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Abstract 

This article explains the intricate relationship between violence and health, 

aiming to transcend the conventional and restricted perspectives through 

which violence is typically perceived and conceptualized. The limitation 
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regarding the conceptualisation of violence, by researchers, when the Sapir-

Whorf hypothesis is taken into consideration, leads us to think that those 

researching violence and health are limited to the WHO definition and 

conceptualisation of violence due to various historical processes of 

knowledge production and flows, which leads to a ‘violence of closure’. I 

follow a reflexive approach and identify several types of violence from 

which I focus on cognitive violence, epistemic violence, ontological 

violence, and neoliberal violence. Understanding of violence needs to 

acknowledge that multiple forms of violence overlap entangle and intersect 

in a rhizomatic manner. Only sticking to the WHO definition of violence 

leads to a condition that creates a condition of ‘violence of closure’ that 

neglects various systemic and structural processes through which violence is 

experienced at the individual micro-level. 

Keywords: Violence, Cognitive, Epistemic, Ontological, Neoliberal

 

Introduction 

Violence has been a perennial feature of 

human civilisation throughout the ages. 

The way our ontological or 

metaphysical understandings are 

shaped, when researching on various 

issues. In the context of this paper, the 

way researches related to health issues 

in Nepal and other least developed and 

developing nations are conducted, have 

an overwhelming influence of 

‘Eurocentric and ‘Northern 

epistemologies’ (Santos, 2015). 

Eurocentric references are accepted as 

neutral, and as the norm in matters of 

science and research (Affun-Adegbulu 

& Adegbulu, 2020). Here I argue about 

the phenomenon of violence and health, 

and intend to see beyond the limited 

ways violence is understood and 

conceptualised.   

Acts of violence from all over the world 

are continuously repeated. In an age of 

hyper-connectedness, we have 

constantly witnessed the perpetuation of 

violence in various places. Shown and 

reported are violence as a result of 

crime, terror, unrest, riots, homicide, 

and wars that result in physical harm to 

the human body and death, where the 

perpetrators are mostly identifiable. 

Physical violence receives the most 

attention, is most noticed, is dealt with 

most strictly and swiftly and punitive 
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measures exist to curb it and prevent it. 

The limited understanding of violence 

only relating to the physical or bodily 

level has been questioned by many 

(Kilby, 2013; Laurie & Shaw, 2018). 

Based on one’s ontological orientations, 

the way one perceives, comprehends, 

and distinguishes what constitutes 

violence can differ; it can be seen as 

necessary or unnecessary, as legitimate 

or illegitimate, as productive or 

destructive, and as purposeful or not 

purposeful (Adams, 2012). How 

violence is defined has moral and 

material consequences and implications 

for policy and practice (Rutherford et 

al., 2007). There have been past efforts 

to de-mystify human violence in all its 

forms and the social systems from 

which it emanates and to explore new 

forms of action through a conference 

named ‘Dialectics of Liberation’ held in 

London in 1967. Despite attempts by 

several intellectual figures, the 

Congress could not reach its objective, 

which was to ‘demystify human 

violence in all its forms’ (Has, 2016). 

The Congress was unable to 

problematize the meaning of violence 

itself satisfactorily, without which the 

de-mystification in question could not 

be understood. 

Since then and now, as evident by the 

following excerpt, there is much more 

to how violence is understood. “The 

more we learn about violence and its 

variations, the clearer it becomes that 

studying it requires an assessment of 

complex relationships within a coherent 

theory. It is not possible to fully 

understand even one form of violence 

without understanding all the others, as 

these different phenomena are directly 

linked. To fully understand an 

individual, the entire ecological system 

of its evolution must be considered; To 

fully understand individual violence, 

social, structural, and environmental 

violence must enter the equation” (Lee, 

2019). 

Violence has been a recurring feature 

throughout human history and has also 

been a major public health problem, 

which was recognized at the Forty-

Ninth World Health Assembly 

(WHA49.25) in 1996. In the year 2002, 

the World Report on Violence and 

Health was published. Acknowledging 

that they are many definitions of 

violence, the WHO (World Health 

Organisation) report defines violence 

as, ‘the intentional use of physical force 

or power, threatened or actual, against 

oneself, another person, or against a 

group or community, that either result 
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in or have a high likelihood of resulting 

in injury, death, psychological harm, 

mal-development or deprivation (Krug 

et al., 2002). The definition by WHO 

has has transformed existing ways of 

thinking about violence and has been 

shaping the approaches to violence 

since 2002 when the World Report on 

Violence and Health was published 

(Lee, 2019). 

The WHO report on violence and health 

includes child abuse and neglect by 

caregivers, youth violence, intimate 

partner violence, sexual violence, elder 

abuse, self-directed violence, and 

collective violence. Being an 

authoritative organisation, the ways of 

defining and identifying violence as 

proposed by WHO have been axiomatic 

in the ways violence is defined, 

recognised, understood, and addressed 

in research on health issues. Indeed acts 

of violence, as mentioned in the WHO 

report, are serious concerns and have 

dire consequences for millions around 

the world, but acts of violence and what 

constitutes violence as mentioned in the 

WHO report as identified by many and 

as discussed here are the culmination of 

various cumulative intersectional 

structural processes at the societal, 

economic, cultural and political level. 

Despite wide acceptance of the WHO 

definition of violence, it has limitations 

and fails to capture the complex 

overlapping global contexts of 

contemporary capitalism (Noiseux, 

2020). The WHO classification and 

concept of violence are related to 

particular notions of individual agency 

and personal intention, thereby 

imposing major constraints on the 

effectiveness of the term ‘violence’ 

when attempting to study complex 

socioeconomic facts. For WHO, 

violence is something perpetrated by 

humans against other humans, and 

delimiting violence in such a rigidly 

anthropocentric manner has been 

questioned from an ecological 

standpoint (Noiseux, 2020). The WHO 

definition of violence constructs a 

straightforward linear conception of 

causal agency and specific non-

ecological effects (Noiseux, 2020). By 

only concentrating on the physical 

aspects of violence it generates a 

‘pornography of violence’ that offers a 

‘voyeuristic’ illustration of sufferings 

and tortures that conceals the broader 

circumstances that affect violence, 

injustice, and suffering (Springer, 

2011). 

By focusing on the identifiable and 

locatable cause of violence, and 
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governing those causing the 

infringements on others, the mainstream 

ways of looking at the phenomenon of 

violence ignore what exists as ‘a 

continuum of violence’ embedded in the 

violence of poverty, hunger, social 

exclusion, and humiliation’ (Schinkel, 

2013). The dispassionate conceptual 

understanding of violence distances 

itself and does not take the systemic 

processes through which the direct 

violence unfolds, and this cold analysis 

of violence reproduces and participates 

in its horror (Zizek, 2008). When 

approaching violence, there has been a 

phenomenon marked by ‘disciplinary 

decadence’ that promotes silos. The 

existing discourse of human rights fails 

adequately to reveal the complex and 

multi-dimensional forms of violence 

imposed on subaltern populations, and it 

also fails to articulate fully the 

emancipatory aspirations and resistance 

strategies of diverse grassroots social 

and environmental justice movements 

and is void of non-western legal and 

cultural traditions (Gonzalez, 2015). 

Cultural perceptions influence the ways 

violence is recognised and also 

influence the ways certain acts of 

violence are deemed as legitimate or 

illegitimate, as having positive or 

negative connotations, as necessary or 

useless, as productive or destructive, 

and as purposeful or unintended 

(Adams, 2012). 

Studies on violence have mostly taken 

the approach of creating smaller and 

smaller niches in an attempt to address 

and deal with the complexities of 

violence, without much interdisciplinary 

dialog (Lee, 2019). The reductionist  

Cartesian (Nicholas & Agius, 2017), 

depoliticized, individualist, minimalist 

approaches at the policy level have seen 

an increase in the prison population, 

increase in the homeless population, 

increase in the refugee population, 

increase in exposure to various 

pathogens, increase in natural 

calamities, increase in crime rates and 

an ever-increasing gap between the 

haves and haves not. Many differences 

exist when approaching the topic of 

violence, such as which definition of 

violence to follow, whether a ‘restricted 

definition’ (Schinkel, 2013)  / 

‘minimalist conception of violence’ 

(Bufacchi, 2005) or ‘extended 

definition’/ ‘comprehensive conception 

of violence’ (Bufacchi, 2005)  and 

based on how one defines, 

conceptualises and theorises violence 

will influence the steps taken to address 

it. 
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The identification of violence is left to 

common sense, something one sees in 

situations and will not fail to recognize 

(Schinkel, 2013). Any attempt to define 

violence is by nature itself political, and 

the tendency not to accept the fact and 

to believe the process of defining 

violence to be ‘politically neutral’ when 

defining violence is just another 

political move, as violence is, and has 

always been, the essence of politics 

(Bufacchi, 2005). As per critical 

theorists, the label of violence is at all 

times ideologically informed and 

selectively applied, and what seems like 

violence to some does not to others 

(Noiseux, 2020). The concept of 

violence has been seen as complex, 

mimetic, protean, nonlinear, productive, 

essentially contested, destructive, 

reproductive (Laurie & Shaw, 2018) 

‘slippery’ and as a ‘meta-concept’ 

(Kilby, 2013). 

Rationale 

I believe that the ‘principle of linguistic 

relativity’ or (Humboldt-) Sapir-Whorf 

hypothesis (Sapir–Whorf hypothesis) 

gives credence to the adage ‘eyes see 

what the mind knows,’ the reality is 

determined by the language one 

speaks..; it applies in the case of 

violence too. Also connected to 

symbolic interactionism, Sapir–Whorf 

hypothesis illustrates ‘how the language 

one speaks influences the way one 

perceives the world’ or in other words, 

‘we do not see or understand issues or 

concepts for which we do not have 

words’ (Tracy, 2013). This hypothesis 

points out that different ways of seeing 

the world depend on the forms that 

languages take in different cultures 

(Payne & Barbera, 2010). ‘Our ability 

to know is connected to the capacity of 

naming and an advanced vocabulary 

signifies a more expansionist and 

nuanced bank of knowledge; for 

example, before the 1970s, there was no 

phrase for ‘sexual harassment’ or before 

the 2000s, terms like ‘blogging’ (Tracy, 

2013). Only with introducing these 

terms did people begin to thoughtfully 

consider, recognize, or discern the 

subsequent realities (what the concepts 

in question refer to). Through language, 

we comprehend the world, as well as 

ourselves’ (Tracy, 2013) . 

The Sapir–Whorf hypothesis specifies 

that “we cut nature up, organize it into 

concepts, and ascribe significances as 

we do, mostly because we are parties to 

an agreement to organize it in this way 

– an agreement that holds throughout 

our speech community and is codified 

in the patterns of our language, all 
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observers are not led by the same 

physical evidence to the same picture of 

the universe, unless their linguistic 

backgrounds are similar, or can in some 

way be calibrated. It is as if our way of 

seeing, organizing and discussing the 

world depended on some gene 

possessed by all who belong to the same 

society or culture” (Hudonc, 2010). 

Despite the controversial nature of the 

Sapir–Whorf hypothesis, it accentuates 

a strong interconnection involving 

language and thoughtfulness (Zygmunt, 

2016). 

A cursory glance at research on 

violence and health reveals that 

violence is taken to mean intentional, 

usually interpersonal, physical harm 

(Schinkel, 2013). Just a superficial 

observation of research done on 

violence and health reveals that 

‘conception of violence is limited to 

various acts of harm, like does one 

count kicking and hitting? Is spitting 

included? Is pushing part of the concept 

of violence? What actually counts as 

violence is often to be read in the 

measurement classification used’ 

(Schinkel, 2013). This limitation 

regarding the conceptualisation of 

violence by researchers when the Sapir-

Whorf hypothesis is taken into 

consideration leads us to believe that 

those researching on violence and 

health are limited to the WHO 

definition and conceptualisation of 

violence due to various processes of 

knowledge production and flows. In an 

age of experts combined with the 

authority and backing of global bodies 

like the WHO, World Trade 

Organisation, International Monetary 

Fund, and United Nations the discourses 

they construct are treated as axiomatic 

and are limited to the ways of these 

organisations and in the case of research 

on violence, being limited to WHO 

definition leads to a condition of 

‘violence of closure’ (Horner, 2016) 

(Has, 2016) which ignores structural, 

political, economical and cultural 

aspects of violence.  

The WHO definition of violence is 

invoked by professionals from varied 

fields in their respective contexts, which 

has implications at the policy level, at 

the research level and also gives 

credence to popular or mainstream 

understandings of violence. I believe 

that policy and research limited to 

WHO definition of violence has limited 

success in addressing violence. As 

mentioned earlier I argue for an 

understanding of violence beyond the 

limited way violence is conceptualised 

by researchers, especially for those 
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involving health. To proceed towards 

addressing existing limitations in 

conceptualising violence, first, we must 

be aware of the various ways and types 

in which violence has been 

conceptualized. 

Multiple Types of 
Violence 

On beginning my search I experienced a 

snowball phenomenon where I came 

upon the following - archival violence 

(Finigan, 2011), cartographic violence 

(Suleiman, 2019), cathartic violence 

(Ndlovu, 2017), chronic violence 

(Adams, 2012), colonial violence 

(Bloch, 2020), constitutive violence (De 

Lissovoy, 2019), cognitive violence 

(Battiste, 2010), cosmological violence 

(Yang & Wayne, 2012), chronopolitical 

violence (Malaklou, 2018), 

counterhegemonic violence (Hall, 

2003), curative violence (Kim, 2017), 

cultural violence (Galtung, 1990), 

collective violence (Tilly, 2003), 

curriculum violence (Jones, 2020; 

Sepulveda et al., 2015), discursive 

violence (Holling, 2019), divine 

violence (Rasch, 2007), ecological 

violence (Absher, 2012), 

economical/economic violence (Sharp, 

2012), electoral violence (Birch et al., 

2020) epistemic violence (Dotson, 

2011), epistemological violence (Teo, 

2008), ethnocidal violence (Mignolo & 

Escobar, 2007), ethnocentric violence 

(Senanayake, 2021), everyday violence 

(Afroze, 2019), generalised colonial 

violence (Maldonado-torres et al., 

2018), gendered violence (Mack & 

Na’puti, 2019), genocidal violence 

(Campbell, 2020), geographical 

violence (Neocleous, 2003), global 

capitalist violence (Olutola, 2018), 

green violence (Fletcher, 2018), 

hermeneutical violence (Chadwick, 

2019), hidden violence (Keygnaert et 

al., 2012), horizontal violence 

(Walrafen et al., 2012), humanist 

violence (Kennedy, 2017), industrial 

violence (Sundar, 2012), institutional 

violence (R. A. Goldstein, 2005), 

intrahuman violence (Stanescu, 2013), 

lateral violence (Roberts, 2015), 

libidinal violence (Lushetich, 2020), 

metaphysical violence (Joronen, 2011), 

neocolonial violence (Ayotte & Husain, 

2005), neoliberal violence (Berdayes & 

Murphy, 2016),  Network-Centric 

Violence (Grayson, 2012), obstetric 

violence (Kukura, 2018), ontological 

violence (Andersen, 2020),  onto-

epistemological violence (Nilsson 

Sjöberg, 2021), pedagogical violence 

(Matusov & Sullivan, 2020), political 

economic violence (Malaklou, 2018), 

radical violence (Cohen et al., 2014), 
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repressive violence (Melamed, 2016), 

rhetorical violence (Lawrence & Karim, 

2007), state violence (Gohdes, 2020), 

somatic violence (Lushetich, 2020), 

strategic violence (Christensen et al., 

2019), symbolic violence (Thapar-

Björkert et al., 2016), structural 

violence (Farmer, 1996), systemic 

violence (van der Linden, 2012), 

transnational violence (Alberto & 

Chilton, 2019), utilitarian violence 

(Cabrera Pérez et al., 2020), verbal 

violence (Hamzaoglu & Türk, 2019), 

virtualized violence (Fairbairn & 

Spencer, 2018), xenophobic violence 

(Ngcamu & Mantzaris, 2021). 

From amongst these types of violence to 

identify certain violence as important 

would give the erroneous impression 

that different types of violence exist 

separately from each other which is not 

the case when violence is understood 

from notions of intersectionality, from a 

new materialist perspective, from a 

decolonial perspective, from 

DeleuzoGuattarian perspective or 

various other isms prefixed by post, neo 

or post-post. Here I attempt to identify 

the multiple forms of violence that keep 

researchers, social workers, 

professionals tied to the existing 

mainstream understanding of various 

facts such as violence. In other words, I 

identify from amongst the various types 

of violence mentioned above those 

types of violence that maintain and 

sustain the condition of ‘violence of 

closure’ that suppresses the possibilities 

of alternatives and normalises the 

existing ways of existence (Has, 2016). 

Ultimately our selection of violence is 

limited by our metaphysical 

conditioning and also is contextually 

based. 

Violence in Understanding 

Violence 

There exist several processes that 

condition our metaphysical of 

ontological understanding of various 

processes. This applies in the case of 

understanding violence too. As 

mentioned earlier, the WHO definition 

and notion of violence are linked to a 

notion of individual agency and 

personal intention, which imposes 

major constraints on the utility of the 

term ‘violence’ when attempting to 

study the complex socioeconomic 

phenomenon. Acts of ‘social murder’ 

though mentioned in 1845 by Engels 

committed by capitalism continues to 

exist even today. The violence 

associated with such ‘social murders’ is 

not recognised even today.  Here I 

discuss violence that maintains the 
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‘violence of closure’. The violence of 

closure is maintained through ‘regimes 

of truth’ that legitimize and authorize 

certain ways of perceiving and excludes 

labels and secludes any attempt to think 

otherwise (Horner, 2016). 

Here, I further elaborate on the 

following types of violence – cognitive 

violence, ontological violence, 

epistemic violence/epistemological 

violence, and neoliberal violence. 

Though discussed individually below, 

in reality, the various forms of violence 

identified overlap, entangle, and 

intersect. Categorization offers limited 

insight, for violence is a complex and 

contextual field of operation that 

requires an interdisciplinary approach to 

attend to their multi-modalities 

(Balfour, 2013). 

Cognitive Violence 

Colonial discourse is a kind of 

"cognitive violence" (Qin, 2018), and it 

has been perceived as beginning with 

European colonialism. However, I think 

it existed in Hinduism in the form of 

caste stratification, where Dalits 

occupied the lowest position in the 

socio-cultural hierarchy. Colonial 

discourses that propagate the superiority 

of Eurocentric ways and maintain 

Western hegemony (Hamati-Ataya, 

2011) are interdisciplinary a form of 

cognitive violence (Finigan, 2011). The 

natural attitude embodied within a 

scientist is cognitive conservatism, 

which protects and preserves both the 

network to which a scientist belongs 

and its ‘verified set of methods’ which 

is imputed to all its members, thereby 

rejecting anything contradictory to them 

which inevitably leads to cognitive 

violence (Bucholc, 2001). Reification of 

‘the making into a thing’ is a sign of 

cognitive violence that is hidden to the 

naked eye (Denischenko, 2017). Both 

dualism and reductionism do cognitive 

violence to cultures (Dean et al., 2006). 

‘The Culture Industry’, and 

globalisation of ‘mass culture’ functions 

as ‘social control’ leading towards 

fetishisation to the point of 

homogeneity in various spheres of life, 

ranging from education to 

entertainment, and subordinating real 

differences, to foundational modernist 

ideals of inherent sameness, and thus 

carry out cognitive violence in the 

process. The subjection to Western 

hegemony and the continuity of 

cognitive violence has been pointed out 

in various processes and entities such as 

international relations (Hamati-Ataya, 

2011), philosophy (Elberfeld et al., 

2019), language (Qin, 2018), 
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curriculum (Adzahlie-Mensah & 

Dunne, 2018), contemporary 

international legal order (Aalberts, 

2018), political institutions (Lushetich, 

2020) and education systems (Battiste, 

2010). The gap among national and 

international science in policy 

understanding and people’s perception 

on the ground structure cognitive 

violence (Leach, 2015). 

Though cognitive violence has largely 

been shown to be occurring between 

whites (Americans, Australians, and 

other Anglos—are intrinsically superior 

to the rest of humankind) (Lawrence & 

Karim, 2007), and non-whites 

ontologies it has been in existence 

among non-whites too. The objective of 

cognitive violence is to maintain and 

sustain the hegemonic ideologies of 

existing systems and deny agency, 

rationality, and cognitive value to other 

indigenous modes of thinking by 

labelling them unscientific. By 

naturalizing science and language of 

‘developmentspeak’ (Gause, 2016) as 

rational, developmental, and 

progressive the existing education 

systems continues the propagation of 

cognitive violence by the non-white, for 

instance on indigenous tribal population 

uprooted from their age-old habitats in 

the name of development. Quite 

identical to the governing forms of 

money, which effectively compel all 

users of money to partake in structural 

violence and exploitation through the 

fiscal system, the   technological 

singularity encompassing the globe, 

structures and universalizes cognitive 

violence, exploitation and is a cause of 

human rights violence across space and 

time (Auvinen, 2016) . 

Epistemic Violence  

Epistemic means relating to knowledge 

or the degree of its validation (Porta 

Miquel, 2008). An episteme as per 

Foucault is the ‘strategic apparatus that 

filters scientific from non-scientific, in 

‘any given culture and at any given 

moment’. There is only one episteme 

that defines the conditions of possibility 

of all knowledge whether expressed in a 

theory or silently invested in a practice 

(Howarth, 2013).  Gayatri Spivak uses 

the term epistemic violence to refer to 

ways of silencing the subaltern in 

colonial and postcolonial discourse, and 

‘one method of executing epistemic 

violence is to damage a given group’s 

ability to speak and be heard’ (Dotson, 

2011) . Epistemic violence refers to the 

violence of knowledge construction. 

Epistemic violence is violence exerted 

against or through knowledge and is a 
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key element in any process of 

domination (Brunner, 2015). The 

physical extermination of non-western 

knowledge producers as well as diverse 

technologies of intellectual genocide 

(Mendoza, 2016) over the ages has 

created a systemic process where other 

modes of knowing are inadmissible and 

are hence negated by being obliterated, 

a process referred to as an epistemicide 

(Ujuaje & Chang, 2020). 

‘Epistemic violence does not need 

intention neither does it require 

capacity’ (Dotson, 2011). For epistemic 

violence to operate, it needs a subject, 

an object, and an action, even if the 

violence is indirect and nonphysical: in 

empirical public health, the subject of 

violence is the researcher, the object is 

the other, and the action is an 

interpretation of data that is presented as 

knowledge (Teo, 2014). The totalizing 

claim of modernity and modern 

disciplines like public health, where 

expert knowledge precedes local 

knowledge is a form of epistemic 

violence. In research on lifestyle 

diseases, a casual look at research done 

on the subject shows that the individual 

human is the focus of the research, and 

to decrease lifestyle diseases, 

behavioural modifications are 

recommended, with little or no 

consideration to the socioeconomic and 

structural conditions, that pushes an 

individual towards certain conditions in 

the race for survival. In the case of 

'uterine prolapse’ that is a major burden 

for women in third world countries, the 

burden falls on the women who is 

advised not to carry heavy objects and 

to not do certain activities, despite the 

woman needing to carry water for the 

household from some distance. 

‘Obstetric violence’ also functions as a 

form of epistemic violence in which the 

privileged embodied knowledge of 

labouring/birthing persons is 

systematically silenced and suppressed 

(Chadwick, 2019) . Epistemic violence 

is the intentional usage of knowledge 

networks by human beings, to harm 

other human beings through three 

subtypes of epistemic violence which 

are othering, silencing, and knowledge 

prevention (Lim-bunnin, 2020). 

Epistemic violence can be seen in the 

education system in Nepal, which was 

based on Wood Commission, which in 

turn was adopted from what was 

practiced in India, and which again was 

influenced by Macaulay’s minutes on 

Indian education (Awasthi, 2013). The 

Macaulay minutes stressed producing 

an educated Indian class embodied with 

English taste, opinions, morals, and 
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intellect, who would act as interpreters 

between the British and the millions 

they govern (Gautam & Luitel, 2013). 

The ‘banking concept’ of education that 

the colonizers introduced in the 

colonies, and which was also adopted in  

Nepal, only filled students with the 

knowledge, which the students 

memorized mechanically, turning the 

students into containers, and in which 

education suffered from ‘narration 

sickness’ (Mayo, 2005)  is a form of 

epistemic violence (Beth Titchiner, 

2017). Academic languages reject 

several audiences, separated along lines 

of socioeconomic position, educational 

access, and many more groupings. 

Because of this, the usage of this 

medium, an academic peer-reviewed 

journal article, is a type of epistemic 

violence. Likewise, the expression 

‘epistemic violence’ in and of itself is 

also an example of epistemic violence, 

since possessing the knowledge and 

cultural capital to comprehend and 

utilize this expression is not equally 

accessible to all (Lim-bunnin, 2020). 

Ontological Violence 

As mentioned earlier though I  discuss 

violence by types in reality they 

interlink, intersect and overlap. 

Ontological violence also referred to as 

metaphysical violence, refers to the 

violence committed when certain 

categories become the primary referents 

of analysis, through which to encode 

and represent (Sundberg, 2015), hence 

depriving an entity of its essence 

(Andersen, 2020). When ‘single world’ 

logics of colonial modernity rule and 

alternative logics are obliterated 

ontological violence occurs. The 

European colonial process naturalized 

the ‘Occidentalist modernisation’, 

which denied authority and validity of 

the knowledge of the colonized and did 

not recognize the colonized being as a 

fellow human being, relegated them by 

labelling them as savages, which is 

profound ontological violence, that 

denies humanity and agency to the 

colonized (Venn, 2012). There is a 

direct link between the ontological 

violence and the texture of social 

violence (of sustaining relations of 

enforced domination) that pertains to 

language (Zizek, 2008). The language 

behind the idea of ‘manifest destiny’ 

gave legitimacy to the West’s civilizing 

mission of the savages (the colonized) 

that framed a ‘Manichaean aesthetics’ 

which furthered the rationale for the 

tutelage of the global south. 

Ontological violence is done by norms 

constructivism and the limited openings 
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offered by the Global International 

Relations project (Blaney & Tickner, 

2017), ontological violence is done by 

the imposition of socio-political models 

to Iraqi society (Igarashi, 2013) , 

ontological violence is done through 

neo-liberalisation that governs the 

conduct of individuals through the 

embodiment of subjectivities for the use 

of market forces (Newman, 2014), 

ontological violence is reproduced 

through the coloniality of social work 

and neoliberal disciplinary state (Motta, 

2017), and to break water down into 

merely H2O is doing ontological 

violence  (Meehan et al., 2020). 

‘Coloniality of being’, ‘coloniality of 

knowledge’ and ‘coloniality of power’ 

intersect to form a ‘colonial matrix of 

power’ that funnels knowledge into the 

uncivilized colonialized subalternate 

population, that frames the condition of 

‘coloniality of coloniality’, which 

means the ‘further colonialisation of 

coloniality by use of Western monopoly 

overpower and the means of discursive 

production acquired through epistemic 

and ontological violence’ (Suleiman, 

2019). 

Neoliberal Violence  

Neoliberalisation is a process of 

ontological violence, which does not 

merely govern the conduct of 

individuals by encouraging a particular 

form of subjectivity, but also enframes 

all entities for the use of market forces, 

which in turn supports the notion that 

policy developments are primarily 

driven by ideology, and those policy 

outcomes will largely reflect the 

interests of the dominant power holders 

(Newman, 2014). Neoliberal violence is 

at once structural and unquestionably 

physical; it requires an inequitable 

distribution of resources within a rigidly 

hierarchical society which eventually 

must be implemented and preserved by 

state violence, which in turn provokes 

violent responses (Goldstein, 2005). 

Neoliberal economics is a form of 

violent radicalism and neoliberalism is a 

discourse whose assumptions influence 

contemporary institutions normalizes 

violence (Berdayes & Murphy, 2016). 

Neoliberalism has been labelled ‘an 

unloved rascal concept’ and has been 

understood in variegated ways (Peck, 

2013). Much has been written on 

neoliberalism and its effects, but despite 

its ubiquitous nature in academic 

discussions, the phenomenon of 

neoliberalism in our lives continues 

unabated. “In everyday lives, the public 

is subjected to regular, pervasive, and 

equally radical violence connected with 
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the economic thesis of neoliberalism. 

Understood as the total restructuring of 

social way of life in quest of narrow 

economic interests, neoliberalism 

normalizes ideas and behaviour that 

would appear obscene outside of an 

economistic frame of reference” 

(Berdayes & Murphy, 2016). 

Neoliberalism is the elevation of 

capitalism into an ethic, a set of political 

imperatives, and a cultural logic that has 

been taking the form of theology in 

more recent times (Collins & Rothe, 

2019). As a religion, neoliberalism 

serves to posit about the world, and the 

way the world should be. and neoliberal 

dictums of entrepreneurialism, hyper-

individualism, profit-seeking, self-

regulation, and market supremacy are 

accepted as obvious, true, and accepted 

without question (Collins & Rothe, 

2019). Basically, under neoliberalism, 

‘everything either is for sale or is 

plundered for profit’ (Giroux, 2004). 

Within the social conditions of 

neoliberalism, violence and harm is 

systemic and inherent, in which 

symbolic violence is embodied in 

language and its forms, which in turn 

naturalizes systemic violence. Violence 

becomes completely invisible at the 

moment it merges with its opposite, that 

is with freedom (Valiente et al., 2019). 

Neoliberalism = violence, is as obvious 

as just as 2+2=4, yet it goes unnoticed 

(Berdayes & Murphy, 2016). By 

promoting an atomistic individualistic 

conception of the social world in which 

pecuniary interests are solely pursued, 

neoliberalism propagates violence 

through the reign and supremacy of the 

market (Berdayes & Murphy, 2016). 

‘War without bullets’ has been the 

neoliberal way resulting in misery, 

morbidity, and mortality to a massive 

extent (INPA, 2015). 

Neoliberalisation is a process of 

ontological violence, which does not 

merely govern the conduct of 

individuals by encouraging a particular 

form of subjectivity, but also enframes 

all entities for the use of market forces, 

which in turn supports the notion that 

policy developments are primarily 

driven by ideology, and that policy 

outcomes will largely reflect the 

interests of the dominant power holders 

(Newman, 2014). Neoliberal violence is 

at once structural and unquestionably 

physical; it requires an inequitable 

distribution of resources within a rigidly 

hierarchical society which eventually 

must be implemented and preserved by 

state violence, which in turn provokes 

violent responses (Goldstein, 2005). 

Neoliberal economics is a form of 
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violent radicalism and neoliberalism is a 

discourse whose assumptions influence 

contemporary institutions normalizes 

violence (Berdayes & Murphy, 2016). 

Conclusion 

As mentioned earlier though categories 

of violence have been identified and 

discussed, they overlap, entangle and 

intersect in a rhizomatic manner. When 

indigenous populations are forcibly 

removed, from their age-old habitats, in 

the name of development, larger 

interests, nation-building, and economic 

growth, because a dam needs to be 

built, or mineral deposits exist where 

they have been residing, the violence 

that occurs is several. Physical when 

bulldozers and police personnel ravage 

their dwellings. Ontological and 

cognitive when their mode of existence 

is deemed uncivilized or backward, and 

the justification given, is the need to 

incorporate them into civilisation. 

Epistemic when their voices and 

activists' voices are suppressed and 

negated, and neoliberal, when 

increasing economic indicators are 

desired and prioritized with no regard to 

the destruction of nature and livelihood 

that it entails. Construction of 

narratives, blaming the indigenous and 

overlooking the process of unhindered 

growth of extractive capitalism, leads to 

ontological violence, since it 

perpetuates false myths and constructs 

false realities that reduce the indigenous 

population to savages that lead to the 

deprivation of essence. The essence of 

being indigenous is negated through 

epistemic violence when indigenous 

voices and indigenous modes of 

knowledge and culture are sidelined.  

Violence having its roots in systemic 

structures are traced to individual 

habits, for instance when a youth dies in 

a motorcycle accident in the 

mountainous roads of Nepal, the issues 

of concern will be whether the youth 

was drunk, was riding too fast, or was 

the youth doing some stunts when the 

accident happened? No concerns are 

raised regarding the sale of fast 

powerful motorcycles suitable for the 

roads of developed countries that are 

being sold in one of the poorest 

countries. The motorcycles advertising 

with slogans titled ‘born to race’ and 

advertisings portraying toxic 

masculinity, hegemonic masculinity, 

and hyper masculinity and the culture it 

inspires are not even slightly 

considered. Moreover, in many 

advertisements, female models are 

portrayed in manners suggesting that to 

attract a female’s attention a motorcycle 
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is required. In various sports females 

holding placards inform the spectators 

on some aspect of the game, this female 

holding the placard has to have a certain 

type of physical attributes to qualify for 

holding the placard. Images affect our 

ways of viewing, what we desire and 

value, which advertisements do by 

portraying an ideal female or an ideal 

male, hence committing a ‘violence of 

closure’, and in doing so cognitive 

violence is committed on all those who 

do not fit the traits of the ideal type 

shown in the media. 

Fairness creams are particularly guilty 

of showing that whiteness means 

fairness. Advertisements depicting 

brown, black, or dark-skinned 

individuals as failures, or not being able 

to succeed, despite being amply 

qualified, and on use of the advertised 

fairness cream, the same individuals 

later succeed (Sarkar & Ghosh, 2016). 

Ontological violence and cognitive 

violence occur when being dark-skinned 

is made to be undesirable to the millions 

who use these products in hopes of 

achieving the desired trait. Indeed 

violence is a matter of perception, but 

when the natural conditions that one is 

endowed with are seen as not desirable 

such as one’s skin colour and the 

individuals who face 

‘microaggressions’ as a result, makes an 

act violence. Unless one is a believer in 

the idea of ‘manifest destiny’ and sees 

the world through ‘Manichaean 

categories’, it is difficult to not see 

violence in everyday events such as in 

advertisements that promote fairness 

creams. 

At the local empirical level of non-

white level, cognitive violence exists all 

around us, and constantly being exposed 

to media commodifying stereotyping, 

notions of femaleness and maleness, 

condition the human mind to see such 

notions as natural and many a time may 

not even be conscious of the process 

(Klassen, 2016). The extent of the 

conditioning of the mind is manifested 

when the word ‘balatkar’ (rape) is 

repeatedly used as a ‘metaphor’ in a 

popular Bollywood movie named Three 

Idiots to humor and entertain and the 

people. Subjugation, domination, 

sublimation, reification, 

commodification, thingification, 

objectification, dehumanisation, 

abrogation, appropriation, binarism, 

dislocation, universalism, 

standardisation are just some of the 

processes that result in violence and is 

usually invisible to the uninformed 

mind, and to just address the overt acts 

of violence that are physical is just a 
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small step towards reducing acts of 

violence. To, truly address and work 

towards violence-free globe the social, 

cultural, and economic processes and 

conditions that govern from the global 

to the local must be understood through 

new imaginaries not constrained by 

notions of ‘discursive homogenisation’, 

coloniality, and hegemonic entities. 

Note 

1 Gregory Bateson, Allen Ginsberg, Lucien 

Goldmann, Paul Goodman, Ronald D. Laing, 

Paul Sweezy and Herbert Marcuse were 

among the participants. 
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