies, sharing a sight for instance, or preparing a mutual hand-
giving, or helping someone learn something new; it serves the purpose of enhancing one body at the
cost of another body’s deterioration; of course, in the process it exploits the power of language 
gathered through the history of collective-body making. In other words, one body will pay the price 
of a linguistic effect; the other body will reap a gain through the linguistic effect; and the two 
processes coincide, during the period of time, through the assumed, but not real, ability of language 
to serve as a correction-inducing device. 

THE CORRIGIBILITY NORM, EURIPIDES, AND TYRANNICAL DEAFNESS

Perceptive observers have noticed this, and built it into a first-class world-literature, a long time 
ago. It would be strange, and humiliating to the human race, had it not been the case. One of my 



favorite examples is from one area of my graduate studies, the classical Greek literature, Euripides 
and his very popular play ‘Phoenissae’, or the Phoenician Women, more specifically.12 

The story is plotted on the famous Oedipus myth, the so-called “Theban cycle”; the part dealing 
with Oedipus’ sons, Polynices and Eteocles, who agreed to rotate the Thebes ruler seat every other 
year, but Eteocles cheated at the second turn. Now, Polynices arrives at Thebes fully armed, that is, 
assisted by the army supplied by his father-in-law, King Adrastus of Mycenae, to which he was a 
host during the time he lived in exile, or ‘apatridos’ as Greeks say. Polynices managed to marry the 
King Adrastus’ daughter, but his general impression of his life in Argos, or Mycenae as is the more 
popular name of the city, was extremely negative. Thus we come to the interesting part of the play 
where Polynices meets his mother, and Oedipus’ both mother and wife, Jocasta, under the veil of 
the night, outside of the walls of the city of Thebes, where she was to persuade him to try a 
negotiating option one more time, at a meeting with Eteocles inside the walls, to which Jocasta 
herself would mediate. 

Now, during his first meeting with Jocasta alone, Polynices is asked a simple question (lines 388-
400): How was your life as an exile? What makes such a life so difficult? He answers Jocasta in the 
following words: First, it is more difficult in reality than in any verbal account. In other words, he 
states that words cannot fully describe the kind of hardship he had to endure in Argos/Mycenae. 
Then he adds, “one evil part of that is biggest. The exile/refugee does not enjoy the freedom of 
speech (parrhesian)”; to which Jocasta immediately replies: “you speak of the status of slave, to not
express verbally what one has in mind.” 

Polynices then further adds, “one has to carry the burden of the ignorance that those in power show 
(tas ton kratoynton amathias ferein chreon)”, to which his mother replies, “and this is also 
distressing, when one has to deprive himself of wisdom in the company of the unwise (kai touto 
lypron, synasofein tois me sofois).” It is interesting to note that the next line by Polynices prompted 
some negative comment by scholiasts as it evinced a non-heroic character – he states that he had to 
endure slavery, despite nature (douleuteon para fysin), for some gain, probably the hand of King’s 
daughter, though this is not stated explicitly. 

What does this brief exchange essentially tell us? It frames one peculiar discursive relationship 
between two adult human beings. Here I would like to emphasize strongly the following four 
aspects, prior to which it needs to be mentioned that, taken literally, the exchange obviously offers a
discourse-ethical, or discourse-based model of slavery, and also a part of the theory of tyranny. This 
is important because a major part of the play revolves in fact around the issue of Tyranny, one that 
Eteocles practices in Thebes – and he himself openly concedes that it is a Tyranny, that his role or 
part in the city is one of a tyrant. Hence, first, it should be emphasized that the corrigibility 
assumption is removed by one who should benefit from its application – obviously, Polynices, on 
the other hand, would like the assumption to be applied, but King Adrastus somehow blocks it. For 
example, he would like to remove the king’s ‘amathias’, but he cannot. Why is this so? Well, his 
position is one of ‘a slave’, he has his master, one to whom he is inferior, or by whom he is 
‘owned’. He thus must keep silent before the kingly figure, perhaps practicing flattery now and 
then; overall, as Jocasta emphasized, he is forced to misrepresent publicly the state of his mind. 

There is no doubt that this is a kind of lying, but one that is obviously painful to Polynices. He must
not speak openly what he actually has in mind. Perhaps he tried once or twice to correct King 
Adrastus, but then realized that it would not be wise for him to continue trying. As Jocasta points 

12 Have in mind that I discuss the tragedy also in Pehar (2020a), which deals with some topics that somewhat overlap 
with those discussed in this paper. 



out, Polynices needed to ‘synasofein tois me sofois’, literally, ‘to deprive himself of wisdom in the 
company with the unwise’. Note here that the underlying image is one of a fall, of acting dumb, but 
also at one’s own cost, for one’s own loss. 

Second, this means that Polynices himself experiences a contradiction, and his mind is torn between
conflicting, dissonant voices or attitudes, as part of the social-discursive relationship. In one part, he
knows what is right, and would like to help the king, and also himself by correcting the king. In the 
other part, he knows that he must keep his lips closed; he must play the part of the unwise and 
follow the decisions of the unwise. That’s the other attitude – in other words, the man acts against 
himself by acting on his worse, or less optimal, mental attitude. King Adrastus does not suffer; it is 
Polynices who suffers from the king’s mindset, his ignorance, or folly, or irrationality. Have here in 
mind that Polynices experiences the contradiction as one should – as an invitation to remove it, a 
factor motivating one to assume a meta-lingual position, and choose the better option; hence, 
contradiction should be something like a door leading one to the process of correction. Alas, it fails 
to materialize. King Adrastus will not be corrected, hence, contradiction remains to plague the mind
of Polynices, with Adrastus being totally unaware of, and unconcerned with, it. 

This leads to the third point: Polynices experiences something that is comparable to the state of 
‘mental-discursive’ suicide. He is one who suffers the entire burden of the contradiction, but also, 
additionally, he must suppress himself, and the suppression is full because his knowledge, his 
potential cure to the king’s ignorance, is forced to remain ‘silent’ and without a practical effect. His 
knowledge is his real ‘I’, yet it is not allowed to play an active part in the relationship.  

This is, of course, something that is experienced by all those who suffer some kind of openly, 
sometimes even judicially, promoted injustice. Imagine, for instance, a judge who promulgates a 
decision that is in violation of a most reasonable interpretation of a law. Your friend is party to the 
judicial process, and you know that s/he is now unjustly treated. You know as well that a better 
argument is on your friend’s side, but cannot do anything about it. Now, imagine that you, like 
Polynices, say: “but I have to endure it for some gain, against the nature.” You can accept the 
decision, but it would mean accepting the condition of a voluntary servitude. Hence, here we have a
condition, a constellation, that has been played out for thousands of years in thousands of different 
situations, wherever we have an irrevocable decision-maker who is also malevolent, or dumb, and, 
as a result of irrevocability, incorrigible.           
          
Most importantly, this state, of inner discursive suicide, is an explosive material. We are all aware of
that. The violent protests against injustice are not rare. They are often met with understanding 
exactly because we are aware of the fact that one who suffers injustice must also suffer a 
contradictory attitude – to put up with injustice means for one to be forced to accept non-X in the 
condition when, to one, everything speaks in favor of X, and everyone knows that. Hence, in a way, 
King Adrastus forces Polynices to commit a discursive suicide, and this is what makes Adrastus a 
tyrant, while Polynices, as said, is ‘a slave’ in that relationship.  

How do we know this is a form of tyranny? Because the scene 388-400 is reproduced later in the 
play, but under different conditions, at lines 446-640, where Polynices and Jocasta attempt at 
bringing Eteocles back to reason through negotiating – they aim to correct Eteocles, but in vain. 
Eteocles is a tyrant to Thebes, he openly concedes he is one, even adding explicitly that, if one 
needs to commit Injustice, then to do so for the sake of Tyranny (Tyrannis) is the most beautiful. 
And, now, upon the failure of the attempt at a negotiating outcome, Polynices is really pissed off, 
and states that he is now again being treated as a slave, and will not put up with this any longer. The
war is thereby started. But, Tyranny is an old theme in the Greek plays, especially tragedies, and 



Euripides here must be drawing on, also alluding to, the older and famous playwrights, for instance 
Sophocles and the Antigone. 

The Antigone is as well on the subject of Tyranny, and there are some parts containing striking 
parallels with the topic of my last paragraphs. For instance, have in mind that, in lines 680-780, 
Haemon, the son of Creon, converses and also argues with Creon himself, who is also portrayed as 
a tyrant. Briefly, the former is trying to correct the latter, but, like all tyrants, Creon as well has 
removed the corrigibility assumption. In other words, Creon does not want to learn anything from 
Haemon, exactly as Polynices said that Adrastus at Mycenae was not willing to learn from him. 
Interestingly, Haemon also draws on the notion of collective-body making: he states explicitly that 
he wants his father to benefit from his language; it would be good to Creon because an average 
citizen is afraid of the king’s fear-inducing eye, and will not tell him openly what Haemon listened 
to under the clout of night, basically as a spy for his father. 

But, Haemon soon receives from Creon a critique and, at the end, a blunt dismissal. Creon states 
that his son’s words are but an expression of his passion for his bride, Antigone, and that he shows 
that, being so easily played by a woman, he still lacks manliness. Haemon must be shocked at this, 
and he answers boldly to his father that it is Creon’s good, not Antigone’s, that he had in mind, but 
also that his father now speaks (stupidly) as a child. In other words, Haemon’s language cannot 
correct Creon – the tyrant is incorrigible, and treats his own son, and Antigone too, as mere slaves. 

Importantly, in the Antigone we have the positive kind of relationship portrayed as well, hence, in 
this regard we have some supplementary information to the Phoenissae, 389-400, on language-
related aspects of my considerations. This is the chapter involving Tiresias who is a contrasting 
figure to Creon; and also the only one to whose critique Creon is somewhat responsive. But, prior to
saying a few words on that, have in mind that this play does not end well either. Haemon will later 
explode, literally, as he cannot stand living under such a yoke, and his death by suicide will soon 
follow the death of Antigone who was buried alive upon Creon’s command. Obviously, the tragic 
death serves as a clear reminder of the fate that befalls those who cannot correct a figure on whose 
political commands their lives depend. 

Now, back to Tiresias. He is a famous seer, one mentioned at the beginning of the first chapter of 
this paper. His extremely close relationship with his guide is repeatedly stressed in the play. 
Basically, Tiresias depends on his guide because he is blind, and the guide guides him by his words,
by language. In lines 988-1025 Tiresias explains what is it that Creon lacks, using himself as a point
of departure. Tiresias states that he is glad whenever he can learn from the others. In other words, he
claims, and emphasizes, that his life depends on the state  of ‘being corrected by the others’, more 
specifically, by his ‘pais’ (a boy, perhaps formally his ‘slave’, or ‘a guide’). Most importantly, 
Tiresias states that, “this boy here is a hegemon to me, whilst I am a hegemon to the others.” (1014).
This is a wonderful illustration of the role of language as a correction-inducing device, one that 
literally enriches an individual bodily capacity, and contributes to the collective-body making.

Tiresias is blind, but he has got his eyes from a guide who he trusts and on whom he relies. And, 
equally, Tiresias gives his own head, in the sense of the capacity to interpret the divine signs, to the 
others who trust him. He experiences, and is part to, the collective-body making fully, in a circular 
form. In contrast, Creon makes himself blind, but also makes blind and headless all the others who 
depend on him. He does not tear his eyes out, or uses blindfolds; his actual blindness is in his 
inability to profit from the language of those who want him to benefit from it; and the inability is 
due to his tyrannical character, meaning his animosity towards the others, or the need to subject 



them unconditionally, or the need to pass irrevocable decision, like one on Antigone after her heroic
burial of the fallen Polynices, or be superior to everyone else, and, of course, above the law. 

Again, we see clearly some parallels, and here it must also be added that literary theorists, or the 
historians of Greek drama, or philosophy, rarely address these, perhaps simply due to a 
professionally blinding focus on some other details or issues. For instance, despite its clarity, the 
explicitness of the text, the Phoenician Women is rarely treated as a source for Euripides’ 
understanding of the notion of slavery. And, the parallel between the case of Polynices at Mycenae, 
on the one hand, and his sense of being ‘enslaved again’ following the aborted negotiating episode 
inside Thebes, on the other, does not seem to have been recognized at all.       

Finally, I move now to address the fourth, and last, aspect of the Phoenician Women, 388-400 part. 
Obviously, the part deals with an inter-human communicative relationship, but it very clearly 
frames the effects of the relationship in terms of a bodily hardship. I singled out four Greek verbs, 
nouns, adverbs, and adjectives depicting various components of the relationship: 1. δυσχερές; 
2. φέρειν ἀμαθίας; 3. λυπρόν; 4. παρὰ φύσιν (a usual Latin translation of the last phrase is ‘contra 
naturam’, but a better one would be ‘trans naturam’). 

All of them have clear body-related connotations, and serve to emphasize that Polynices must have 
sensed primarily a bodily harm as an effect of his mental-cognitive-discursive dealing with 
Adrastus. The first term refers to an experience of the work by hand. It frames the situation as one 
‘unmanageable by hand’, one that cannot be shaped, or grasped, or similar. The second term refers 
to the slave as a ‘beast of burden’, as one who needs to carry a burden due to some human cause; in 
this case Polynices is envisaged as one who carries the burden of the rulers’, or the governing 
bodies’, ignorance.

The third term refers to a barren land, an unproductive, futile soil. Hence, the relationship is one of 
a futile, purposeless kind – it does not bear fruit. And the fourth, the last term lays the final 
emphasis – it tells you that the relationship went beyond, or deviating from, or transgressing the 
limits of, natural order, while such order is presented primarily through one’s body; typically, for 
instance, if you work too hard, you will break in bodily terms; or, if you are locked in a solitary cell 
for too long, again your body will be harmed; but all such effects are comprehensible only against 
the background of a normally functioning human body. And the Greek term physis typically refers 
to the living objects, those that are given or found in the order of nature; the term comes from the 
verb ‘to grow’ (fyein), for instance, ta phyta – mean ‘plants’ and ‘offspring’.

Now, why should a human body find the tyrant’s body unbearable? 

Let us start with the absence of the feature of corrigibility. This immediately reminds one of a wild 
animal creature, one that cannot be managed. But, there are several more aspects to consider. First, 
the tyrant is incorrigible, hence his body cannot be extended by the normal use of human language, 
as a collective body making device. However, often there is a need to correct everybody – if you are
a human, you cannot free yourself from this condition of insufficiency, or fallibility; hence, the need
to be corrected from time to time, and to allow the space for correction. If, however, you refuse 
correction, you will produce one of the two possible reactions in one: either silence (where I lack 
words because you seem to refuse to be open to words of education, correction, improvement, 
learning...and generally, open to the positive influence by the fellow human bodies); or, some kind 
of arbitrary protest, ‘arbitrary’, of course, from your point of view because you don’t give one a 
clue as to the possible and desirable direction of improvement. In other words, you behave as a deaf
one that makes the other feel s/he is irrecoverably mute, no matter what s/he does language-wise. 



One gets the impression that one is unfit for language. But, one cannot escape expecting some kind 
of language-mediated solution because, to a human being, this is indeed the only sustainable way of
proceeding.  

In other words, we find here an incorrigible, hence ‘deaf’ body, and we find it resistant to any 
human form of agreement on a mutually desirable cooperation frame; and therefore we feel a 
natural, body-based need to retreat, or try to guide physically the body to a desired direction, as we 
do with domesticated animals, or infants, or generally an animal or body that cannot be reached by 
a reasonable, human, language-mediated advice. This, however, is already an area of violence, an 
area where we attempt to control the other physically, something we must not do, hoping at the 
same time, perhaps desperately, that some kind of linguistic thought will occur in the head of the 
‘deaf’ animal. The ‘deafness’ is discourse-ethical, hence it is collective; it reflects on the other as his
or her muteness; but it is of a critical importance to understand that it affects our bodies as bodies 
both individually and collectively since it harms their discursive ability to enrich themselves 
mutually or share their individual bodily capacities, especially in times of need. 

Hence, if you remove the corrigibility assumption, and decide to relate to language not as a 
collective body-making device, but as a tool/weapon to reap only a private gain, you will posit 
yourself outside the area of language, and thus outside the area of human bodies acceptable to the 
other human bodies – your own body will become unrelatable to the others. And, if your body 
becomes unrelatable to the others, it, as a human body, will start to be perceived as threatening. In 
other words, a bodily harm cannot be avoided if one uses language, but removes the premise and 
practice of corrigibility. Because, if you remove the premise of corrigibility, you also remove the 
ethical frame through which language operates when it functions as a beneficial tool of mutual 
bodily enrichment; and if you remove the ethical frame, the other cannot interpret your body as an 
adaptable and agreeable human body, as a body showing the will and capacity of finding mutually 
beneficial and cooperative, discourse-based solutions or options. Even worse, the other will 
interpret your body as a body whose language serves one purpose only: to show a disregard to, and 
thus symbolically kill, the other. Hence, you turn yourself automatically into a warring body, or an 
enemy-like body, or a dangerous, beast-like body, or a harm-promising, and thus harm-inflicting 
body.           

And, here I will only add two more observations we need to bear in mind while considering the 
issue of the removal of the corrigibility norm. 

First, when one attempts a correction, in the language-related sense of the word, one may try to do 
several things: one is the quotidian sense, one we encounter most frequently; for instance, one has 
erred in the sense of empirical description of the world, and we want to give him a corrected, and 
accurate, description instead. This may be the sense that Euripides as well had primarily in mind. 
But, there are several other possibilities – one is the case of Creon, who is simply resistant to an 
attempt at a reason-giving. For instance, we have an argument, our views are opposed, and I give 
you an argument of some complexity (perhaps a piece of history, or a deductive argument, or a 
combination of the theoretical and empirical vocabulary…) to win you for my case. I show you how
the fund of generally valid, and shared, beliefs can be enlarged to encompass legitimately my view, 
but not yours. 

Or, third, I may attempt to correct your misinterpretation, either semantic-imputation-wise, or one 
pertaining to a document we signed together some time ago. Or, imagine that you have made a 
promise, and some time later you seem to forget that you have made one. I then remind you of this, 
trying to correct your acting that I deem is in need of correcting. All such cases come under the 



heading of the corrigibility norm, and through all of them one can demonstrate that somebody has 
left the area of a common language, that s/he has ceased contributing to the creation of collective 
body, and is using language only as a weapon or a corruption-inducing device. 

Second, one cunning reader could raise an objection that I rely on a world of fiction, which indeed 
the Greek tragedies are, while trying to say something sensible about one of the most interesting 
topics of general scholarship, language. The thesis on the fiction, of course, is true, but I am firmly 
convinced that the objection is not sound. First, in his tragedies Euripides drew on reality, 
sometimes even on social reality of his own historical-political context. For instance, there is a 
plausible thesis that, while describing the return of Polynices to Thebes in the Phoenissae, he 
directly alludes to the return of Alcibiades to Athens in 407 BC; also, when he describes, for 
instance, Eteocles’ position on language (lines 499-502), he probably reproduces the sophistic 
doctrines on which we learn primarily through Plato’s dialogues; or, when, in section 388-400, 
Jocasta says ‘as the saying goes’, with the saying being ‘but hopes nurture the exile’, she must mean
a saying that applies primarily in reality, not in fiction. Otherwise, the audience would be baffled at 
the point of Euripides’ line. This leads us to recognize one pertinent aspect of the drama: when it 
comes to more abstract issues, of social, legal, ethical or political consequence, there is no obstacle 
of a principal character that prevents Euripides from stating something relevant, pertaining, and 
true, through the mask of the actors embodying Polynices, Jocasta, or Eteocles. Hence, when it 
comes to some serious matters, Euripides’ fiction may be not fictional at all. 

That’s why here I will venture immediately to state that the constellation we see depicted in 
Euripides’ Phoenician Women, 388-400, is exactly the same as one we see depicted in, for instance, 
American Declaration of Independence from 4 July 1776. Of course, this is a very rich, 
multilayered, masterfully written document signed by 13 colonies of America that decided to 
declare independence, and war, to the British King. They made one collective promise, to 
themselves, and the world, based on a number of considerations of both general and particular 
character, forming one clear and elegant practical syllogism to buttress their decision. However, 
partly they refer to, verbatim, King’s Tyranny. And, this, from the traditional point of view, is very 
significant. Here is what they say after enumerating all the bad deeds by the British Crown: 

“In every stage of these Oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress in the most humble terms: Our
repeated Petitions have been answered only by repeated injury. A Prince whose character is thus 
marked by every act which may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people.” 

To this they explicitly add the following: “Nor have We been wanting in attentions to our Brittish 
brethren. We have warned them from time to time of attempts by their legislature to extend an 
unwarrantable jurisdiction over us. We have reminded them of the circumstances of our emigration 
and settlement here. We have appealed to their native justice and magnanimity, and we have 
conjured them by the ties of our common kindred to disavow these usurpations, which, would 
inevitably interrupt our connections and correspondence. They too have been deaf to the voice of 
justice and of consanguinity. We must, therefore, acquiesce in the necessity, which denounces our 
Separation, and hold them, as we hold the rest of mankind, Enemies in War, in Peace Friends.”13

13 It is perhaps insufficiently emphasized that, in this part of the Declaration, the American states rely on the work of 
Emer de Vattel, an influential Swiss/Prussian international lawyer with his key publication “Le droit des gens “ 
from 1758, which was translated in key European languages, and had several English editions by now (for the 
history of American reception, see Gerber, Ossipow (2017)). The book is in the common heritage of mankind 
sphere, and is available widely on the Internet, both in French and English. Importantly, I view Vattel’s use of 
‘ultima ratio’ criterion, in his chapters 2.18 and 3.1-4, as the most important precursor to the theory of 
dediscoursification, but here I cannot offer further detail.    



In other words, the colonies refer unambiguously to the concept of ‘collective deafness’. It is 
exactly the same as the problem that Polynices had with King Adrastus. The colonies attempted to 
influence a party with a demonstration to correct the latter’s reasoning. They did so numerous times.
But, the party proved resistant to correction; they simply did not respond. It’s not like they do not 
hear, or do not speak the English language. They are not deaf literally. But, ethically, collectively, 
they behave as if they are deaf to the needs of the American colonies. And American people feel as 
if they talk to a wall, or an animal, not a human being. It’s one body that cannot form part of their 
own collective body; hence, to them it’s an estranged and threatening body. This is why the effect of
the war follows immediately. It is not a case of a long, agonizing conclusion after an extensive 
chain of premises through a complex reasoning. The colonies realize that they are at war by the very
fact of the King’s Tyranny, and of the British people supporting, even behaving as, their king. The 
war cannot be avoided, it’s already there. It has broken out. One party has made the other party 
mute by being deaf in the aforementioned sense, by being intentionally such, and by the other party 
having recorded the intentionality of the deafness. This is a clear case of a bodily harm, of making 
the other suffer, or, as in the case of colonies, making them suffer repeatedly.    

TO THE THEMES AND CONCERNS DIPLOMATIC AND POLITICAL 

We have thus arrived at the area of diplomatic and political relations and concerns. And we are also 
back to where we started from, the Lavrov-Truss meeting. 

In my theory, when Sergei Lavrov described the meeting in the way he did, it was obvious to any 
thinking human being that the war in Ukraine has already started. The above considerations only 
help us to understand and explicate why this is so. In the cast constellation, Truss was something 
like King Adrastus, and Lavrov was something like Polynices at Mycenae. Or, Truss was like the 
British King, and Lavrov was something like the 13 American colonies at the time of declaration of 
their independence. And all this is due to the process I named a decade ago, in perhaps too abstract 
terms, as ‘dediscoursification’ – the process of a gradual loss of discursive-moral capacity, based on 
rational considerations, ending with ‘silence’ or the inability to resolve the issue, a conflict, by the 
means of discourse.

In my earlier papers I insufficiently emphasized some aspects, and over-emphasized some others. I 
tended to describe the process as nearly mechanical and probabilistic in the sense that the trouble 
comes from the fact that one medium of interaction has disappeared, and this leaves to the parties 
no other option but to try influencing the other by the means of sticks or carrots, or threats or 
bribery. This certainly is one part of the process, but actually the relationships are worse than that. I 
hope that, after having read this essay, one would quickly realize that, at the end of the process, or at
the start of the war, one body arrives at a sensible conclusion that s/he faces an enemy body, a body 
that is already threatening, that has already harmed him or her. It is the harm that makes you not 
only silent, but forcibly mute. And it is the harm that all victims of lying experience by being 
‘blindfolded’. So, basically, what we have is a use of language as a corruption-inducing device, or a 
device through which one shows to the other that the two have ceased to form equal, and mutually 
beneficial, parts of a common humanity. One’s body has become like a body of a non-human animal
to the other. And, of course, it’s an unpredictable animal, not one that is domesticated or docile. It’s 
an animal that has showed through her use of discourse that it will not be agreeable. But, have in 
mind that, as Vattel emphasized, war cannot settle the issue; it can perhaps change some reality to 
some, and this could prepare some ground for a betterment of relations later, but you never know. 
The tremors of war are felt decades after its ending. (That’s why Russian President Putin 



emphasized, in his “declaration of war” statement, that this is a ‘tragic page’, one that needs to be 
turned as quickly as possible.)

War is not the only political, or diplomatic, issue which the concept of dedicoursification, properly 
polished, can illuminate to a high degree. It’s clear that, in the above, at least four political themes 
are grouped together from the point of view of the basic possibilities contained in the human use of 
language: slavery, tyranny, war, and also the area of law, and law-making. As to the area of law, 
there are two sub-themes that seem to stand repeatedly at the forefront of language-related 
discussions: one is the notion of collective promise, and the other is the notion of legal 
interpretation of which the treaty interpretation is a part. Both sub-themes can considerably profit 
from the distinctions on which this paper revolves, including one between language as a correction, 
and, in contrast, language as a weapon, or a corruption-inducing instrument. 

First, the whole area of ‘pacta sunt servanda’ principle comes here into view, and this, of course, 
involves, too, the notion of ‘bona fide’, which cannot be disentangled from the notion of language 
as a collective-body maker. Obviously, this applies extensively to the issue of Ukraine, and the 
Russian recent intervention: Minsk 1 and 2 agreements, who decided to break them, how, and why? 
Secondly, as demonstrated by the case of Cleomenes and ‘triginta dierum’, legal interpretation 
amounts to, basically, a reason-based attribution of meaning for the purpose of deciding on the 
exact content of the promise to which one has committed. Hence, all discourse-ethical parameters 
clearly must play a role, and obviously, the process of such interpretation is generally deemed 
critical for the application or enforcement of law. Furthermore, we need to memorize that when one 
has the body whose decisions are irrevocable, then one also has a body that can easily create a war-
like atmosphere within a society or a body political. Typically, the irrevocability is given the form 
of ‘ultimate legal/constitutional interpretation’, and coupled with unjust, or insufficiently or 
implausibly or unfairly justified, decisions, it charts a wide and easily passable avenue towards a 
war, civil or international.14 

Take, for instance, the Dred Scott decision of the US Supreme Court – clearly, there are strikingly 
clear parallels between the aforementioned parts of the Declaration of Independence, on the one 
hand, and the history of reading and political use of the ‘Dred Scott’ prior to the outbreak of 
American Civil War, on the other. (Here I not only suggest, but responsibly claim that US Supreme 
Court and, broadly speaking, American antebellum southern states reproduced the role of the British
Crown vis-à-vis the 1776 American colonies.) Tyrants are not inimical to the area of legal 
considerations, they just employ it in a special fashion. And slavery and tyranny are, of course, 
twin-themes. Obviously, the latter is normally conceptualized as a reproduction of the former on a 
grander scale. And, traditionally, we have striking parallels. For instance, in both cases the theorists 
seem to tend nearly automatically to bring the two into proximity of the terms referring to violence, 
and violent responses, or some kind of brute force application. 

For instance, in Cicero, ‘tyrant’ is framed conceptually as a ‘worst animal’ (think of the above quote
from Al-Rhagib Al-Isfahani!), as one who is totally irreconcilable to the basic forms of political 
community; hence, a murder of a tyrant, in Cicero’s opinion, is a natural human right, and, besides 
that, an honorable act, one that endows the murderer with the title of a popular hero, one who did a 
special favor to his or her community and thus deserved, for example, a monument to his honor. 
That’s the tradition of ‘sic semper tyrannis’- thinking which includes also the famous words by 
Jefferson, “the tree of liberty needs to be from time to time refreshed with the blood of patriots and 
tyrants.”   

14 In Pehar (2019) I discuss some of those, and closely related, themes in the context of the debate on “genocide in 
Bosnia-and-Herzegovina.” 



However, there is one theme that is worthy of emphatic consideration in light of the recent 
developments in the contemporary world, especially over the last twenty years. Recall that 
Polynices told Jocasta that he ‘had to endure in the condition of slavery for some gain’, and some 
scholiast noted famously that these are not words worthy of a tragic hero. Now, compare this with 
Cicero’s famous rhetorical question from the Philippics: “Servitutem pacem vocas?... Quae
causa justior est belli gerendi, quam servitutis depulsio?” Or, “Will you call slavery a form of 
peace? What cause can be more just for the waging of war than is the cause of the removal of 
servitude/slavery?” Cicero in fact states that there cannot be peace as long as one is in the condition 
of slavery. And, in such a condition, a violent protest, or a liberation by force, is an expected and 
just response. 

However, Polynices told us he chose the option of a voluntary servitude. He accepted. He seems to 
suggest that he found peace, or happiness, even in such a condition, ‘for a gain’, as he states, 
meaning conditionally. Still, what kind of acceptance is this? Slavery as such is a theme difficult to 
handle, but voluntary servitude seems even  more difficult. When we think carefully of this, we 
seem to have to conclude that, in such a condition, one accepts willingly one’s condition of a 
mental, or discursive, suicide. Polynices states that he was able to profit somewhat even from that 
sort of condition, from one in which he opted deliberately for the attitudes that went against his own
best, or optimal, interest. In other words, he behaved as if he did not have his own head, but one 
belonging to someone else, and yet again, in a part of his head, he was still able to draw some 
satisfaction from the condition due to the fact of the ‘gain’. 

Basically, there are two parts to consider here. One is that the notion of slavery, including a 
voluntary kind, never leaves the field of war-related considerations. There is one primary way of 
becoming a slave; this is one of losing in a war, and then being captured as a spoil of war; one 
retains the status of enemy while one is a slave, but his overall status changes in the following 
sense: one has his life spared by the victorious party; and that’s his gain; but one pays for this gain 
by surrendering his will to the victorious party – one makes a tacit war-ending treaty in which one 
becomes ‘owned’ by the victor who will rule his life, and one views this as an acceptable price to be
paid for one’s survival, for being treated mercifully by the victor, or being ‘let/allowed to live’. Of 
course, this is not a life of a free-thinking soul. It’s a life more similar to the life of a domesticated 
animal than a normal human being.15 And, yes, the analogy between the cattle, on the one hand, and 
the status of slave, on the other, has been constantly drawn and evoked in legal, ethical, historical, 
or political contexts of dealing with this phenomenon. Hence, there is a gain, and it’s a gain of a 
sheer survival. And a gain it is because one who gets the status of a slave is one who has lost the 
war, one who was defeated, and who signals the acceptance of his own defeat by endorsing the 
terms of the trade – “to you my will, and head more generally, to me my own sheer survival”, with 
the proviso that the master ‘owns’ the slave completely, meaning that s/he can even harm him – one 
without head actually cannot speak on his own behalf, hence cannot even have the right to describe 
if, and what, harm was inflicted on his body. Hence, it is a tricky condition. Seneca succinctly 
described slaves as corpora obnoxia et adscripta dominis, which means their bodies can be 
harmed/injured at will, but are attributed to their masters as a property. 

When we look at the actual history of slavery in different forms, one thing is pretty clear: slaves are 
something like a human being deprived of language; they are forced to remain mute – still, they 
may produce sounds, similar to some animals, to express some simple emotions, but it’s not a 

15 The pertinent locus classicus for this conceptualization of slavery is in Iustinian’s Digest, or Corpus Iuris Civilis 
Romani, Book I, 3, 5 and 6, De Iure Personarum, De Statu Hominis, and the distinction between ‘sui iuris’ and 
‘alieni iuris’; which also involves the famous interpretation of ‘servi’ as ‘conservi’ under the ius gentium.   



language of ‘just’ or ‘unjust’, a language endowed with moral qualities, a language that betrays a 
mature, fully functioning, freely thinking, human being. In some southern states of USA, some 
people still refer to their former slaves as ‘inferior pets’ that their masters needed to take care of. 
This is a key, original attitude by the master to his slave. As Aristotle stated in Politics I, slave is 
one who can ‘sense logos’, but he ‘does not participate in it’. In other words, the master, by being a 
master to a slave, does a favor to the pseudo-human agent. His mastery is intended primarily for the 
benefit of the slave.16 

Following his escape, Frederick Douglass was giving many lectures lobbying for the abolition of 
slaves, both in American North and in the United Kingdom. And one of his most appealing 
declarations was as follows: “I stand before you this night as a thief and a robber; I stole this head, 
its limbs, this body, from my master and ran off with them.” Of course, this sounds as a joke or silly,
but it ceases to sound so as soon as you realize that it is true from the master’s point of view. In 
other words, legally speaking, Douglass’ head or his entire body did not belong to him. It belonged 
to somebody else. And now, this head is telling you that it does not belong to itself; in the present 
condition, it is a head that is robbed from someone else, though the head speaks to you, declares 
freely its own sin or crime. Told before a master, the words may be even taken as a free admission 
of crime, and as a sign of a potentially improvable slave-character. 

Hence, summarily, the notion of slave cannot be divorced from the notion of language, and this, in 
turn, means that the former notion must be somehow related to the notion of collective body. Slave 
is a master’s body, too, and for this to be so, it must be interpreted and managed in a special way. 
First, slave has not his own, independent, freely thinking head, but his master’s head is actually his 
true head. The rest is a manageable and usable part. In other words, a master and a slave together 
make a  body composed of one head and eight limbs. Typically, US slave-owners refer to their 
slaves as ‘hands’ (Lanzinger 1962: 101). That’s what slave is all about. Now, have also in mind that 
the master does not move his slave’s hands directly; this would deprive the master of his purely 
spiritual, or governing, or brain-like status. There is an intermediary in the form of a ‘black slave 
driver’, BSD, who is a slave who manages the other slaves on behalf of his master (Miller 1979).
Such an intermediary is one who is really, actually, fully ‘a slave of his own choosing’, one who 
practices a voluntary servitude, “for a gain” like Polynices, to the fullest degree possible. BSD is a 
slave with a privilege, one who gains some special rewards for being loyal to his master. And, BSD 
is a very strange figure, but also attractive to many due to his quasi-realistic mind-set (Van Deburg 
1978: 811). He manages the other black slaves, gladly accepting the position of an instrument of a 
master’s ‘divide ut imperes’ strategy; and is paid to do so. One master emphasized that he selects 
his slave-drivers by one conspicuous feature: they must not be ‘too talkative’ (Van Deburg 1978: 
809). 

Hence, we are back to the topic of language. Language, in the sense of a collective-body maker, as a
correction device, seems to endow every human with a sense of human dignity. However, when one
‘breaks one’s slave’, inducing a fear in the slave that is a fear of a sheer brute, one in fact not only 
makes the slave speechless, docile, and obedient. He also interrupts the slave’s inner dialogue, or 
conscience, or a will to project an image of a better future for which it pays to protest, or challenge 
reality, or refuse submission. And, it seems to me that, today, perhaps we have reached the point in 
the history of human technological development when it’s easy ‘to break a slave’ even without the 
use of violent means or by fear-induction. And, given the current development, we should be really 
worried. Because, what I suggest, primarily through my reflection on voluntary servitude, and 
Polynices at Thebes, is that it’s easier to make one a slave than we normally assume, especially in 

16 Such attitude can be discerned from, for example, a widely read 1853 “Essay on the treatment and management of 
slaves” by Robert Collins. 



the condition when there are many people who feel that they have been defeated in a general battle 
for social positions: all you need to do is to deprive them of their language and stifle their faith in 
themselves as language-using creatures; of course ‘language’ in the sense of a correction-inducing 
instrument, not as a weapon. Normally, there needs to be some bounty as well, some kind of 
‘wealth’ or ‘reward’ that will apparently justify the self-sacrifice. 

It is to this problem that George Orwell (Orwell 2020: 33-4) pointed in his deep reflection from 
1942, on our ‘totalitarian future’: “Nazi theory indeed specifically denies that such a thing as ‘the 
truth’ exists. There is, for instance, no such thing as ‘science’. There is only ‘German science’, 
‘Jewish science’ etc. The implied objective of this line of thought is a nightmare world in which the 
Leader, or some ruling clique, controls not only the future but the past. ‘It never happened’ – well, it
never happened. If he says that two and two are five – well, two and two are five. This prospect 
frightens me much more than bombs – and after our experiences of the last few years that is not a 
frivolous statement.” Of course, Orwell knew that ‘being a slave’ means not only ‘being defeated’, 
but in reality, ‘being dead’, or perhaps even worse than being dead if a discursive or symbolic 
death17 to a human being is worse than the material-physical kind to which an individual body 
succumbs. 

Polynices, again, is one telling example. It is true that he considered his ‘period of slavery’ as 
profitable, as something for which he gained something. Still, the army he brought against his 
brother, Eteocles, one which made the latter especially resistant to any kind of negotiated 
settlement, was the army supplied to him by his father-in-law, King Adrastus. On a comprehensive 
interpretation of the story, by acting as a military leader to the army, he was acting as a continued 
slave of his master, King Adrastus. Hence, in reality, he gained, as was bound to gain, nothing from 
submitting willingly to his mighty Mycenaean host.    

CONCLUSION, WITH A CAVEAT 
 
To conclude: diplomatic and political professionals should be aware of the central role of language 
to any political or diplomatic activity. And this involves being aware of the central possibilities open
to us as human beings by the use of language. Isocrates was aware that it is through language that 
we become conscious of the first distinctions concerning the right and non-right, as social and 
political beings. Aristotel reproduced the same understanding in his Politics I, making several 
observations on the notion and role of ‘ho apolis’, one who is non-adaptable to a peaceful, civic life 
of political community, one who basically does not care about the key distinctions implied by both 
use of language and the life of a community. Hence, one realization has been with us since a long 
time ago: that the status of human being as a language-user, a linguistic animal, entails some 
distinctions, or dichotomies, that cannot be escaped, and that bring to bear a formative influence on 
the human attitude to norms generally and to the norms of civic life including the law, in particular; 
for instance, you are not a mature user of language if you have not internalized the capacity to 
differentiate between the unjust and the just, or between the true and untrue, or between the correct 
and the incorrect (discursively and cognitively, and also socially), or between the justified and 
unjustified, or between the notion of what is generally beneficial, and what generally harmful to 
humans; and with such a differentiation comes then a proper preference, too. 

Furthermore, this kind of awareness has a merit both as an ethical criterion and one of rationality. 
This means that, when one deliberately uses language as a weapon, as a corrupting device, this 

17 This may remind one of an influential 1982 study by a Harvard sociologist, Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social 
Death (esp. Chapter 2).  



counts against him or her in both senses – it corrupts him morality-wise, so we will deal with him as
a morally repellent character, but also as a character displaying an insufficient degree of the 
capacity of rational reasoning. In other words, the dediscoursifier is both malevolent and 
incompetent, or flawed in both a narrowly discursive sense, as a speaker, and as an agent, or a being
of cooperation, one who is supposed to take part in social nesting and networking. 

Now I come to an important caveat: in an inattentive reader, I could create a wrong impression that 
I view language as a neutral instrument, and then such an instrument can be used for good or evil 
ends; that is, that “language as correction” and “language as corruption” stand approximately on 
equal footing. Of course, the metaphor of ‘weapon’ is in this regard somewhat misleading, because 
we tend to think of tool as something that can be used for good as well as for bad ends (as a 
weapon). Also, Thomas Hobbes famously stated in his work De Homine, that “by speech (oratio) 
man is not made better, but only given greater possibilities.” But, this is not the way I present 
language in this paper. Explicitly, I think ‘language as correction’ is fundamental; ‘language as 
corruption’ is derivative and parasitic. Inherently, the use of language is tied to good purposes, to 
the production of goodness, and this is a viable collective-body. Hence, by speech man is also made 
better, contra Hobbes. Should Hobbes’s view be named as a ‘non-normative perspective on 
language’, the view I offer here should be named a ‘normative perspective on language.’ 
Furthermore, here I do not think in terms of quantities: I do not mean to say that language brought 
us many goods, and then it brought us a few bad things, so, overall, the balance is in favor of 
‘goodness of language.’ That’s NOT what I mean to say here. I mean to say that goodness, or good 
ends, are constitutive of language, hence, fundamental to the concept of human nature.18 

Second, in Hobbes’s narrative something is missing: he does not explain why, and how come, the 
same medium, or means, can be used for different purposes including good and bad ones. He 
simply enumerates the bad uses, and some good ones too. In other words, in this paper you have a 
wider perspective, one that explains both the primary and the derivative aspects. In Hobbes we do 
not have that. Third, some parts of Hobbes’s argument are simply non-sequitur, or are founded on 
the error of equivocation: when he speaks, for instance, of lying, he obviously mixes several levels 
and lump those together under a single heading of: the disadvantages in the use of language. How 
come? It is obvious that the (ab)use of lying does not amount to disadvantage only: obviously, it 
does bring someone a benefit, but it harms somebody else. Hence, the net result actually is neutral; 
it is neither bad nor good. Your benefit, as a lying party, is bought at the price of my harm, the party 
lied to. In contrast, when Hobbes speaks of advantages, he really has in mind those accruing to the 
entire human population; he means ‘human race’. And this is one really big advantage, that cannot 
be annulled by the negative or neutral things he mentions too: lying, for example, that also, as he 
stated, creates in minds of men some factor rendering those minds ‘hostile to the conditions of 
society and peace.’ Now, fourth, if the use of something creates conditions favorable to its own self-
destruction, in the long run that use should cease to be practiced. Hence, again, we have a clear 
imbalance on the pro- and con- sheet. This, then, speaks unfavorably about the view Hobbes 
proposed on language in the De Homine. 

Overall, however, I must admit that there is an enigma pertaining to the key theme of this paper, one
of dediscoursification. Before I present it, it is important to stress two more aspects of the theme of 
the contrast between ‘language as correction’ and ‘language as corruption’. First, in between the 
two uses of language, there is nothing. This basically means that there is no a third, gray, medium 

18 Here I will just note that there are many other scholars advocating the thesis that moral behavior is fundamental to 
being human in the sense that it is part of our evolutionary design, or ‘biology’: being ethical in our species 
increases the chances of survival; it is NOT a ‘veneer’ over a fundamentally ‘wild’, anti-social, egotistic, or 
immoral creature (the “homo homini lupus” hypothesis); for the work of some of those scholars, see Waal (2006), 
Tomasello (2009), and Foot (2001).  



area between the use of language as a collective-body maker, on the one hand, and the use of 
language as a corrupting device, on the other. As long as there is hope that language serves some 
human, and viable, and worthy purpose, we are in the area of ‘correction.’ As soon as we left the 
area, we are in the domain of the incorrigible. Hence, we are also in the area of the second, 
derivative and parasitic use of language. This is important to remember because it can help one to 
avoid the pitfall of, for instance, postmodernist, or broadly speaking relativist, theorizing of 
language. With regard to language, we really know where we are at all stages: we are either 
confident, or hope we can become confident by correcting ourselves, or are in error, but one which 
again may be corrected, or have lost confidence because language was, or is, used as a corruption-
inducing device. There is no doubt that we also operate at a meta-level, discussing parts of language
to form a more fixed and solid view; but this simply means that still there is some hope, and we still
work towards a correction (for instance, improvement, or disambiguation, or clarification, or a 
settlement, or explication,, or charting a balance of arguments…) of a language pattern. Recognition
of ‘language as corruption’ normally also means a loss of faith in language, and this means leaving 
as well the meta-lingual level. 

Second, there is one clear sense in which we can speak of the pathology of collective body when we
speak of the use of language as a weapon. Take, for instance, the case of lying. As emphasized, 
lying means that one has gotten rid of the use of language as a true collective body making; it’s still 
there, but is taken to a different direction. In what sense? In the sense that one party, by relying on 
the history of the use of language as a tool of collective body-making, blindfolds another party to 
produce some gain that is based on the latter’s harm. In other words, one pair of eyes is still 
profiting, but the profit is based on the other pair of eyes being harmed; the net result is not ‘two 
eyes correcting the other two’ for the benefit of all; the net result is ‘two eyes blinding the other 
two’ for the benefit of one pair only (and, obviously, inflicting harm on the other pair). Hence, all in 
all, we have in the other case, the case of lying, a collective body with a deformation, or with an 
unjust and unsustainable constellation/structure. An exactly parallel story can be told of the cases of 
semantic imputation, or of Polynices at Thebes/Lavrov with Truss- kind of case. This process thus 
deserves the name of “collective body-making pathologies.” It’s a process that still supervenes on 
the same basic function of language; however, this one seems to be degenerative and leading to 
deterioration of the social bond, or to an increase in hostility level, and that’s the level of risky, and 
self-destructive, behavior too. And, this may be a foundation for the best, or the most accurate and 
exhaustive way of the grasping of the relationship between the two key attitudes towards the use of 
language in human affairs.

One is the basic form, one we are born into, and characterizing most of the period of our upbringing
by our mothers. We learn to coordinate mutually our actions, to exchange a hand-help with a hand-
help, to receive and give accounts; and then also to give a prior account of our actions that will 
follow the account; we learn various concepts, and how to listen attentively, or rephrase our 
questions, or to communicate politely, and similar: all this for the purpose of benefiting from, and 
helping, the others, or the purpose of creating a viable collective body in the above sense. Now, 
some humans, or humans in some social and political conditions, will use this template, but with a 
different aim, or desire, in mind, one that involves a pathological form of collective body-making, 
one that is characterized by uneven distribution of harms between individual bodies, one that is 
asymmetrical and persistently beneficial to one individual body alone; this collective body 
pathology will deprive language of its normal, ethical, mutually beneficial collective body-making 
character, and will turn it into a weapon, that is, a corruption-inducing device, and then the party 
disadvantaged by such a deprivation is very likely to experience the other party as an alien, a 
threatening, inimical, pathology-spreading body. This is very likely to bring about in the former the 
need to destroy violently the existing social bond with the latter who is already placed on the anti-



social side and wages a kind of war permanently; hence, among other things, actual wars and 
violence. 

This practice of collective body pathologizing through the weapon-like use of language is visible 
most clearly in the relationship of slavery19 but it must pertain to all kinds of dediscoursification that
lead to the outbreaks of violence including wars. I believe that Aristotle, while considering the 
nature and role of ‘ho apolis’, one who is principally irreconcilable to the frame of political 
community, had some kind of a naturalist image in which the figure suffered also from some 
biological, bodily-visible, perhaps even genetic malformation – this explains why Aristotle singled 
out some strange appetites, both in relation to the food-intake and sexual desire, as characterizing 
the figure’s natural constitution. 

And this is where I can point to the enigma that is, I think, somewhat troubling when you try to 
frame the problem in perfectly rational terms. The enigma is as follows: why does 
dediscoursification, together with wars as effects of such an attitude to discourse, still take place? 
How come that we have not arrived at the point of a widespread ability to tackle the social and 
political, and legal, conflicts by the use of discursive means, that is, peacefully and amicably, only? 
Have in mind that it is already at the classical Greece, for instance in Herodotus and Euripides, that 
we find a clearly expressed amazement at the fact that the Greeks ‘resolve disputes’ by bloodshed, 
and not by words or discourse. Hence, it must have been clear to human beings millennia ago that 
wars can be effectively prevented through a reasonable use of discourse by responsible and 
reasonable, and benevolent and charitable, human beings. And it must have been clear to human 
beings as well millennia ago that some uses of discourse accelerate our movement towards a war; 
for instance, lies, or unilateral and unreasonable treaty interpretations, or unjustified ultimatums; or 
similar. Consequently, there is a relatively simple recipe: to promote the reasonable uses, and avoid,
and check, the war-inducing uses of discourse, acknowledging that there may be some situations in 
which societies face a moral dilemma that is inherently difficult to tackle or resolve, and that 
therefore must be approached carefully. Viewed in such a frame, the emergence of wars, and the 
cases of dediscoursification preparing the wars, are indeed enigmatic phenomena. Here I cannot 
solve the conundrum, and it really makes no sense to hope that we will soon find a solution to it. 
But a number of factors or possibilities should be heeded and at some later time scrutinized, if 
possible, in fuller detail.

First, however, have in mind that I think that, to explain the enigmatic constellation, biological and 
socially relevant factors will have to be coupled; and do not forget that language, by its primary 
purposes, crosses the divide between the social and the biological. With that in mind, there may be 
one factor that is obviously relevant: linguistic capacity is unevenly distributed across the human 
populations; and this may play some role. In other words, some more versatile and gifted speakers, 
or users of language are not a frequent phenomenon. This is a factor that must play some role. 

Second, our societies often promote a wrong kind of culture involving a not really helpful attitude 
to the use of discursive means in tackling social and political issues and conflicts – for instance, if 
you don’t teach your juniors about Isocrates, it is unlikely they will encounter spontaneously his 
words on the foundational role of Logos to a viable political community; or if you teach your 
students that there is no rational way to resolve the quandaries of legal interpretation, again you will
promote a wrong kind of discourse-related culture. And, of course, a part of the problem with 
culture in which, for instance, all Americans live must have something to do with the role of a 
military, and militaristic, mind-set, and this obviously have something to do with the role of large 

19 The notion of slavery is of a key importance to one current of political theory – Republicanism; for my presentation
of the key voices, and the points on which I slightly disagree with some of them, see Pehar (2020b). 



high-tech weapon-making industries that make enormous profits in the current world. Now, all this 
is very simple and very obvious. But, why does this happen? Greed? Hubris? 

Third, my story on the collective-body pathology forms implies perhaps that there could be a strong
genetic component to the problem. If some individual bodies are irreconcilable, as bodies, to the 
process of the viable collective body-making by language, this must have something to do with 
them as bodies, deeply in their genetic make-up. It must be due to some genetic mutation, or a 
wrong genetic cross-over, giving rise to some malformations finally assuming the shape of an 
immoral self, or an unethical character – think of some pathology similar to a narcissistic kind of 
psychopathy, or a kind of psychosis or a disorder that partly produces the effect of non-agreeability, 
when a person does not accept the possibility of correction, hence, cannot honestly endorse a 
compromise with a party with whom s/he needs to negotiate a fair framework of cooperation. Now, 
if the issue is due to some fundamentally random genetic mutation, then we cannot hope to guide 
the process towards the desirable outcome in the sense of our permanent ability to avoid the pitfalls 
of dediscoursification. And have also in mind that, in some societies that are very competitive, and 
that reward merciless and strong-willed characters that resolutely climb up the ladder of 
professional career, a narcissistic psychopath is likely to achieve success and grab some of the 
highest positions in the professional world. This, then, means that there will never be a cure to our 
ills of this kind. But my position is far from solid, or verified, on this aspect of the problem.     

Fourth, and final, I like to think of the human kind as currently still being at an early stage of its 
evolution. We have not yet left the stage of immaturity, or are just beginning to leave it. This, of 
course, in the sense of a species that is beginning to materialize its full discourse-related potential. 
Have in mind that, until very recently, we celebrated kings, and lived mostly in strictly hierarchical 
societies with hereditary forms of government; general literacy, with practicable devices and 
technologies for reading and writing, are a recent phenomenon too. Also, we need to take into 
account the strength and influence of various ideologies, of religious dogma and religion, and 
religiously oriented education – all this could not have exerted a discourse-friendly influence on a 
majority of human population. Hence, we are just starting to grow more aware of our potential as 
discourse-using beings. In other words, given the stage of our evolutionary development, perhaps 
we should be more surprised at the fact that we are doing relatively well, or that the conditions are 
not much worse than they currently are. Again, this is just a speculation, not a reliably formed or a 
scientifically tested opinion. 

Have also in mind that I have not said a word about the external factors; those may prove to be 
much more important to us than any other aforementioned one – things like asteroids, or climate 
change, or some virus deadlier than a majority of those known to us. Faced with such a 
predicament, we are unlikely to think of wars, or about anything else except the survival of the 
lucky few in a totally unfriendly and barely habitable environment.   
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