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I  was approached a number of times by the  Empedocles editors, Johan Siebers and C.M.

Roos, in late 2017, asking me to contribute to their journal. Finally I decided I would submit

the  paper  on  the  topic  of  ‘dediscoursification’ (especially  as  Johan Siebers  expressed  his

continued interest in the topic). The text I proposed is printed (without change) in the below. 

I was asked in January 2018 to send my submission by February 15, and then the review

would take place from Feb 15 to March 14; In early April I e-mailed Siebers and asked him

on the status of my submission. The letter I received shocked me. The two reviews, as mailed

from him to me, are printed following the text of my paper/essay. As everyone can see, the

reviews are not really reviews. The paper is rejected simply because Johan, or whoever, did

not like it (for whatever reason). One does not reject a paper due to its ‘complexity.’ Also, I

did not add detailed references simply because that’s the first stage of writing (where I cannot

disclose my identity and where no detail  needs to be filled;  for the same I reason I  also

omitted a summary). 

My conclusion from this is as follows: The scholars need to be WARNED about the journal

that is officially a journal for the philosophy of communication (officially affiliated with the

European  Communication  Research  and  Education  Association  (ECREA)

https://ecrea.eu/Affiliated-journals ). I guess it is also partly funded by the EU. The editor in

charge is a philosopher of religion, which, of course, does not disqualify him in principle. 

Also, the experience I have had with the journal editors make me believe strongly that they

decide on the scholars’ submissions not by focusing on the contents, but by focusing on the

names (from which then the editors read their potential benefits....you know the rest). Hence, I

1

http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/intellect/ejpc
https://ecrea.eu/Affiliated-journals


suggest to all the scholars of the world to cease with this peer-review practice simply because,

in too many cases, it’s been abused and reduced ad absurdum. The gate-keepers keep the gates

not to prevent the high standards inside from being polluted by the unwelcome ‘intellectual

trash’ coming from the outside, but to protect and pursue their narrow practical and social, not

intellectual or scholarly,  interests and positions. Please read the rest of this, esp. the letter

attached at the very end, very carefully. 

...........................................

Bowles, culture, and the Moroccan liars 

In a 1993 movie directed by Mohamed Ulad-Mohand, An American in Tangier – Paul Bowles,

Bowles, the famous American writer and the author of the now famous Sheltering Sky, at the

very start is trying to explain his sense of a primarily social alienation as he kept residing in

Morocco for 60 years. Bowles said to the camera that he remained a tourist, and stranger, in

the country in which it is nearly impossible for one to be socially accepted if one is not a

Muslim – the Moroccans labelled Bowles as well 'Nasrani' [meaning both ‘a Christian’ and ‘a

foreigner’] despite the fact that, formally, Bowles was never a Christian believer. 

To illustrate that sense of his own alienation in Morocco, Bowles recounts an episode from his

life that took place in 1934 in Marrakesh, and the episode is actually restaged in the French

language in the movie from app. 5:24 to 6: 22, with old Bowles acting as his younger self:

Bowles  came  to  a  Marrakesh  bus-station,  a  garage  of  a  kind,  to  inquire  about  the  bus-

connections between Marrakesh and Taroudant; there he met a Moroccan who in the French

language  explained  to  him  that  there  will  be  a  bus-connection  between  the  two  cities

tomorrow, at morning, departing from the very same bus-garage or station; the next morning

Bowles arrives at the station and, to his amazement, finds no bus-line departing for Taroudant.

However,  he  meets  the  very  same  person  who,  a  day  before,  instructed  him  about  the

connection, and who was basically responsible for Bowles’s arrival fully equipped and loaded

with  baggage at  the  bus  garage.  The Moroccan,  undisturbed and with an innocent  smile,

responds to Bowles’s question on the bus connection with the words “but, there is no a bus-

connection from here to Taroudant,” to which Bowles responds by saying “but, you told me

yesterday there was one.” The Moroccan calmly responds by explaining to Bowles “but, this
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was  to  make  you  happy”  (“c’etait  pour  vous  fair  plaisir”);  “Plaisir  [Happy]?”  asks

rhetorically, and desperately, Bowles, and further explains that he then had to order the taxi

cab that morning to take him to his destination. 

Bowles comments on the episode as follows: “The moral is, I guess, not to trust anything one

tells you because it might be wrong. The Moroccan don’t like saying ‘I don’t know.’ And they

don’t like saying ‘there is no such a thing,’ like the bus, because you want that thing and that

[their saying there is no such a thing] could make you angry.” Obviously, Bowles here clearly

implies  that,  measured  by  some  inherent  criteria  of  communication,  and  communicative

rationality,  such  as  the  transmission  of  transparent  information  via  a  reliable  source  and

channel, he considers the Moroccans as poor performers, and suggests that he personally felt

that, whilst residing in Morocco, he lived in the midst of a community composed mostly of

deceivers, or cheaters, from which he felt deeply estranged, but which also, for reasons he

explains in the movie, he found attractive and important in its own right (see also  Coury

1997). However, we may put the latter part aside. Here, and more generally, I am crucially

interested  in  the  negative  part,  in  the  factors  of  communication-related  estrangement  and

alienation that Bowles experienced living his life of an American expatriate in Tangier. 

Let me now distil and emphasize some important features of the above instance of a flawed

kind of communication. First, “Bowles’s” episode relates to some universal discursive values;

it is not only, or predominantly, culture-specific. The episode relates to the value, and notion,

of  truth,  truthfulness,  and  the  truth-transmitting  patterns  of  communication;  however,

secondly, it relates also to the specifics of a culture that undermine the implementation of the

aforementioned values;  thirdly,  whilst  critiquing his ‘interlocutor,’ Bowles addresses some

effects  that  should  be  designated  as  harmful  in  every  kind  of  culture:  the  erosion,  and

cessation, of ‘trust,’ with a subsequent alienation between individuals. In other words, Bowles

here figures as a representative of a civilization that is promoting universal values (he calls it

‘European’),  and  that  is  also  endowed  with  a  kind  of  discourse-ethics  aspiring  to  be

universally binding. However, apart from a general sense of alienation, and the said loss of

trust, Bowles does not speak about some graver or more burdening practical effects of his

miscommunications  with  the  Moroccans.  Hence,  let  us  now  imagine  that  the  context  is

somewhat  different  and  that  both  Bowles  and  the  ‘lying  Moroccan’  figure  as  the

representatives of some states involved in a more severe kind of political conflict similar to

one characterizing, for instance, Bosnia-Herzegovina in early 1992, prior to the outbreak of

war, or some other politically complicated entities. Imagine that Bowles, on some sound and
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reasonable foundation, decided ‘not to trust anything his interlocutor tells him,’ hence, that he

reached the stage of ‘a well motivated silence’ in his relationship with his former interlocutor. 

In  other  words,  imagine  that,  following  an  extensive  discursive  exchange  in  which  one

interlocutor  repeatedly  violated  some  values  of  discourse,  the  other  partner  to  the

communication decided to leave the medium of discourse or cease communicating with the

former in the belief that the use of discourse could not pay off; and that all of that happened in

a politically febrile, polarized, and conflicted and violence-prone social environment. How

dangerous is such a state of affairs? More importantly, how does exactly such a state of affairs

come into being? Or, by what means is exactly such a discourse-related condition discursively

produced?   

Speaking more concretely, what I aim to state is the following: there are moments, or periods

of time, when some sane and reasonable individuals cannot escape the conclusion that, when

choosing between the use of negotiation as a means of conflict-resolution, on the one hand,

and the use of force or violence on the other, one actually has no choice and have to opt for

the  latter  for  a  simple  and  sound  reason:  communication-wise,  the  partner-party  has

repeatedly  violated  some  values  of  discourse  over  a  protracted  period  of  time,  which

demonstrates that, in partnership with the party, one cannot rely on the medium of discourse

to resolve some burning social and political issues that pertain exactly to one’s relationship

with the party. 

This  implies  that,  in  certain  periods  of  time,  one is  not  in  position  to  accept  the  ancient

diplomatic and humanistic advice to continue negotiating in the good faith to settle a dispute

with one’s social, or political, partner. One is forced to become and remain silent, and to start

using the means of military coercion at least for defensive purposes. In one’s eyes, another

individual  has  lost  his  or  her  status  as  a  discursive  and through discourse  reasoning and

communicating individual – which often means also the loss of status as a human being –, and

has lost it for sound and persuasive reasons.     

How do we dediscoursify each other? 

It is for cases such as Bowles’s, but in more sinister contexts, that, from 2011 to 2016, I

produced and proposed a theory of dediscoursification which explains the key features, and

stages, of one’s loss of the status of a discursive being; this, as I argue, is the substance of the
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discursive production of ‘the state of war’ as a state of ‘silence’ in the relationship between at

least two negotiating partners who share a common social and political problem of such a

depth  and extent  that  one  can  conclude that,  between the  two,  the  condition  of  a  severe

political conflict is prevailing. I applied the theory to a number of actors, and demonstrated

that, for instance, the theory can provide a partial explanation of the causes of American Civil

War (the Dred Scott decision by the US Supreme Court), of the Peloponnesian war between

Sparta  and  Athens  (the  violation  of  the  Thirty  Year  Peace  Treaty),  the  World  War  Two

(Hitler’s violation of a number of post- World War I treaties, and Chamberlain’s attitude to the

violations as if  nothing was happening),  Yom-Kippur War in 1973 (both principal parties’

attitude  to  the  UN SC Res.  242 ambiguity),  the  NATO Allied  Force  action  in  1999 (the

American  offer  of  a  peace  treaty  draft  that  was  principally  unacceptable  by the  Serbian

representatives), or the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina from 1992 to 1995 (Izetbegovic’s reneging

on the Couthileiro’s (“Lisbon”) Draft Agreement in February and March 1992, among other

things). My narrative skeleton of the theory goes roughly as follows: 

The key purpose of the use of language is to generate a virtual collective body:  in other

words, the key role of language, as an underlying institution to all societies, is to enable a

mutual enrichment of the bodies of the individual users of language. This means that, for

instance, when passing information to one (on something that happened in the past or at some

distant location), I serve to one as an ‘additional pair of eyes’ – literally I enable him or her to

see some items that s/he could not see otherwise; I enrich his or her perceptual capacities and

thus also enrich his or her individual body. Also, I serve the same, or highly similar, purpose

when I simply pass one’s proposition to another person: I thus enable the latter to hear and

grasp some propositions that s/he would not be in position to hear or grasp otherwise; and I

serve to the original, first message-giver as his or her voice, or, more precisely, as his or her

‘mouth.’ Again, we see that the use of language enables the enlargement, or enrichment, of

one’s perceptive, or expressive, bodily capacities. 

Hence, the users of language figure to each other as the language-mediated generators of a

collective body that brings equal benefits to all.1 

Practical  aspects  of  this  function  become  visible  especially  in  the  condition  when  one

community, or a group, needs to perform a single task – for instance, to organize the hunting,

1 As Fiona Cowie (in Dessalles 2010a, 887) put it: “Two heads really are better than one, and the only 

way you can reliably link those heads is via language.” 
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or defend the village from wild beasts, or organize any other job that depends on cooperation

by several group members. In such a context, it is of a critical importance for the community

members to be able to rely on each other, or to know that the other members will perform a

part of the task after which they can perform their own. Here we deal with, metaphorically

speaking, the language-hand connection; language is used as a means by which one member

of the community assures another that the former will serve to the latter as an ‘additional pair

of hands.’ It is for such a purpose that mothers, for instance, teach their children the meanings

of some words not only by connecting the words with some perceptual contents, but also by

connecting them with some tasks that the children need to perform vis-à-vis the items to

which the words typically refer. To the mothers, it is of an utmost importance that the children

can perform some actions that assist the entire community, based on a previous agreement or

on a predictable verbal frame of cooperation defining a sequence of actions that the individual

agents will invest individually to achieve a common purpose. 

Again, we can say that language enables the community members to serve to each other as

‘additional pairs of hands,’ and that it does so by giving some, sometimes implicit, guarantee

that the hands will  do a part  of the task on which some other hands depend, and which,

therefore, the community members can reasonably expect and rely on. This is, I believe, the

foundation  to  the  practice  of  ‘promise-making’ as  an  important  part  of  the  institution  of

language, and it is the part that we, nearly without a further consideration, relate to the ethical

character, or the moral values/principles, of a language-user (see also Tomasello 2008, 93).2 

Now, why do I claim that the idea of language as a generator of the virtual collective body, or

as a medium of the mutual enrichment of individual bodies, contains a pertinent explanatory

frame for both the process of dediscoursification and the moral values involved in the use of

language? First, we should notice that language cannot play the role of a generator of the said

collective  body  without  some  substantive  moral  values,  for  instance,  truthfulness,  or

reliability,  or coherence,  or an adherence to the inter-subjectively accepted meanings.  For

instance, I can serve to another person as an ‘additional pair of eyes’ only if I pass on true

propositions to him or her. When I lie, or utter a deceptive utterance, I do not serve to him or

her as ‘a pair of eyes,’ but as something that in fact clouds his or her view and distorts his or

her perception.3 

2 Promising (Stanford Encyclopedia); my take is irreconcilable to Nietzsche; 

3 Contrast with Dessalles 
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Similar considerations apply to the practice of promise-making. Once I give a promise to

someone, then s/he expects from me to serve as his or her additional ‘pair of hands.’ However,

if I break my promise, I inflict harm on his own hands, or the hands’ controlling mechanisms,

too – I betray those expectations on the basis of which his own hands were supposed, or

expected, to draw on the part of the task performed by my own. Again we see that the moral

matrix of discourse, the cluster of moral values that we naturally relate to the use of language,

also secures the practice of creation of the collective body; the denial of such a matrix not

only prevents the practice, but it makes our bodies weaker than they would be if we were not

to  internalize  language  as  a  common,  ethically  super-important  institution  that  facilitates

cooperation between the members of a community.4 

Hence,  language is  an  Ur-Institution.  All  other  institutions  supervene on it  most  directly.

Therefore, it’s no wonder that humans are first taught about the rules of acting within the Ur-

Institution. It is virtually impossible to envisage a community aiming at a common task, or

any other institution more narrowly defined, which could remain operative in the condition of

an abuse of language in the moral sense. For instance, it is impossible to set in and preserve a

ministerial department staffed with liars, breakers of promise, or incoherent users of language.

Such a department will dissolve rapidly. Language is the medium in which basic elements of a

collective body are created, and, as the human species, we have to rely on the medium to

enable all other forms of cooperation. It is the medium in which an elementary trust is built

together with an elementary form of transparency and reliability due to which humans can

start committing to some additional forms of cooperation. This is why language primarily

serves  the  ‘phatic  function,’  as  Roman  Jakobson  named  it  after  a  term  introduced  by

Bronislaw  Malinowski (1923, 315); it is a function that secures the preservation of contact

between the interlocutors as the users of a common code,  or a  discourse,  a function that

establishes a primary ‘social bond’ (see, for instance, Jakobson 1960 and Medina 2005, 8-12).

Thus far, my story is presented as a kind of moral absolutism: there is a distinct world of

moral-discursive  values,5 which  supports  communication  and  prevents  the  effects  of  the

dediscoursifying; in a stark contrast, there is also a world of violations of such values, one in

4 This theory fits well the research program of ‘embodied cognition;’ for a good example of an 

analysis as a part of this program, see Iacoboni (2008). 

5 In my book I explain at some length why, and how, the values can be reduced to four fundamental 

types: ‘meaning,’ ‘truth,’ ‘reason,’ and ‘promise.’  
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which communication is disrupted and beset by the effects of dediscoursification. Now, as

thus presented, the story would be too simple and even misleading; it would not only fail to

offer a comprehensive view of language and dediscoursification, it would also misrepresent

the ways in which language actually operates and in which dediscoursification takes place in

the real world. Jakobson refers to another function of language, which is triggered in some

conditions  and  which  he  names  as  ‘metalinguistic’  (i.e.  the  ‘metalingual’  as  already

mentioned) (see his essay on “meta-language” in Jakobson 1985, 113-121); this function can

be elucidated only on the basis of a somewhat more complex view of the moral-discursive

calculus  that  we  perform  both  generally  in  relation  to  language  and  to  the  process  of

dediscoursification more specifically.

Our bodies are fallible. On some occasions we fail to produce a desired language-mediated

effect due to  many reasons:  for instance,  we inadvertently fail  to give an accurate verbal

depiction  of  an  ambivalent,  or  fuzzy,  image  spotted  by  our  eyes;  or,  occasionally  our

sentences gain an additional, yet unintended, layer of meaning due to a lack of appropriate

syntactical markers in some contexts; or, sometimes we make a promise, but then, due to

some unexpected and unwelcome occurrences, we realize that the fulfillment of the promise

would entail some major harm either to us or the others. All such situations need to be clearly

distinguished from the conditions in which we deliberately utter a lie, or show a deliberate

lack of regard to the intended meanings of our interlocutor’s propositions,  or deliberately

break our promises. Such situations occur inadvertently and non-typically, and whenever they

occur, it is normal to expect both from the message giver and the message receiver to try to

amend the situation. In contrast,  the lying or the liar is a typical phenomenon – one who

normally and frequently uses language in a certain way. Hence, on some occasions, the use of

language is imperfect due to the natural flaws of the human species, but the users of language,

including the key ‘culprit,’ view the occasion as  amenable to  perfection or improvement.

However, on some other occasions, the use of language is both imperfect and non-improvable.

If we designate our interlocutor as a ‘liar’, or as a ‘shameless promise breaker,’ we mean to

say that  our  interlocutor  is  a  human being with which we cannot  improve our  language-

mediated relationship without a comprehensive change in his character.    

This  gives  us  a  solid  basis  on  which  we  can  elucidate  the  function  Jakobson  calls

‘metalingual.’ The function is typically triggered whenever the parties to a moral-discursive

relationship realize that a repairable imperfection has occurred in the form of an inadvertent,

and improvable, violation of the moral-discursive matrix of language. When an unintended
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ambiguity, or error, occurs, or when a randomly erroneous or imprecise description is given,

or when one has given a promise which is later viewed reasonably as non-implementable, the

parties  will  typically  focus  on  language  itself  to  make  an  attempt  to  amend  the  moral-

discursive inconvenience. Typically, they will attempt to clarify the ambiguity, or give a more

precise description,  or propose and explain,  through a common discourse,  the reasons for

which the promise should remain unfulfilled, or for which it will have to be modified to an

extent to accommodate the newly-emerged conditions. Hence, the metalingual function will

be triggered to assist the key function of language as a collective body generator, to help

recover the function in the condition when its performance seems disrupted or blocked. It is a

function through which language helps itself,  that is, a form of language which makes an

attempt to pass unharmed through the period of a potential dediscoursification.    

Additionally,  one also needs to consider  the fact  that  the so-called rhetorical modi of the

language-use result regularly in the triggering of the metalingual function. Occasionally, the

users of language tend to weaken the role of one value of the moral-discursive matrix – e.g.

‘meaning,’ or ‘syntactical regularity’ as a guarantee of the transparency of meaning – in order

to strengthen, within a given context, the role of another value, e.g. ‘reasons.’ The other users

of  language  will  tolerate  temporarily  such  a  trade  in  values,  because  the  individual

intervention as practiced by the ‘rhetorician’ involves not a direct and deliberate violation of a

moral-discursive value, but a product of a moral-discursive dilemma that requires a creative

solution. For instance, we are temporarily prone to tolerate ambiguity within a part of a peace

agreement as such an ambiguity may lead to recovery of the dialogue between the parties

regardless of the fact that, generally speaking, ambiguity is an instance of violation of the

moral-discursive matrix of language. Hence, within a ‘rhetorical’ context, we tend to adopt a

somewhat  more  complex  moral-discursive  calculus,  a  kind  of  trade  in  moral-discursive

values,  to  enable  ourselves  to  tolerate  and  improve  upon  an  imperfect  moral-discursive

relationship, which naturally opens space to a major contribution by the metalingual function

of language.6     

Hence, the metalingual function of language, as a necessary addition to the phatic function,

serves  primarily  two  purposes:  either  to  perfect  an  imperfect  condition,  making  it  thus

tolerable; or,  as is the case with rhetorical figures and more creative uses of language,  to

6 Here I need to emphasize that, in this context, a large corpus of books and essays concerning 

rhetoric, and more generally, creative patterns and uses of language, needs to be taken into account; 

Eco, Lotman, Lakoff/Johnson, Davidson, Grice, and my own.... 
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demonstrate that, given all the factors that need to be added to our moral-discursive calculus,

the condition needs no improving. However, the metalingual function may also demonstrate

that the condition cannot be repaired or improved upon. The metalingual function may turn

out to be unsuccessful in the sense of showing that ‘the discussion of language by language’

yields no result.  When the end-result  of our use of the metalingual function is  of such a

character, then we witness the phenomenon of the true dediscoursification; it is then that we

are inclined to designate our interlocutor as a liar, or as one who cares not about coherence, or

as one who merely plays with word-meanings in arbitrary ways impenetrable to the others, or

as an inconsiderate and remorseless breaker of promises who cannot bind himself by his own

word. Concretely speaking, this now means that we need to pass through an extensive period

of communication, through a number of moral-discursive interactions, with one to be able to

describe one as a dediscoursifier, as one who, in a moral-discursive sense, is so flawed that

s/he cannot cooperate with us in the construction of a shared collective body by the means of

language.7 It is then that the termination of communication and a grave silence take place, and

it is then that the path towards an outbreak of the armed conflict, or violence, is open.

   

Poststructuralist thought8 in light of the theory of dediscoursification  

Compared to the poststructuralist takes on the theme of the role of discourse in the causes of

war  issue  –  those  also  include  a  major  part  of  the  Critical  Discourse  Analysis  (CDA)

approaches,9 the theory of dediscoursification is an entirely different, or worlds-apart, take.

Here I need to emphasize this not only for the reason of a theoretical honesty, or a clear and

straightforward enunciation of my position vis-à-vis the other perspectives. I think that there

is  a  much more pressing problem with poststructuralism than we normally assume.  Also,

interestingly, it is not easy to find a poststructuralist analysis of the use of discourse in the pre-

7 My position on discourse-ethics 

8 Some representative overviews (Norris, Belsey, Edkins, Crick, Devetak); emphasis on Nietzschean 

origins.  

9 As to the CDA, Hodge/Cress 1993 is a representative statement; their treatment of the war-related 

CDA is squeezed in the last chapter added to the 1993 edition.  
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war settings. This, as I believe, is not random. Let us take for an example the 2015 article on

“War  discourse”  by Adam Hodges.  There  one cannot  find  a proper  theory of  the  use of

discourse that, for instance, facilitates one’s decision to wage a war. All one can find are, more

or less, two things: the repeated and often-heard poststructuralist thesis that some special uses

of discourse create, or socially construct, the in-group and out-group differences; secondly,

you will find there a common-sense thesis that, for a war to break out, it needs to be somehow

legitimated or made acceptable through a metaphor, a narrative, or something similar. Now,

the poststructuralist scholar concluded his article in the following fashion: 

“The dimensions of war discourse discussed here underscore the widely recognized

perspective among LSI [language and social interaction] researchers that language is

never neutral nor is it merely a transparent conveyor of preexisting meaning. Rather

than describing or reflecting a world that exists prior to social interaction, language

brings many aspects of that world into existence. Part of the challenge and opportunity

for researchers is therefore to deconstruct the way war discourse conceals interested

positions as neutral representations and to expose the way language operates within the

broader context of power to construct sociopolitical reality.”10 

My nearly automatic response to the conclusion was to pose the question of what makes

Hodges  then  believe  that  his  own  critique  of  the  war-legitimizing  discourses  is  not  a

concealed  interested  position.  And,  does  Hodge then imply that  all  our  verbal  deliveries,

including e.g. the most innocent and empirically sound descriptions of a piece of reality to

which one is not emotionally attached at all, must be reducible to our inter-personal interests?

In recent decades one cannot escape encountering frequently such expressions of a ‘critical

potential’ of the poststructuralist, or “deconstructivist” thought; the first time I realized that

there is something strange, and logically incoherent, in such takes on language, society, and

reality, was when I was reading a contribution by a colleague who was assigned responsibility

for the ‘language and diplomacy’ pillar of the  DiploFoundation activities, Biljana Scott, an

Oxford Chinese linguist: in her lecture I specifically noticed, and underlined, the claims that

“meanings  are  unstable”  and that  “translations  are  unreliable;”  and  she  also  repeated  the

poststructuralist  mantra  that  “language  is  not  a  neutral  medium,  but  a  constructor  of

independent worlds in the social sense,” i.e. the thesis on language as a particular, ‘culturally

10 Also Campbell 
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tainted’ lens through which a society gets a particular world-view that cannot be reproduced

through the use of other languages. 

The first thing one should note is a self-contradictory nature of the messages inherent in such

overarching,  and  somewhat  pretentious,  theses.  If  “meanings  are  unstable,”  then  is  the

meaning of  this  very assertion  unstable  too?  If  not,  then  ‘your’ (that  is,  Biljana  Scott’s)

general wisdom on the instability of all meanings is defeated in two simple logical steps; if

yes, then why should I, or anyone, pay any attention to the thesis? Secondly, the thesis on the

unreliability  of  all  translations  may hold,  but  only if  one  is  an  unskilled  and untalented

translator.11 As Umberto Eco emphasized repeatedly,12 to the task of translation we naturally

approach  in  a  deontological  and  anti-deconstructivist  spirit,  believing  that  the  translator

should  be  assessed  as  better  or  worse  depending  on  his  or  her  ability  to  transfer  the

translatee’s  message  in  accordance  with  the  standards  that  the  translator’s  professional

community endorsed; also, there is a list of the translator’s rights and duties that all rest on the

premise that the translator’s work can be assessed by the mundane criteria of a successful

transfer  of  meanings  from language  A to  language  B,  thus  contradicting  the  idea  of  the

translation’s fundamental unreliability. Hence, I personally cannot make much sense of the

poststructuralist musings that to an extent touch also on the idea of dediscoursification. 

More  importantly,  the  theory  of  dediscoursification  is  founded  on a  very  straightforward

notion  that,  to  use  language,  one  needs  to  respect  an  ethics  of  language,  or  the  moral-

discursive matrix of language,  which can be brought to  acknowledgment through a small

number  of  easily comprehensible  argumentative  steps.  For  instance,  one  needs  to  respect

some limitations that accrue to one on the basis of a given semantic meaning of the units one

combines to produce the well-formed sentences in any language; our mothers taught us the

native tongues on the premise that we were likely to grasp, and internalize accurately, the

meanings of the words of our language; the thesis that this could have been done on the basis

of the assumption that meanings are unstable, or relative to a speaker’s current perspective, is

preposterous and contradicts our very basic experience of the process of language-learning.

Or,  imagine  that  one  is  allowed  to  deform  and  transfer  arbitrarily  the  meanings  of  the

interlocutor’s  propositions  to  a  third  party;  then  one  should  be  also  allowed  to  impute

arbitrarily any semantic meaning to his or her interlocutor’s sentences, but this practice, even

11 Venuti (ed.) Rethinking Translation; the quote from his Introduction   

12 Eco on translation; my own piece on the translation of ambiguity.
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though we witness it occasionally in the heat of some political battles, is generally deemed

unacceptable,  and  immoral,  by a  majority  of  the  adult  users  of  language.  Also,  with  the

semantic criteria guiding our common use of language come the criteria of rationality more

generally13 – for instance, we are expected to remain coherent in our verbal deliveries, and to

become,  as  we  mature  intellectually,  able  to  discuss  our  disagreements  with  our  human

fellows in a dispassionate, inter-subjectively valid, and to the common criteria adhering mode

of discourse. 

In other words, our fellow humans will accept us as a source of verbal limitations on their

own both verbal and non-verbal behaviour only if we subject ourselves to the same sort of

verbal  limitations,  i.e.  the  discourse-related  values  including  truth,  meaning,  reason,  and

promise-making. Most importantly, it is only if our fellow humans accept us as a source of the

kind – that is, as discursively virtuous, accountable, and responsible individuals, – that we

should also honestly expect them to be ready and willing to negotiate and reach the important

socio-political agreements, treaties or contracts, with us. All of that cannot be reconciled with

the tenets of the poststructuralist theorizing on discourse, mind, and society. 

Once we acknowledge and put aside the above conclusions, I believe that there is an even

more important reason why the poststructuralist ideas cannot command our respect, or guide

our understanding of our fellow humans; briefly put, such ideas also contribute directly to the

very  process  of  dediscoursification.  More  specifically,  those  who  add  some  of  the  key

poststructuralist statements to their philosophy, i.e. the theory, of communication, are bound

to  act  dediscoursifyingly on  those  they  communicate  with  in  sensitive  political  contexts;

which further means that the former are likely to contribute causally to the outbreak of war.

This can be very clearly discerned in a dialogue between Polynices and Eteocles from the

Phoenician Women by Euripides, in which Eteocles assumed exactly the position of a proto-

poststructuralist  to  bury  the  possibility  of  the  two  brothers’ joint  arrival  at  a  negotiated

compromise over an important issue that poisoned their relations.

Before  jumping  at  one  another’s  throat,  and  waging  the  war,  the  two  brothers  briefly

negotiated. Polynices founded his claim to the throne of Thebes on two important factors: 

1.  The two brothers have taken a solemn oath that  they would rotate the mandate of the

Thebes ruler every other year; 2. The oath was based on the mundane principle of justice as

13 Emphasized by Donald Davidson 
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equality and, more importantly, on the need to avoid Oedipus’s curse against the two, hence,

on the need to escape the possibility of tension and war in their relations. 

Eteocles,  however,  will  not  yield  to  his  brother’s  demand  or  claim.  To  both  his,  and

Polynices’,  mother  Jocasta,  who attends  the  negotiating  process  in  the  role  of  a  friendly

advisor, and Polynices himself, he responds in a typical poststructuralist fashion: his reply is

extremely ambiguous and in parts contradictory; despite the fact that he admits that the words

should be stronger than swords, and that two human beings should be able to negotiate their

settlement through the use of words, the human language, and not the inhumane ‘language’ of

military force, Eteocles erroneously uses the very fact of ‘disagreement’ as an argument in

favour of his thesis that “among the humans, justice and beauty (and similar abstract values)

are  merely  words  void  of  common  meaning,  content,  or  interpretation.”14 Here  is  how

Eteocles literally put it: ““Should the same matter be beautiful or wise to all, a two-tongued

quarrel  [amphilektos  eris –  a  quarrel  marked by “both” discourses,  reminding directly of

amphibola – ambiguity] would not take place. As it is fixed in reality, nothing is to mortals of

equal worth, or the same, except [vacuous] words/names; the matter itself [of equal worth and

the same] does not exist here [in this world].”

Here Euripides seems to quote directly from one of the sophists who dominated the Athenian

intellectual scene of the day, and from Plato, and Gorgias's extant speeches, we know that

Eteocles'  is  a  sophistic  doctrine,  or  more  precisely,  the  doctrine  of  the  Greek  sophistic

relativism, as the historians of philosophy generally name it.15 Now, have in mind that, to

Plato,  Isocrates  and  many  other  Greek  philosophers  who  cherished  and  preached  both

universal  values  and  the  ability  of  language  to  found  community  and  deliver  the  basic

legislative skeleton,16 the school of sophists relates exactly in the way the poststructuralist

thinkers relate to the other philosophers and thinkers of today. Most importantly, however, let

us  note  that  the  instructive  example  from  Euripides  actually  tell  us  that  the  proto-

poststructuralist  mantra  was  used  to  stall,  and  ultimately,  and  predictably,  defeat  the

14 Here Derrida's la differance and Lyotard's le differend immediately spring to one's mind; Frank, Die

Grenzen der Verständigung, on an imagined polemic between Habermas and Lyotard.  

15 The striking resemblance and kinship between poststructuralism and the teaching of major 

ancient Greek sophists is also emphasized in Engel and Crick.  

16 Some additional references to Isocrates 
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negotiating  process  between  Polynices  and  Eteocles  through  the  process  of

dediscoursification.  Hence,  my  straightforward  conclusion  from  this  episode  of  the

Phoenician Women reads that the theory of dediscoursification cannot be reconciled with the

poststructuralist currents of the communication theory. This, however, does not mean denying

that such currents, when used in the real world of political and diplomatic negotiations in the

polarized and overheated conditions of conflict, can still serve as supporting evidence to the

theory of dediscoursification. 

The issue of culture 

Let us now return to the episode that opened this essay, and raise some issues that stand in

proximity  to  the  issue  of  linguistic  or  cultural  relativism  that  is  often  implied  by  the

poststructuralist  approaches  to  language,  society,  and human mind.17 Was Bowles  right  to

condemn  the  Moroccan  culture  of  communication  in  the  way  he  did?  Was  he,  more

importantly,  right in endorsing the belief that there was a distinctly ‘Moroccan’ culture of

communication? 

Such  issues  are  important  to  the  theory  of  dediscoursification  because,  partly,  some

dediscoursifying processes seem to be explainable by some cultural factors.18 Let me give a

simple example from the movie Kingdom of Heaven (2005) directed by Ridley Scott. 

Immediately before the scene of the first armed duel in woods, when Godfrey’s crew are

ambushed because they refused to hand in Godfrey’s son Balian to the officers of the lord

bishop, a dialogue involving the bishop’s sheriff, Balian himself, and Godfrey’s squire (played

by a Fin Jouko Ahola), takes place as follows: 

“SHERIFF: You have with you a man, Balian, who killed a priest. I'm charged by the

lord bishop to bring him back. BALIAN: What he says is true. They have the right to

take me. SQUIRE (‘ODO’): I say he is innocent of the charge. If you say he's guilty,

17 The quote from Edkins 

18 A note on Raymond Cohen and his version of linguistic/cultural relativism 
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then we'll fight. God will decide the truth of it. HOSPITALER [with a smile]: My

German friend [the squire] is a close student of the law.”19 

This is a simple dialogue, but it says a lot about the beginnings of an armed conflict. First, we

see that here disagreement is taken as an immediate cause of the use of armed force. In other

words, the road from discourse to a use of force is here extremely short. The opposed parties

do not arrive at a conscious conclusion that their disagreement cannot be settled by peaceful

means, but take it a priori and unreflectively as valid. Also, the moral matrix of discourse

seems not to have been tried at all. Why, then, do the parties so swiftly take their arms against

each other? 

It seems that, in this case, the factor that generates dediscoursification is not placed directly,

or fully, in discourse as used by the parties to the conflict; it is a mechanism which, after

being  encoded  into  the  religious  or  philosophical  folklore  of  the  age,  is  imposed,  and

reinforced, tacitly by cultural transmission. In other words, in this case, discourse immediately

opens the door to a use of force because discourse itself is interpreted culturally in a specific,

and flawed, way, and because the distinction between discourse and force is relativized by a

special mechanism of cultural and religious encoding. 

Most importantly, the squire Odo immediately invokes the notion of God, which allows him

to interpret the use of force in a peculiar way: as a process that leads to confirmation of God’s

word or God’s will. Dispute in this context is not viewed primarily as a condition produced by

the human discourse, but as a call to reveal another discourse, divine one, which is vastly

superior to the human. Hence, in Odo’s world, one should say that the distinction between the

human  word  and the  sword is  biased  in  favour  of  the  latter  by its  assumed  capacity to

contribute more directly than the former to God’s revelation of his own word. Or, in Odo’s

world, which is not our own, modern world, the sword is, perhaps paradoxically, placed closer

than the human word to God’s word. In such a sense, Odo takes the force to be a worthy

investment into a process that is both unpredictable to the human being and guided by the

divine hand. It is through the victory of one of the parties that God passes his judgment on the

dispute – one who won, and survived, is both one who God chose and one who was “right”

according to the semantics of the divine discourse. 

19 The script is by William Monahan, and was available at http://www.ec.it-

hiroshima.ac.jp/sakemi/movies/Heaven.pdf  (Accessed July 28, 2015). 
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Hence, Odo, a figure in the ‘crusader’ narrative, seems to be also a slave to a form of the

militarized culture,  a military evangelism of fear,  which is  inherited and transmitted by a

specific blending of the force of swords with a view of Deity as one showing through the

human  battles,  not  through  the  human  words.  Or,  Odo  is  a  part  of  the  culture  that

dediscoursifies and dehumanizes the human discourse-users by deifying their swords and by

interpreting those swords as the only paths to the revelation of the divine word.

This all is, of course, alien to our modern intellectual ‘culture.’ But, is it? I need to emphasize

here immediately that, in the example from the Kingdom of Heaven, a single individual seems

to act as the cause of the process of dediscoursification. The rest concerning the culture, and

religious and philosophical coding, is my own addition that is based on my assumption that, at

the  period  of  time,  i.e.  the  12th century,  many people  were thinking of  God,  and human

(s)words, in similar terms. In other words, in some cases I would readily accept the claim that

culture indeed seems to play an independent role in the process of dediscoursification. In

contrast, I also think that it is prudent to warn beforehand against the quick conclusions about

the causally active role of culture that are drawn without a large pile of evidence on the actual

conduct  of  a  large  number  of  individuals.  Given  that,  in  all  historical  periods,  some

individuals rebelled against some cultural constraints, biases or prejudices, or against some

collectively accepted,  but  flawed world-views,  one  should  be cautious  about  assigning to

culture the causal strength one would normally assign to nature. 

In other words, in the realm of the theory of dediscoursification I would advise against the

kind  of  quick  conclusion  that  Bowles  drew about  the  ‘Moroccans  as  liars,’ or  about  the

cultural propensity to lying in Moroccan, or Arab, society, which is a proposition equivalent to

Bowles’s.  First,  it  is  quite  possible  that the Moroccan who spoke to  Bowles at  the “bus-

station” responded to his own image of Bowles as simply another Westerner and occupier of

Morocco (Bowles addressed the person in the French, not in the Arabic). Secondly, it is highly

likely that, regardless of the Moroccan’s communication with Bowles at the time, the former

respected the value of truthfulness in his mundane communication with his compatriots or his

kin. Thirdly, one should also note that the Moroccan was not lying all the time, or was not

persistent in his lying to Bowles. Actually, he admitted to Bowles that he lied to him for one

particular purpose limited narrowly to the given context of their  communication.  In other

words, perhaps the Moroccan also intended to pass, and passed, an apology to Bowles for

having misled him, but Bowles did not read the signal, or implication, correctly.
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Similarly perhaps to Bowles, one could propose a fairly depressing, and biased, argument

approximately  along  the  following  lines:  in  1994,  the  late  PLO  President  Yasser  Arafat

explained his signature to the Oslo Accords with Israel in terms of Prophet Muhammad’s 628

Treaty/Truce  of  Hudaybiyyah  with  the  Quraish  tribe  of  Mecca;  as  some  historians  or

commentators assert, the Prophet has not made the promise with the intention to keep it, but

to break it in the conditions militarily more favourable to him than was the case in 628; in a

fashion analogous  to  Prophet’s,  Arafat  intended to  break  the  word  he  gave to  his  Israeli

counterparts in 1994. Now, to extend this even further,  Alija Izetbegovic,  another Muslim

believer,  seems to have signed the Dayton Peace Accords not in  the good faith,  with the

intention to keep his word, but only to open some room for the US interpretive manoeuvring

in the post-Dayton Period, which then – through the process of international supervision of

the Dayton peace implementation (OHR, OSCE, etc.) – broke the original  promise made at

Dayton in the way at least two parties to the Dayton agreement (the Serb and the Croat)

understood it; importantly, such supervision in fact favoured the Muslim representatives to the

Dayton peace implementation.  

This all perhaps enables us to conclude that the Muslim culture allows for the breaking of

promises at least when the promise is given not to another Muslim party, but to the Kafir, or

infidel, that is, the devout believer in a non-Islamic form of religion. However, again, I am

very much opposed to an a priori use of such culture-based, or culture-oriented, explanations

as a part of the theory of dediscoursification. Neither Arafat nor Izetbegovic should be taken

as some paradigmatic representatives of the Islamic culture that somehow anonymously, and

impersonally,  tends  to  act  dediscoursifyingly upon some non-Islamic actors.  We can,  and

perhaps should, take the two as not more than appropriators of some social, and discourse-

related,  premises  assumed  to  pertain  to  a  group  of  people;  the  two  can  be  taken  as  but

interpreters of some narratives that are ‘culturally’ – which here simply means ‘applying to a

higher number of individuals’ and/or ‘narrated more frequently’ – transmitted as tied to a

chunk of historiography (Prophet Muhammad’s entry in Mecca upon the collapse of the Al-

Hudaybiyah Truce) that is still widely open to interpretation. 

Summarily, this means that, when we address the issue of dediscoursification in a prudent

way, we need to remain committed primarily to the tenets of methodological individualism

(for which see Elster 1993 and 2007, 7-66). It is true that, in a political sense, some groups

can in principle support some liars, or promise-breakers, but the act of lying, or promise-

breaking,  can  be  attributed  reasonably  and  unequivocally  only to  the  individual  users  of
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language.  Additionally,  and  finally,  due  to  the  moral  and  pragmatic  preconditions  of  the

quotidian use of language, a human group composed of the individual users of language who

all incessantly violate all the moral-discursive values is a conceptual impossibility. Hence,

especially in the context of the theory of dediscoursification, beware of the complexity and

fuzziness  surrounding  the  notion  that  a  culture  should  be  deemed  responsible  for  the

dediscoursifying impact an individual user of language has on the others.

Drazen Pehar <drapehar@gmail.com>
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I am sorry to have to let you know that the article in its present form has been rejected for 

publication in EJPC. The reviewers gave the following “feedback to the author”:

 

R1: The topic of dediscoursification is absolutely relevant. However, the article in its current form 

contributes not enough to the clarification of this concept. It is too complexly written, i.e. long 

sentences, difficult argumentation, weak use of literature, chosen (film)examples not clear, etc. 

There is no supporting theoretical framework. It seems to me that the work is an essay rather 

than a scientific article.

 

R2: Aside from an incomplete bibliography, the main issue with this paper for this reader is that 

the author fails to articulate outright a grounding of conflict resolution in a moral rather than a 

legal framework. Using ‘dediscoursification’ to justify a return to violence ignores a process of 

conflict resolution which applies a systematic framework for ironing out cultural and/or linguistic 

misunderstandings and mistrust early on in a process which is often overseen by an objective 

team of neutral negotiators. Given that a legal as opposed to moral basis is established in 

international law and international frameworks for conflict resolution, it is my view that author 

doesn’t adequately ground the central thesis as (i) fitting within or (ii) contrasting with the 

standard practice of juridification of conflict resolution. For this reason, I felt that the author did 

19



not make a convincing enough argument to support the central thesis.  

 

I hope this feedback will be of benefit to you in continuing your work on this topic. If you want to 

submit a rewritten version of your article in due course, we will be looking forward to receiving it.
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Johan
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Dear editors, 
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Dear editors, 

please find attached to this message my submission to the Empedocles next issue. 
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manuscript for the CEU Press. 
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to track down the author with no difficulty (via the name of the theory). Also, have in 

mind that some moderate task remains to be done: I need to insert references and fill the 

endnotes. The main body of the text will ideally remain the same. 

Best regards, Drazen Pehar 
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