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Violence…Diffusion of Responsibility. HUMANITY 
 
 
“Violence would seem to be a result of human nature, one that we are unable to 
walk away or disconnect ourselves from. It characterizes, in a way defines, our 

very beings: evil becomes us, as does violence.” 
 
 

Judith Butler examines many of the ways that we define humanity in her piece 

Beside Oneself: On the Limits of Sexual Autonomy. Violence, its infliction, reception and 

appraisal is a key element to her work.  

Putting the gun to someone’s head or leading them into the gas chamber blatantly 

displays violence but violence is also a very personal act, one that results from body to 

body, person to person. It can be the most private connection we make with someone. 

“The body implies mortality, vulnerability, agency: the skin and the flesh expose us to the 

gaze of others but also to touch and to violence” (Butler 245). Connections made through 

the physical can be the most powerful. They burn themselves into our memories and 

define who we become, whether that be for the positive or for the negative. When 

husbands beat wives, lovers beat partners, or parents beat children we see the physical 

and emotional scars of violence. 

It is not just this physical act, this conscious action that can be considered 

violence. Violence comes in a silent form. When we step back and refuse to acknowledge 

the actions of others as real, when we diffuse responsibility to another, another whom we 

do not name, and simply assume they will do what we could not, we enact in violence.  

Those on the front lines of violence do not hold all the blame. Those of us who 

enable it, those of us who ignore what happens under our very noses are just as much to 

blame for violence as those that inflict the violence themselves.  
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So what is the relation between violence and what is unreal, between violence and 

unreality that attends to those who become the victims of violence and where does 

the notion of the ungrievable life come in? On the level of discourse, certain lives 

are not considered lives at all, they cannot be humanized; they fit no dominant 

frame for the human, and their dehumanization occurs first, at this level. This 

level then gives rise to a physical violence that in some sense delivers the message 

of dehumanization, which is already at work in the culture. (Butler 246) 

 

At some point we as people have to decide who we consider human enough to 

save. We normally do not make this decision until we are face to face with it and a choice 

must be made within moments.  

An example would be when we face abuse against a loved one or against 

ourselves. Thousands of women die every year from domestic violence but they are not 

real, they are not human until it is our sisters, or our mothers, our friends or ourselves 

who have the bruises on their faces.  

Twenty-year-old Zaruhi Petrosyan, an Armenian woman, who was beaten to 

death by her husband and her mother-in-law in October of 2010 is not read the rights of 

humanity. On the contrary, the police in Armenia have a tendency cover up or ignore 

domestic abuse, to find the woman to be a liar. Zaruhi had her fingers and her knees 

broken, her skull smashed and her beaten body thrown down the stairs (Barsumian). She 

is not alone. In her case, as in the case of many others, Zaruhi did not find justice.   
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These women, who are beaten by their husbands and their husband families, are 

not considered human by the police, their government, and even their own family and 

husbands. They are puppets to be ordered and to be controlled. Because of their sex and 

their position in life, humanity is denied to them. In these cases who is the most human: 

the abuser, the victim, or the police? Are all human, or are none, and who decides and by 

what means? 

So these women who are beaten, these victims who lay in hospital beds, or in 

graves, with no one to speak for them but their abuser, who themself does not consider 

their victim human, who stands by them. Who is there to define them but the fist that 

calls their cheek home? And the abuser, can we consider them human, if they receive 

pleasure from the pain they cause, or because they desire control over someone “inferior” 

to themselves. Can we see them as human? And can we see ourselves as human, if we lay 

in bed each night without a thought to those poor souls who have no one to cry for them, 

no one to pray for them, and no one to mourn for them.  

We, as we lay in our warm beds, or eat a wooden tables surrounded by family and 

friends who consider us to be human and in turn we consider ourselves to be human, fail 

to recognize the pain and desperation of another, we fail to consider the suffering of 

another and we fail to recognize their justified humanity. So are we as human as the god 

that created us, are we as human as the victim lying in a hospital bed or watching us from 

above, or are we as human as the abuser who holds the keys to the cages of their victims 

 

Violence is surely a touch of the worst order, a way in which the human 

vulnerability to other humans is exposed in its most terrifying way, a way in 
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which we are given over, without control, to the will of another, the way in which 

life itself can be expunged by the willful action of another. (Butler 244) 

 

    

 If you kill me, have you owned my life? When we take the life of another, and 

this does not simply have to be through death, it is related in the same manner as 

domestic violence, the inflictor, the abuser, the murderer, they own the lives they take or 

destroy.   

Genocide: this idea that we eliminate a mass amount of people, for whatever 

reason, seems to say that one person or one power has not only control but also 

ownership of person, of a person’s life, of a person’s being and of a person’s humanity.  

Again, however it is not just the person of power who causes violence, it is also 

those that refuse to intervene because it is inconvenient, those that refuse to shed light on 

the victims, and those that pass over the stories with little regard to the content that they 

preach of. I myself am included in the group of silent inflictors of violence. We find 

ourselves inflicting such pain on others as to be forgotten, unintentionally. However once 

it has been noticed, once we recognize it we can no longer be silent. This does not mean 

we are to be the ones standing in front of the barrel, or the ones throwing the dirt out of 
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the graves as someone barriers the bodies so that all will see, so that all will smell and 

that no one will forget. It means we must not ignore, we must not strike the images, the 

voices and the stories from our memories and we must remember, we must speak, and we 

must listen.  

The holocaust is a moment in history where one man took the power to define 

humanity into his own hands. Murder and violence were the last precious moments of 

those that were not considered human. The “human” world watched, while one man, Ellie 

Wiesel, the author of Night, never forgot.  

Never shall I forget that night… Never shall I forget that smoke…Never shall I 

forget those flames which consumed my faith forever…Never shall I forget these 

things, even if I am condemned to live as long as God Himself. Never. 

How in our hindsight, do we define his humanity? The rest of the world seems very 

capable of forgetting what he cannot.  

Ethnic cleansing in Darfur, which seems to replicate the actions of the holocaust, 

estimates approximately 400,000 deaths (Darfur). The Janjaweed Militia uses horrific 

means to achieve their goals including rape, mass murder and organized starvation. Do 

we mourn those lives lost, grieve for the families of the victims, speak out for their rights, 

or do we watch the news and continue with our lives, if it is said on the news at all? 

Who is affected by violence and at what point does it affect our lives. At what 

point, is their suffering human enough to receive our condolences. Why do we not 

recognize the atrocities of our world, these inhumane acts that have taken millions of 

lives, these acts of violence that have caused some to grieve and others to ignore. How 
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human do we define these people who are burned by violence, how human are those that 

ignore it? 
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