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The article shows a philosophical approach to the concept of vio-
lence. In order to achieve this, various meanings or uses of the
term violence are analyzed. In the Introduction, a preliminary ver-
sion of violence is analyzed. In the second section, violence is
discussed as a personal rupture. In the third section, a pair of
arguments using the term violence are analyzed and thus,
withdraw its definition. We close it with the conclusions.
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1. Introduction

Nicola Abbagnano, in his Dictionary of  Philosophy, defines vio-
lence as “an action contrary to the Moral, Judicial or Political Order”.1

Never the less that definition seems to excessively limit what we
understand by violence. It is in logical terms, a too restricted de-
finition.
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How to characterize it then? Violence is an equilibrium rupture.
Thus, the concept can be extended or enhanced analogically, to di-
fferent areas of  reality. We may speak about violence in Nature,
when the equilibrium which allows stability or the development of
an entity is broken. This way, the fire that destroys a forest is vio-
lent in that sense. Thus we can say that an animal exerts violence
on another one, when it takes it to the limit of  its own existence.

But, isn’t this a case of  an improper extrapolation from the con-
cept of  what is human, to what it is not? Isn’t it therefore, an op-
posite meaning to Abbagnano’s definition, namely a too extended
definition? Yet wisely, Heraclitus in his time, claimed about the hu-
man condition which debates on or around limits: “For the Divini-
ty all things are beautiful, good, and fair. On the contrary, for men,
some things are fair and other unfair”.2

However, I think that the concept of  violence implies a certain
theology, which we cannot evade. Violence is evidenced as that
rupture of  the aim or purpose. As it is understood this way, the
use both of  the non-human natural world as well as the human
world, make sense. Never the less, defending such stand, has the
difficulties inherent to finalism or teleology: Do we really have a
natural order in the human world that, by breaking it, we have
committed violence?

If  we reduce violence only to the judicial point of  view, we can
only say that it depends on the current legislation what we can say
about violence. But it is clear at least in discussions about violence,
that only the legal or judicial side of  it, does not suffice. I can exert
violence, even within legality or when using it. Thus, a judge can
sentence a person to the death penalty, with accumulated evidence,
for the purpose of  revenge or humiliation, remaining this way
within the legal field. This said in other terms, legality only by it-
self, does not prevent violence, and peace as a counterpart of  vio-
lence, cannot stand, supported only by rules and regulations. Peace,
understood as nonviolence, is more than the human rational order.
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2. Violence as a meaningless cone

Maybe another way to show the meaning of  violence, is as a rup-
ture of  meaning, or of  sense. In a strict manner then, there isn’t
any kind of violence with meaning, but simply any act of violence
is meaningless, as far as it breaks order and the purpose of  the
world and of  people:

Violence is ubiquitous and polysemic. It is simultaneously con-
ditioned by biologic, psychologic, social, cultural symbolic, political,
ethical and historical factors. Violence is also phenomenologica-
lly reluctant, because, even though it is always aimed to an ob-
ject or a subject, it is not an objective one. Violence destroys; it
stops something or to somebody, but it cannot be destroyed.3

If  people are the absolute of  the world, where by losing each one
of  them, a part of  the world itself  is also lost, violence would be
against people,4 it would be a removal of  a part of  the sense or
meaning of  the world. In this regard, death is indeed a type of  vio-
lence as far as the loose of  sense. In the face of  death, the world is
violated as far as its purpose. Of  course, again, I suppose we have
here a teleological stand: the world possesses a purpose. However,
we have to add that the laws of  sense or meaning due to the elimi-
nation or the damage to people, surpasses the teleologism. People
are a life project. Life projects are unique, thus any life project, re-
gardless of  how limited it should seem to us, is unrepeatable. Let it
be noted that I specifically point out, “unrepeatable”.

Life projects are “copiable” but their personal realization sur-
passes any copy. This way, two persons can study medicine, of  the
same age, at the same place, wanting “the same”, but in reality we
are before different unfolding, due to their own nucleus of  each
one of  them. Every decision is really unique, because it is given in
different subjects, different persons, with life stories and context
always unique.
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Well then, violence under this enhanced notion in a person,
could be described as “the rupture of  a personal project”. The ad-
vantage of  a definition or approach of  this type is, that it allows to
understand, that violence is more than the rupture of  a predestina-
ted natural order, but it is the truncation of  personal development
possibilities. Thus violence, appears in environments where the
strictly moral issues have been accomplished, or let’s say the letter
of  the law, but a person’s project has been disrupted.

Usually it is common to associate violence with aggressiveness,
but the same...

…it is an instinctive conduct, the result of  a natural mechanism
which triggers before certain stimuli, and it withdraws or ceases
before others. At the same time, in the deepest part of  this reac-
tive conduct, there is a basic emotion: fear… Well then, violence
is not sheer aggressiveness itself. Violence is not a re-action, but
an action or an in-action. It is the resulting conduct of  conver-
ting the unaware reaction, in which aggressiveness consists of
conscious actions (or inactions): it is the action (or the inaction)
made on purpose, which causes or may cause damage.5

Violence, as well can be categorized in several ways as structural,
or cultural, of  gender, among others.6 However, here I want to fo-
cus on a metaphysical category. This category is the personal status
of  the human beings.

People are that, persons, for their capability to subjectively inte-
ract. We not only contact each other, but we interrelate with each
other.7 The discovery of  the other’s subjectivity, and see ourselves
reflected in the same, causes admiration and acknowledgement.
The highest jeopardy of  a fragmented society, is to see others as
competitors, as others that they are there to look for the same
scarce resources. This fragmentation is the genesis of  violence. Or
better said, that is already violence. Why? If  the person is called to
a communion with others, the idea of  the competition against the
others, is the denial itself, of  that communion.
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Communion is an affective rational link. Intelligence discovers
the wellbeing of  the other, the will admires the same, and the inte-
lligence discovers the value of  sharing or better said, of  his search
which is given on the road to sharing it, and the will looks for the
means to stay in that state. We approve the means that we disco-
ver. The most proper means is examined, and a means is selected
instead of  another one. Here, as pointed out by the traditional
doctrine,8 is where freedom is given, the election of  that concrete
means. This means cannot constitute in other persons, for this
would destroy their own search of  that good. It is the election of
“state of  matters” which allow the true relationship with the
others. These conditions are ethical and constitute in their climax
the purpose of  politics. Even in the economic relations, the supre-
macy of a relationship not of denomination but of cooperation.

 The denomination itself, for example, in the economic field
constitutes the Chrematistics;9 to look for the money, for the money
per se, for the power that involves, not over things, but over the others.

In the Bioethics field, an example can show what is meant: the
transplants. To donate an organ, is just that, a donation, it is a deli-
very to another person, in order to create a state of  matters, as we
said, that is to say, the life conditions of  the others. It should not
be mediated by money or of  another benefit, which would turn it
into violent, or said in another way, competition. Public Policies,
are that, to create human closeness in the community.

The above does not imply either, that we should always be cer-
tain of  which are those conditions that promote closeness among
people: there are true conflict of  means to be used. Thus, for
example, community interests could crash, as well as the cases of
having to decide between a park and a new housing construction
in that location.

In the political field, tries to decide the goods or conditions to
facilitate human harmony, but sometimes no rational strategies
have to be used, as chance, in order to be able to achieve them. For
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example, the line in a bank, does not perform a distinction between
the personal needs of  those who are in the line. Attention has been
decided in a good amount by chance.10 In the case of  transplants,
organ designation strategies are combined; there is a random wai-
ting list, which looks to qualify them by a subtle differentiation ac-
cording to the seriousness and/or need of  who requires the organ.11

The previous examples show why violence is strongly associa-
ted with the political and social order. Even though we can do
“violence to ourselves” as we already have seen by considering
ourselves as objects, the term is better understood in the use with
others. Thus after this approach, we could characterize as violent
something like the use of  power, in order to maintain power over what is
ours and what is of  somebody else.

3. Thoughts considering arguments around
the nature of violence

Another way to approach the nature of  violence is to propose ar-
guments to defend some of  its assumptions. Thus, for example, it
could be said:

1. Every act against human nature is violence.
   And then comes the huge problem of  delimiting “nature”

What could be said? Its abstract and general character could
suggest to us to understand human nature as the common
things shared with everybody. Maybe then, it can be modi-
fied, to turn it into a more operational proposition:

2. Every act which prevents human development is violence.
That premise does not generate too much controversy, even
though many could, in general, agree with the same, but at
the moment of  taking it to more concrete areas, difficulties
would arise. For example, if  the following would be dis-
cussed:
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a) Every act which prevents human development is violence.
b) Abortion prevents human development, therefore, it is violent.

Paradoxically, many people would say the opposite: to oppose to
the performance of  an abortion, is an act of  obstetric violence,
that is to say, that the human development of  the mother and the
fetus would be in conflict. With this example the difficulty to speak
about “human development” is shown, because that concept is not
an instantaneous one, so to speak. It is a complex concept that
possesses elements related to the biological, but not constrained to
it, for which it is difficult to clarify that cultural and natural fra-
mework which implies the same. Thus, for example, somebody
who lives in extreme poverty, blocks in general, his capability of
humanly developing. But it is not as clear, in what aspect yes, and
what not, more than in the extreme situations. Even though the
example could seemed to be outrageous, it is not. People, as reli-
gious persons of  different denominations, which waive richness
and that live in poverty, even their “great spiritual life” causes ad-
miration. Then, we can see the difficulty to establish what obstacles
are violent, or even better what we categorize when we use the term.

Nevertheless, the examples of  usage distinguish limits. The ascetic
that lets himself  to die, literally of  hunger, usually asks himself  if
he has been mistaken in his behavior. Even the person which uses
abortion as a systematic means of  birth control, we think that in a
way he attempts against his development, even though he defends
his legalization. Stated in other terms, we see limits. Human deve-
lopment seems to be “something” related with limits, and thus it
gives us the clue for the concept of  violence. Violence, would now
be in this second approach to cross limits or to push limits within their
own or foreign conduct, which harms human development.

Let’s move to another expression:
1. All act against our autonomous decisions is violence

This expression, is common especially in Bioethics. Violence, the-
refore, appears as a restrain to freedom of  election. Violence
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arises, as well as an act against the decision. Violence is then more
than irrational, it is of  volitional character. That cancels the predo-
minance of  the will in its sphere of  action. Thus in the political
field, violence would be to oppose to the constituted will, even though it is
mistaken. This is to say, that from this expression we can think
about the nature of  what is violent as a will limit. This definition
or quasi definition of  violence, takes us to a certain incompatibility
among the teleological vision: violence understood as the rupture
of  the purpose, seems to crash with the mere voluntarism. If  in-
deed everything is decided as an opposition to will, it seems that,
in the first place, an arbitrary position to speak of  limits for the
purpose.

When it is spoken about violence versus the conscience, it is
stated that it consists in the performance against it, even though it
is mistaken. If  to follow your own conscience it is the first princi-
ple of  moral order, forbidding to follow your own conscience, it is
violence. Nevertheless, to follow your conscience, is not an act of
mere will, but an act of  decision over the means we use, which we
assess as the goods to get or the evil to avoid. Thus, to obey your
own conscience is an act which assumes the performance of  the
reason and of its assessment as proper to the concrete decision. It
is clear that, recalling the traditional ethics, the conscience is assu-
med to be informed, which is, rationally checked with everything
provided, the experience, the advice to others, etc., which would
allow them this way to help in the decision.11

The above aims to the meaning that I will call restricted, of  vio-
lence with himself: It is only violent to against the informed will, but not
in any act of  the will. Thus we could say, that there is one form of
this: the will of  power for the power itself  towards us or towards
the others which surpasses the area of  what is rational becoming
in real violence. The craving for power is a human feature where I
want to impose mi vision of  the world to myself  and to others “at
any price”, that is, where the rationality of  the goods has dis-
appeared.
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In other words, there is an unbalanced predominance of  the
will what gives rise to violence. Strictly speaking, for example, the-
re is no violence in the animal world, but we project a reading of
the world where the will has dominated over the will of  others.
There exists force, but no power in this sense. In a strict manner,
the lion is strong with respect to the gazelle, but not powerful. Sta-
ted in other terms, in the ethical and political areas is where violen-
ce arises. Here, by political, we understand an extension or even
the climax of  ethics, as stated by Aristotle:

Every city appears in our eyes as a community; and each com-
munity is constituted at its time in the vision of  some good…
If  then, all the human communities aim at some good, it is clear
that the greatest good among all of  them, should be for the
supreme community to straighten among the others and which
includes all the rest of them; that said, this is the political com-
munity which we call city.12

In this sense, there is a correlation between the “individual” vio-
lence and the one of the political area. Violence occurs in both
areas. Violence as an obstacle to our own good, always has conse-
quences in the social group. As a result it is pointed out with some
reason the importance of  political violence or the importance of
the reconstruction of  the social knitting in order to diminish the
institutionalized violence.

In my opinion, violence is constituted in the search for a good
from my own independence, where the reality as a good, doesn’t
serve as a limit anymore, and for that disrupts somebody else’s good.

Power does not have limits, in the understanding that in the
need to fill in my “freedom”, it becomes endless. Whereas, in free-
dom the control over the world, implies the control over himself.
This is the traditional notion of  Politics as ethics. It is not about a
desire more or less sentimental of  good intentions, but the recog-
nition that the order has interconnected levels.
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Thus, violence is the rupture of  that order which in the political
area it is shown in a clear manner. In the Bioethics field something
similar has been shown: we have the risk of  confusing indepen-
dence with freedom, or as it usually is stated autonomy with liber-
ty. The autonomy as a power by itself, breaks that order. It is clear
that there are situations of  authentic doubt as we have stated, whe-
re one has to follow his own conscience. But freedom, in order not
to become violent, is to continue in search for the own goods which
the rationality is giving us guidelines. That rationality is shown in
the political area: if  I understand the patient’s rights as mere auto-
nomy, we have ended with freedom, because the autonomous deci-
sion is no longer limited by any law; and if  that was the case, then
it is perceived as violence where probably doesn’t exist such thing.
Thus, when the physician patient relationship is understood as in
freedom, both are limited by the goods they protect. The physician
and the patient, then yes, decide and can refuse to certain actions,
but admitting that their refusal is limited.

Legality is crucial, but that does not eliminate responsibility itself:

We are attending to the resignation of  liberty in favor of  legality. We
think that legality per se is able to create nonviolent political,
personal and peaceful communities. But we are wrong. That pre-
cisely is their illusion, their greatest perversion, and their lie: to
make us believe that with that it is enough. Their greatest danger
is to allow legality what it requires from liberty, of  commitment,
of  the performance of  the singularities in a world fundamentally
constituted by differences.13

Stated in an argumentative form:
1. If  we stop to recognize essential goods, then we leave

everything to mere legality.
2. If  we leave everything to mere legality, then we create violence

surroundings. Consequently,
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3. If  we stop to recognize essential goods, then we create violence
surroundings.

The first premise is proper of  liberalism, at least in its extreme ver-
sion. Freedom is understood in a negative way as the absence of
constraint, or weaken interpret it as Engelhardt does with his prin-
ciple of  permission: it is legal to perform what the other one au-
thorizes me.

The second premise summarizes what it has already stated in
this article: the mere legality of  formality or legalism ends, taken
again to the extreme, to let individuals only to respond to a prizes
and punishment scheme linked to power. It is not possible this
way, that people would form open communities to everybody, not
only subject to their interests.

4. Conclusions

Violence is a category that tries to summarize the breaking of  the
human order. Even though in an analogue manner it is common to
enhance it to other areas, she is an improper analogy, because strictly
speaking in the non-human natural world the facts occur. Never-
theless, violence in the human world shows up in the interpersonal
relationships.

Violence is the breaking of the human order and of the condi-
tions for personal possibilities. The possibility of  development itself
when it is truncated by somebody or structurally is not permitted,
we speak about violence.

Violence, as all evil, is the denial of  a good. It doesn’t suffice
for its repair only the legal order. The human good surpasses and
fosters legality. People when together search for the good they su-
pport at the same time the legal order, but not all the way around.
Bioethics is included in this dimension: seeking the wellbeing in
order to create a just and legal order.
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