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Abstract 
The concept of violence is eclectic and wide in application and there are many 
approaches to, or foundation for, it. These diverse approaches have tended to allot to 
the term physical or psychological descriptions.  This article looked back to history and 
catalogued some socio-political thoughts and gleaned from them some perspectives and 
implication for violence. The import of this activity is that the present article indicated 
that violence could be direct-physical or direct-psychological; covert-physical or 
covert-psychological; and that violence has epistemological, political, metaphysical, 
existential and legal indifference degrees and forms. In the end, it is shown that many 
though vociferously condemn violence, they could, in fact, be involved in some 
psychological violence. 

 
The question of violence poses a serious issue in philosophical discussion. 

Commonly, the idea of ‘violence’ is equated with the use of force. Etymologically, the 
word, ‘violence’ finds roots in French, Greek, and Latin words. For example, the Latin 
root of the word, violence is a combination of two words—‘vis’ (force) and past 
participle (Lotus) of the word ‘fero’ (to carry). The Latin word, ‘violare’ is itself a 
combination of these two words and its present participle, ‘violens’; it is a plausible 
source for the word, ‘violence’—so that the word, ‘violence’ in its etymological origin, 
has the sense of ‘to carry force’ at or towards. To ‘violate’ therefore, the intention is to 
inflict injury or damage on an/a object or subject. ‘Violence’ can be physical or 
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psychological. It is notable that the word, ‘violation’ is an interesting feature of this 
etymology because, both terms, ‘violation’ and ‘violence’, are of the same source. 
Remarkably, ‘violence’ is somehow a ‘violation’ of something; “force” against 
something implies, in one way or another, a ‘violation’ of it (Garver, 1970). The 
Longman Modern Dictionary defines ‘violence’ as “severe, using or showing great 
force” (Watson, 1978). This further implies that it is possible to violate persons (even 
kill them), principles, nature, things, or objects, by either inflicting physical harm on 
them, or infringing on their rights or freedom. These acts are made more effective, 
debilitating and pervasive with developments in art, science, technology, and even in 
human rationality. Although developments in science and technology have, doubtless, 
helped man to cope with emergent life problems, but besides providing the materials for 
violence, technology (by its vast and effective communication system) has become an 
impeccable medium by which violence has become a world culture—from Lima to 
Sana’a, Tripoli to New York, Zagreb to Port-Harcourt. And so, violence manifests in 
several ways—it could be physical or psychological; personal or institutional; direct or 
indirect.  It is only necessary, ab initio to give the idea of violence a theoretical 
formulation because, in some respect, it is related to such concepts as ‘aggression’, 
‘trauma’, ‘terrorism’, ‘war’, ‘riots’, and ‘revolution’. From whatever typology of 
violence, epistemological, ethico-religious, existential, socio-political, and legal 
questions are implied. In order to adequately discuss these themes, it is only necessary 
to, first of all, present a somewhat typology of violence—on which authenticity those 
dimensions are based. 
 
A Typology of Violence 
‘Violence’ can be usefully classified into four kinds based on two criteria: whether the 
violence is personal or institutional; whether it is overt or covert.  
(a) Overt, direct or Physical Violence 

Assault, rape, mugging, murder, etc are fragrant crimes of violence. They are 
direct, overt or physical form of violence which is the most obvious form of violence, 
the one people often talk about. Though direct violence may both be ‘violating’ of 
something and therefore illegal, it is a kind of ‘A’ expressly causing pain to ‘B’. Even 
the soldiers involved in a war are responsible for the acts of violence against “the 
enemy”, at least in the sense that the violence would not have been done if they had 
refused to act. Thus, from this analysis, there could be direct-personal or direct 
institutional violence to the body or property.   
 
(b) Covert, Indirect or Psychological Violence 

This form of violence is, on the whole, not fairly easily recognized. It may be an 
ordinary threat of physical violence, that we acknowledge that a person acting under 
such, sort of lose his autonomy. Covert violence is complicated. Violating others’ 
autonomy, dignity, right, et cetera, fall under this type of violence. For example, a girl 
once shot herself, instead of her best-fried ‘Pet-dog’, having been instructed by her 
father to shoot the dog, as punishment for having gone out with a lover into late hours. 
The father admitted “having committed the murder”, but no legal charges were brought 
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on him. Readily, the girl did direct violence to herself, but the violence was done to her 
by her father, recognizing her love for her pet-dog, is greater. This is an example of 
psychological violence. Similarly, suppose a robber comes into a bank with a pistol, 
threatens to shoot one of the cashiers, and walks away with huge money. Even when the 
robber did not shoot, we do not say that the person who gave him the money stole it but 
that the person acted under compulsion. Hence the responsibility falls on the robber who 
threatened the person. The person threatened with ‘being shot’ and then does something 
which he certainly would never otherwise have done, is degraded by losing his 
autonomy as a person. Such violence is psychological.   

 
(c) Personal Versus Institutional Violence 

Persons, as well as institutions commit violence—directly or indirectly. On the 
one hand, personal violence is when individuals are involved as individual, violence 
done on a private capacity: overt or covert. But where do we draw the line between 
“when we act on a private capacity” and “on institutional capacity?” Under personal 
violence, it is noteworthy that the individual acts on his own volition and then 
responsibility.  
      On the other hand, institutional violence is where social institutions are seen as 
responsible for the violence done by it members. The individual person’s initiative and 
responsibility is subsumed as a member of a group now seen to be responsible for the 
violence. Government officials, war, schools corporal punishment, etc are examples of 
agents of this kind of violence. But the question is further raised: ‘does a group have a 
soul’? Can a group act except through the agent of individual men?    
 
(d) Overt–Personal Versus Overt-Institutional Violence  

From the foregoing, two forms of direct violence emerged. First is direct-
personal violence. This type is beyond mere threat but the actual physical result of a 
direct violent action on another person or property without his consent. As noted earlier 
on, whenever something is done to another person’s body or property without his 
consent, not just a physical entity is attacked, but a ‘person’, a ‘self’. It is done to him by 
force, willy-nilly. So the violence in this case, is something that is easily recognizable as 
overt-personal violence. Arson, cruelty, murder, etc are examples of this kind of 
violence. Still, there are other examples of this kind of violence but with institutional 
undertone, e.g. police brutality, and school corporal punishment, “teachers rebuff”.  

 
      But overt institutional violence is the direct violence committed as a member of 
a social institution; what a group tries to do to another group or a person or property. 
Again, mugging, riots, war, mob, et cetera are examples. Here, moral and legal 
responsibility is difficult to establish in institutional violence for defense is always “in 
the name of a ‘soulless’ social entity (which cannot exist without the individual 
members). The post World War II Nuremberg trials brought this complexity into 
popularity. Thus, the object of this violence, often ‘the enemy’ is also not clear, 
‘soulless’, but a group of individual members attached. Institutionalized violence is 
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therefore, ambiguous and difficult to justify. This is different from a normal criminal 
situation where police acts against individual miscreants.   
 
(e) Covert-Personal Versus Covert-Institutional Violence 

As already noted, covert violence is psychological, indirect, but it can still be 
personal or institutional. Covert personal violence occurs when one does the things that 
did not result from his own freewill; it is abnormal and thus cannot attract full 
responsibility. This is Sartre’s “Bad faith”. It is manipulating, degrading people, a kind 
of terrorism in one way or another. Forms of indirect personal violence includes 
“Freudian rebuff”. For example, someone advocates “IBB for President” and campaigns 
for him; another person accuses him of “oedipal relation with his father’. An attempt by 
the campaigner to defend his stance sinks him deeper into the listener’s conviction of his 
‘complex’. Though this may be fallacious, the argument deepens into a quagmire, no 
way to turn and one is gradually led into psychological problem caused by what 
Newsman (Garver, 1970) calls “poisoning the well”.        
      The last category of violence is the institutionalized quiet violence. This is 
largely ideological violence where no direct physical harm is done but the actions of one 
group affect, though adversely those of another considered as inferior. The clearest 
example of psychological-institutional violence might well be a well established system 
of slavery, colonization, discrimination, favouritism, et cetera, and what Fanon called 
the “oppression phenomenon” when he wrote: 
 

When people are suppressed by a colonial regime, when they lack the 
opportunities which they see other people….enjoy, then they become 
frustrated and have great propensity to violence. The safest propensity 
to violence… the safest target for such angry people are their own 
kind… (1966, 2). 

 
The implication of Fanon’s position is that covert violence can lead to overt 

violence. This form is common in Africa and the less developed parts of the world 
where options and autonomy are greatly denied, for example, where access to education 
is less than 10% probability. This is denial of choice in a systematic way.   
 
Epistemological Dimension 

The epistemological concern of the questions posed by the concept and use of 
violence include the fundamental notion about the basis of man’s knowledge. In the 
perspectives above, it is established that ‘violence’ violates and distorts the individual 
either physically or psychologically. In either case, therefore, what is knowable about 
disaffected persons? “There is discrepancy between the ‘real’ and the ‘possible’, 
between the apparent and the authentic truth ...change and permanence” (Marcuse, 1964: 
229). It is further explained that suffering, destruction, and violence are categories of the 
natural as well as human reality in a helpless and heartless universe. Is ‘violence’ as a 
concept not worth an object of knowledge? Another but less serious source of worry is 
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whether violence can be done to animals or nature? Do animals have souls?” (Marcuse, 
237). If they do, what, then, is soul? This is a metaphysical issue. 
      In institutional violence, individuals may not be responsible, but does the group 
have a soul besides the agency of individual men? Further, since man seem to be 
motivated unconsciously, which one, rationality, reason or action, gives rise to the 
other? Finally, established that there could be physical and psychological violence, the 
theory of the philosophical distinction between mind and body seems credited.   
 
Ethico-Religious Dimension  

As evidenced in Augustinian analysis, God seem to be the centre of man’s acts. 
Out rightly, it leads to some serious questions, for example, whether God exists at all or 
not, and then whether evil is also traceable to God, or Satan. The absolutism implied 
in/advocated by Hobbes (1651), Machiavelli (1513), and Nietzsche (1901) bear on the 
moral question: Is morality relative, subjective or objective? Consequently, institutional 
form of violence suggests whether such violence can be justifiable. When is it right to 
commit violence? Is there legitimate violence, either in God’s name or by the state?  
     From the foregoing questions and considerations, especially on psychological 
violence, it could be asked: Is man morally responsible? Are there, possibly, natural 
rights? These questions are pertinent because some theorists like Hobbes (Popkin, 346-
351) and Nietzsche (Popkin, 560-563) uphold instincts, rather than rights as the basis for 
natural human interaction, thus, depending on the circumstance even the ‘right’, the 
‘ultimate right’ to one’s body could be violated. In contemporary milieu, instances of the 
dilemma of psychological violence abound. For instance, how do we resolve the crisis of 
the conflict: “the freedom of choice of dressing and the violence of indecent exposure? 
Should deadly blunders, exploitation, crimes and institutional brutality on the part of the 
government leaders be acceptable ways of life? Does morality also consist in instinctive 
or animalistic motivations? Simply, is it right to violate a person?   
 
Existential Dimension  

In the existential sense, suppose that ‘violation’ is of a person, then what is 
freedom? Quiet institutional or personal violence is suggestive that man can be free 
physically but psychologically not; thus there could be ‘psychological freedom’ and 
‘physical freedom’. The two types of freedom here intertwine. That is, the freedom of 
the mind and the freedom of the body are related. In these senses, can man be free (from 
the spirits and fellow men)? 
      The philosophical question of free-will and determinism comes to focus again. 
When will man be free from individual, state and international violence: suppression, 
oppression, killings, bombings, rape, etc? 
 
Socio-Political Dimension  

Some (Locke, 1689 and Marx, 1859) arguments for revolution raise the question 
of whether man can ever be just’. Again, is revolution or war ‘just’ because it was 
declared by constituted authority or the people, or when it is proportional to the ends 
sort, or when it is the ‘last resort’? Does right motive justify a war? Should there be war 
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at all? Clearly, even if it is mere falling of trees, war is ‘political’, destructive of life and 
property—which is inherently violence. 
      The analysis of quiet violence reveals the violence in the systems of slavery, 
oppression, and dictatorship. Are ‘violent’ rulers, as in Hobbes’ and Machiavelli’s, who 
have been immune to violent acting, able to create better societies? Does the planned 
annihilation of lives in the “national interest” not depict “the poverty of ideology” in an 
age when technological power has become political rationality? Ironically, does not 
power tend towards its own negation then? (Marcuse, 230) Yet, a totalitarian may 
promote the efficient exploitation of resources, but into private coffers. The best form of 
government is that in which the relative occurrence of violence is low among other 
performances and indices of the art of governance.    
 
Legal Dimension 

In legal disputation, the object of law is to, inter alia, leave the burden of proof 
on the accused or defendant, hence, legal practice or adjudication depends heavily on 
logic, deduction and induction. Agreeably, meaning in law is dependent on contextual, 
analytic and pragmatic analyses. It does have open or covert implication for violent act. 
From the analysis of the possibility of psychological violence, could, or rather, should, 
man be legally liable—having been caused to act the way he did by circumstances 
beyond him, by another? On the other hand, is psychological violence calculable? Can 
such violence be legislated against? Is the perpetrator of psychological violence not, by 
rules of syllogistic arguments, not more liable and culpable?  
      Moreover, what s the function of law in institutional violence? Can it be 
legislated against? On the question of ‘law and morality’, where do they interplay? What 
about the Nuremberg trials (Bierman and Gold, 1970) example? Should unjust laws be 
obeyed however, as in the case of war? These are the legal questions posed by violence.  
 
The Degrees of Violence  

The preceding sessions have tried to extrapolate some metaphysical, legal, 
socio-political, epistemological, and ethical/religious implications of violence (which are 
issues in the core areas of philosophy); and this was done only by deriving a logical 
nexus, bringing out the aspects of violence in relation to the basic interests of 
philosophy. In that case, the idea of violence has logical implications. In the process, it 
was implied that the right to one’s body and the right to autonomy are undoubtedly the 
most fundamental natural rights of persons; even though there are subsidiary ones, e.g. 
the right to decide what to do and the right to dispose and or cope with the consequences 
of one’s actions. One aspect of this right is the right to the product of one’s labour that is 
required to produce it on which basis Locke (1689) defended private property and Marx 
(1859) attacked it. What is still left to do is to present a degree of violence.  
      In overt/physical violence, it should be recognized that a person can reconcile 
himself much more readily to loss of life. That is, direct or covert physical violence 
seem to be much more harmful to self than the psychological, which measurement 
indices are scarcely apprehensible. But on account of institutional violence, the amount 
of violence it does to persons affected must first be determined. Unfortunately, this is 
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easier said than done. It might well at first be thought that overt violence is always 
worse than quiet violence, but that rule does not hold generally except in the case of 
murder. In fact, physical injury often heals more easily than psychological damage. It is 
more plausible to believe that institutional violence is always of wider spread and 
greater intensity than personal violence, but that obviously depends on the intensity of 
violence on each side, the kind of violence involved. There is no other scale for 
measuring the degree of violence, but it is possible to have considerable inter-subjective 
agreement about comparisons of its pairs of cases, e.g. in a revolution. 
      Conceding that revolutions also have enormous force carried along with them, 
still such force is of degrees. For example, some may involve more sweeping changes, 
replacement of a whole class in power (Russian revolution), entirely different structure 
of government (American revolution), or a new set of human priorities (French 
revolution) (Locke, 1970). The aim of a revolution determines the intensity of violence 
required to accomplish it. However, the various forms of violence are interrelated as one 
infliction can indirectly lead to, even worse, another. This is the pattern in cruelty to 
animals, killings, sexual violence, and violence to nature as in water, land, and air. The 
situation is compounded by developments in science and technology.  
 
Conclusion:  An End to Violence  
a. A Theory of Violence  

In the world today, the scientific conquest of nature has become the scientific 
conquest of man. Today, there is a union of growing productivity amidst growing 
destruction. Today, there is brinkmanship of annihilation and the surrender of thought, 
hope and fear to the decisions of the powers that be. Today, there is preservation of 
misery in the face of unprecedented wealth which constitutes the most description of the 
present dilemma of man robed in violence. All these have shaped the entire universe of 
discourse and action, intellectual and material culture, turning things topsy- turvy to the 
threat of human self-annihilation our present world.  
 
      From the explication so far of the dimensions of violence, a paradigm could be 
confidently propose:  that violence in regards to human affairs is a product of man, of 
his being in a world in which he cannot account for its creation and direction; that 
violence, therefore has become a coping capacity for man. This could be in the social 
context, in the individual mind, or in the physical sense.  
      Social violence refers to contradiction with institutions, implosions between and 
within centers of civil energy, the fraying of the edges of men’s organization as a social 
being. Contained here are the ups and downs of politics, human relation, religion, 
economics, et cetera, and how all these play themselves out in terms of the overall 
effectiveness of the social machine. Therefore, violence could result from either under 
satisfaction or an inordinate over-stretching of expectations and resources, distorting the 
society, evolving new values or culture. This category of violence involves the failure to 
evolve an endearing political ethos. The cruelty of our leaders and other government 
agents, the collapse of infrastructure, the fragmentary polarization of the world, slavery, 
segregation, and the resilience of harmful conditions are manifestations of violence.  
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      Psychological violence is the immediate outcome of social violence. It can be 
found in the reactions of individuals and groups to the complex perversions prevalent in 
social violence. It encourages soulnessness, devoid of joy, haunting in selfish 
requisitions, Pity on Life and nature is a dream: cruelty and infidelity to the self, the 
death of amity (between individuals, groups) and kinship. This is a both debilitating and 
deleterious form of violence that can result into trauma and neurosis, depression and 
gradual physical depreciation, the agony of slow death.  
 
      A third form of violence is the most recognizable in the world today, physical 
violence. A society that is so optimistic, where man is growing so private and without 
restraint, produces men with violent tendencies as means of conflict resolutions. It is a 
form of self help leading to a depreciation of reason and emotion, signaling a collapse of 
law, a disregard for order and the outburst of anarchy. This is the unholy harvest of 
blood, tears and anguish.  
 
b. An End to Violence  

It is necessary for man to constantly recognize his mortality and contingency. If 
that happens, violence, then, can be eschewed or minimized. The approach to this 
important task for man is summarized in the belief on LOVE, NON-VIOLENCE and 
MORALITY, as universal principles of action. Violence is concerned with morality, so 
it is an ethical problem. “Love involves some religious conviction which gives wisdom 
and control. Man should learn to forgive and act lovingly, a sublime consistency of 
goodwill and action or deed. This is a consistent answer to the insistent question of 
violence. This ‘Love’ is necessarily ‘agape’, not ‘Eros’. Just as man, enemy, still retains 
God’s redemptive love, he should also recognize that God’s image is still ineffably 
etched in fellow human beings. This should be real, practical, for non-conformity with 
evil is as much moral obligation as is co-operation with good. Love should be the 
‘Summun bonum’.  

 
      Again, the practical ethics of ‘action (none-violence) is another antidote to 
present violence. The efficacy of this ‘soul force’ has been demonstrated variously in 
Indian independence and the American Negro liberation struggles. Nonviolence is 
practical love. Though it is rather a reaction, it is a desideratum. It should be extended to 
nature: physical nature and animals. This will lead to a masterly of nature, a liberating 
one which involves the reduction of misery, violence, and cruelty”. In this wise, “trust 
and optimism” (Echos, 1996) are essential.  
      Essentially also, men need moral rearmament. Although man has made great 
material progress, greater progress is yet to be made in human heart. In the world today, 
there are guided missiles and matter, but misguided minds. A world of moral minds is a 
‘world’s wealth’; a thousand million army cannot, and are not a match for the strength 
and decency of the human spirit. Man should control his life expectations, desires and 
cravings; he should be moderate in demands, earn his livelihood through scrupulously 
honest means, recognize that “Livelihood required by foul means is the worst form of 
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livelihood and to oppress a weak and helpless person is the worst form of tyranny and 
wickedness” (Echos, 1966). 
      Man should learn to “turn the other cheek” and avoid fear. ‘Love’, 
Nonviolence, and freedom should reign in the world. Truth, ultimate truth (antidote for 
violence) is not found in any single one of these forces but in the synthesis of all: 
morality. Moral rectitude should reign in every individual life, hamlet, community, 
States and nations or Continents of all colours, all over!  Then our institutions 
(governments, laws, families, schools, et cetera) will be able to speed up realization of 
and ensure man’s potential happiness here on earth.  
 
Conclusion  

The preceding paragraphs have attempted, on the one hand, to give an 
explication of the concept of violence: its forms, nature, and dimensions; and on the 
other hand, to present a kind of antidote to violence. In conclusion therefore, it is raised 
whether universal principles of morality are possible. In simple terms, the claim of this 
article is that since the developments, the feats in science and technology have tended to 
produce a uniform culture (especially in communicative science), then a moral standard 
is also possible after all, even though morality is not legally enforceable. But applied, 
the standards given in this article could be of great philosophic significance towards the 
upliftment of man from his present condition of violence and quagmire.  
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