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As part of the publishing strand ‘Towards Collective Study in Times of Emergency’ artist and educator Mick Wilson dissects the rhetorical operations and calculations taking place in media, political and institutional statements since 7 October. Wilson offers a detailed analysis of ‘public utterances’ and how questions of contextualisation, the evocation of genocide and the call for ‘symmetrical’ rhetorical responses reveals the ‘balancing acts’ at play when one is urged to speak.




This text considers the rhetorical conditions of formation and circulation of statements issued from within the contemporary art field on the current violences of state, para-state and non-state actors across Israel-Palestine. Such statements include not only condemnations of violence and calls to end it, but also statements of solidarity with various peoples and positions caught within the machinations of violence. These pronouncements by institutions, networks and individuals have churned out a cascading flow of denunciations and counter-denunciations.

The making of statements has been disdained by some as mere posturing or virtue signalling, waving its self-regarding semaphores while parading itself over the corpses, obscuring atrocity even as it claims to denounce it. Others point to the importance accorded such statements by different constituencies caught within the frames of conflict, when those subject to dehumanisation experience a moment of humanisation through affirmations of solidarity from others. Statements of this kind may also be seen as ideological arenas where competing accounts of the cultural, the political and the nature of violence are rehearsed and critiqued.

The production of these statements is enacted at various degrees of spatial and locutionary proximity or remoteness to slaughter and suffering. The following describes some aspects of the fundamentally contested rhetorical frameworks within which such statements are formed; though it does so without any hope of resolving or settling these contestations. The rhetorical mode of the statements under consideration here is epideictic, ‘distributing blame’, and its performative agency is that of shaming. For some decades now, the advocates of international humanitarian law have described their modus operandi as ‘mobilizing shame’.1 To condemn is, etymologically, to forcefully inflict a loss – in one sense, this is the loss of standing within a discursive community. Epideictic rhetoric proposes a delimiting of the edges of that community, placing some speakers just beyond the threshold of belonging, and radically excluding others, in a speech act that seeks to expel the condemned actor(s) from the charmed circle of those who are in good standing. This way of speaking is also an attempt, through the affect of public shaming, to modify or bring an end to the offending behaviour.

The following extracts are from art-world statements appearing in the US art press, here placed together to indicate the recursive and cascading dynamics of these condemnations.


The art world’s silence speaks volumes. As a Jewish woman who’s been writing about art, artists, galleries, museums, auction houses, foundations, fairs, lawsuits for more than 17 years, I feel a mix of pain, disappointment, rage, and fear. Why are the Jews being slaughtered and the art world turns a blind eye—and goes on shopping at Frieze London as if nothing happened? Where is the solidarity? Where is the empathy? Where is the moral compass?2




We demand that the institutional silence around the ongoing humanitarian crisis that 2.3 million Palestinians are facing in the occupied and besieged Gaza Strip be broken immediately … Silence at this urgent time of crisis and escalating genocide is not a politically neutral position … We, the undersigned, reject violence against all civilians, regardless of their identity, and we call for ending the root cause of violence: oppression, and the occupation. [Emphasis in original]3




The decision to decry Israel’s defensive actions without acknowledging this heinous act not only lacks balance but veers dangerously close to anti-Semitism … We are distressed by the open letter recently posted on Artforum, which does not acknowledge the ongoing mass hostage emergency, the historical context, and the atrocities committed in Israel on October 7, 2023—the bloodiest day in Jewish history since the Holocaust. We denounce all forms of violence in Israel and Gaza and we are deeply concerned over the humanitarian crisis. We—Dominique Lévy, Brett Gorvy, Amalia Dayan—condemn the open letter for its one-sided view. We hope to foster discourse that can lead to a better understanding of the complexities involved.4



There is a recursive operation in how the above address the conditions, stakes, meaning and impacts of speaking and/or not speaking: ‘silence speaks volumes’; ‘silence … is not a politically neutral position’; ‘the decision to decry … without acknowledging’; ‘we … condemn … for its one-sided view. We hope to foster discourse … lead to a better understanding of the complexities’. The action of condemnation rebounds upon itself as the speakers condemn those who have not condemned, or those who, in their condemnations, appear to have misspoken or even morally degraded themselves. Thus, these performative utterances tend towards a mise en abyme.

The wider discursive context of the convulsed art system – what we might, with some caution, call ‘the international public sphere’5 – is riven by extraordinary fault lines of moral and legal contestation and rhetorical misdirection with respect to Palestine-Israel. ‘Rhetorical misdirection’ here is used as shorthand for the way that the use of terms such as ‘apartheid’, ‘occupation’ and ‘war crime’ to designate dimensions of Israel-Palestine by ‘the highest international bodies defending human rights in the field of international relations’ is systematically downplayed within dominant global north media discourses. This effectively renders use of these terms as merely tendentious rather than as critically reasoned positions based on profoundly compelling prima facie evidence or clearly documented breaches of law.6 Such wider frames of contestation shape the discursive and affective resources deployed in art world statements. Here, it may help to pick out three fault lines: genocidal violence as the paradigmatic event demanding moral condemnation; the moral hazards of historical contextualisation; and the demand for balance in what is proposed as a symmetrical rhetorical arena.7

Genocidal violence as the paradigmatic event demanding moral condemnation

Recently, TIME magazine published a piece entitled: ‘Is What’s Happening in Gaza a Genocide? Experts Weigh In’.8 Noting the specificities of genocide as a crime within international law, the piece concludes with contrasting views on whether a theoretical adjudication of genocide according to international law is useful or not within the horizon of a mass killing’s actual unfolding. Some scholars say it is a ‘bad use of focus’ to dwell on whether these events can be called a genocide because ‘proving whether something is a genocide takes time, and does not actually stop people from being killed.’9 Another commentator, Dirk Moses, writing specifically in response to the current violence in Palestine-Israel, recently argued in the Boston Review that: ‘The point of genocide claims is not only legal and strategic but—as with the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the Chinese treatment of Uyghur citizens—urgent and moral, concerned both with saving lives or stemming humanitarian disaster.’10

‘Genocide’ as a term is not limited to its juridical construction as a specific crime within international humanitarian law. It is also a symbolic ‘crime of crimes’ that points to population-scale killing, biopolitical projects of ethnic purification and territory acquisition, and the destruction of conditions of life. The term has a complicated genealogy. Although the Ottoman genocide of the Armenians was an important precedent for the elaboration of the term in international law, it is the Nazi genocide of the Jews that serves as the preeminent instance and the fundamental image of genocide in the international public sphere. Despite scholarly debate, this image of genocide is constructed in terms of modalities of hatred rather than as a specific form of systematically reasoned political violence.11

Genocide is popularly construed as a crime of collective affect as epitomised by the hatemongering anti-Semitic animus of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion rather than the calculation and legal niceties recorded in the Protocol of the Wannsee Conference.12 Thus even the industrial, bureaucratic and thoroughly rationalized methodologies of slaughter are seen as secondary to the primary logics of hatred and cruelty. This modelling of genocide as the extreme terminus of an arc of hate crime has a bearing on the latitude created in international law for states to slaughter civilians and non-combatants during war.


Proving … acts of genocide is extraordinarily difficult given the parameters set by international law. That is no accident. When state parties to the UNGC negotiated in 1947 and 1948, they distinguished genocidal intent from military necessity so that states could wage the kind of wars that Russia and Israel are conducting today and avoid prosecution for genocide. The high legal standard stems from the restrictive UNGC definition of genocide, which was modelled on the Holocaust and requires that a perpetrator intend to “destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such” (the dolus specialis) in at least one of five prescribed ways (the actus reus). The words “as such” are widely regarded as imposing a stringent intent requirement: an act counts as genocide only if individuals are targeted solely by virtue of their group membership—like Jews during World War II—and not for strategic reasons like suppressing an insurgency. Despite many assertions of Palestinian collective guilt by Israeli leaders, they also insist that the IDF targets Hamas as a security threat, and not Palestinians “as such.” If the Holocaust is unique, as commonly asserted, how are other cases of mass violence against civilians supposed to measure up? The point is that it is very difficult to do so.13



Genocide, as the target of moral condemnation, is fraught, then, not only as something that must be tested against a highly particularised, contingent and demanding definitional framework, but one that also intersects with the specificity of the Holocaust.

The legal ambiguation of the latest violence is not limited to questions of genocide. The International Bar Association recently reflected on the appropriate juridical framing of the 7 October Hamas attack, also described by some as genocidal in its indiscriminate attack on civilians and its framing in terms of hatred of the Jews, underlining that this too is a matter of disputed legal categorisation, because: ‘there’s no universal agreement as to what law applies to the conflict between Israel and Hamas’, the 7 October attack included. Some argue that ‘the law of occupation applies in all occupied Palestinian territories’ and that ‘Israel, which disputes that Palestine is a state to which Geneva Convention IV and the law of occupation could apply, rejects this position.’14 Others argue that the ‘attack falls under the law of non-international armed conflict between Israel and Hamas, a non-state actor’, and yet others ‘argue that the attack doesn’t fall under international humanitarian law at all, but constitutes a lesser form of collective violence, such as internal disturbances or terrorism falling within the ambit of domestic Israeli law, which in any case prohibits murder, kidnappings and the taking of hostages.’15 Regardless of intentions, this proposed or generated uncertainty of legal construction contributes to a rhetorical framing of violent events as somehow undecidable or unknowable and further exacerbates the sense that a clear moral pronouncement is both required yet somehow obstructed and obfuscated.

The moral hazards of historical contextualisation

Condemnations are typically caught up in multiple axes of contestation, not just in terms of what precise moral or juridical categorisation applies to the violence condemned, but also with regard to which forms of historicisation or contextualisation are allowed or acceptable. For example, when the Secretary-General of the UN António Guterres asserted that the 7 October attacks by Hamas were ‘appalling’ but ‘did not happen in a vacuum’ he was accused of giving a ‘justification for terrorism and murder.’16 Guterres noted that the Palestinians ‘have been subjected to 56 years of suffocating occupation’ and ‘have seen their land steadily devoured by settlements and plagued by violence; their economy stifled; their people displaced and their homes demolished. Their hopes for a political solution to their plight have been vanishing.’17 His explicit condemnation – ‘the grievances of the Palestinian people cannot justify the appalling attacks by Hamas. And those appalling attacks cannot justify the collective punishment of the Palestinian people’ – appeared to some to be diluted or negated by this historical contextualisation. The Israeli ambassador to the UN, Gilad Erdan, declared that everyone ‘understands well that the meaning of the words is Israel has guilt for the actions of Hamas or at the very least it shows his understanding of the “background” leading up to the massacre that Hamas perpetrated.’ Again, the accusation of moral failure is not only an attempted act of shaming and exclusion, it is also a reflexive move, proposed to delimit what is, and what is not, the correct way to parse another’s utterance of condemnation.

Judith Butler, in a measured and precisely formulated text in the London Review of Books, published in the immediate aftermath of 7 October, has written of the frameworks that are available when one wishes ‘to speak about the violence, the present violence, the history of violence and its many forms.’18 Butler describes how the impulse to speak hits an immediate obstruction as the available frameworks make ‘it nearly impossible to say what one has to say’. Butler questions how the narrative framing of current violence within a larger arc of histories and systems of violence is seen by some as necessarily standing ‘in the way of strong moral condemnation’. As an example of a proposed contextualisation or historical narrative that proceeds in error, Butler cites the Harvard Palestine Solidarity Committee who made a statement that ‘the apartheid regime is the only one to blame’ for Hamas’s deadly attacks. This is identified by Butler as an error in moral reasoning. Butler’s own position is clear: ‘Israeli violence against Palestinians is overwhelming: relentless bombing, the killing of people of every age in their homes and on the streets, torture in their prisons, techniques of starvation in Gaza and the dispossession of homes’; however, to use this ‘to exonerate Hamas’ is ‘corrupt’ moral reasoning since ‘nothing should exonerate Hamas from responsibility for the hideous killings they have perpetrated’. Butler asserts that a condemnation may contextualise, historicise, make meaningful, but still not in any way seek to exonerate those responsible for atrocities.

Historical contextualisation and narrative, even without claiming a causal sequence, disrupts a reductive account of violence as a spontaneous outburst of evil. Any approach that places the event of violence in relation to questions of meaning or a context of emergence may seem especially troubling to victims of that violence or to those who wish to denounce it as simply the eruption of ‘pure cruelty’.19 Saying that murderers are human agents with human purposes that unfold in extreme and all-consuming violations of other humans seems inconsistent with the idea of a ‘sheer evil’ that erupts from a reservoir of timeless hatred.20 Identifying contexts, histories or frames of legibility for atrocity is seen as diluting condemnation. It may even appear to some to give succour to the bearers of violence. A judgement on violence, a condemnation that is supplemented, prefaced or structured by a contextualisation of that violence, appears for some not to augment its moral force but rather to dilute it. When speaking of violence, anything that nuances atrocity is already seen by some as an apology or equivocation rather than effective condemnation.

The rhetorical struggle over what is acceptable and unacceptable in contextualising the 7 October attacks can be contrasted with how the Holocaust is invoked as a referential field in other accounts of these atrocities. The number of people killed in the Hamas attack of 7 October has been consistently transposed into the figure of ‘the single largest murder of Jews since the Holocaust’, most influentially perhaps in Biden’s ‘I would argue it’s the deadliest day for Jews since the Holocaust.’21 Likewise, CNN carried a headline that read: ‘October 7 was the deadliest day for Jews since the Holocaust. The Shoah Foundation is now documenting it.’22 The rhetorical force here is not simply in communicating the enormity of the number of fatalities in a single day. The invocation of the Holocaust positions Hamas as an agent of violence in continuity with the genocidal project of Nazism. This framing reactivates the construction of Hamas, the Palestinians or the Arabs as anachronistic proxies for the Nazis, already a well-established trope within discourse on Israel-Palestine.23 This construction activates a powerful semantic nexus of world-historical criminality and archetypal evil, proposing a moral equivalence between Nazi genocidal violence and Palestinian violent and non-violent resistance, all reduced to interchangeable instances of virulent, all-consuming anti-Semitism.24

In most other contexts, the use of explicit or implicit analogy with Nazism and the Holocaust is viewed as deeply problematic. Indeed, for some, it is, in a profound sense, unholy. However, in this rhetorical framing of the body count of 7 October, such correlation serves to mobilise the Holocaust as a suasive resource, at once describing the enormity of violence and decontextualising it from proximate conditions of emergence such as dispossession and occupation.

The rhetorical instrumentalisation of the Holocaust is a highly contested space. B’Tselem – The Israeli Information Center for Human Rights in the Occupied Territories, has consistently avoided invoking the taboo images of the Holocaust or Nazism in its condemnations of Israeli state violence. Instead, it itemises and evidences human rights violations in their immediate specificity and factuality, rather than through analogy or relay to other historical events. Even B’Tselem’s use of the term ‘apartheid’ in relation to the Israeli territorial regime avoids analogical reasoning in favour of a definitional approach: ‘“Apartheid” has long been an independent term, entrenched in international conventions, referring to a regime’s organizing principle: systematically promoting the dominance of one group over another and working to cement it.’25 However, B’Tselem has challenged what it sees as the leveraging of the Holocaust for political purposes. In 2020, in anticipation of the possibility that Netanyahu might use the seventy-fifth anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz and the Fifth World Holocaust Forum in Jerusalem as an opportunity to call on the International community to back Israel’s claim that the International Criminal Court has no jurisdiction in the Occupied Territories, Hagai El-Ad, the executive director of B’Tselem asserted: ‘Netanyahu didn't invent the idea of leveraging the Holocaust for political gain. Yet he is taking even that low to new depths, stripping Palestinians of basic human rights in the name of the survivors of the Holocaust.’26

In an attempt to operate a different historical contextualisation, some have asked the question as to whether the current Gaza bombardments and wave of intensified West Bank settler violence constitute a second Nakba.27 Francesca Albanese, UN special rapporteur on human rights in occupied Palestinian territories has said that: ‘There is a grave danger that what we are witnessing may be a repeat of the 1948 Nakba’.28 ‘Al Nakba’, meaning ‘catastrophe’ in Arabic, refers to the massacres, mass displacement and dispossession of Palestinians during the 1948 Palestine war and within the establishment of the Israeli state. This contextualisation attempts to position current violence within a decades-long narrative of dispossession.

Here, invoking the Nakba may be understood as a countermove to the Holocaustal framings of Palestinian resistance in general and Hamas’s attacks of 7 October – and indeed all anti-Zionist and anti-Israel mobilisations – as simply the continuation of Nazi anti-Semitism: The figure of Al Nakba seeks to reinstall the story of dispossession and ethnic cleansing into the foundational moment of the Israeli state and into the ongoing matrices of political violence. For some the Nakba is not a completed historical event, but the open horizon of contemporary violence in Israel-Palestine. The figure of ‘a second Nakba’ then seeks to position current violence not as an episodic outburst of ongoing violence, but rather as a repetition and extension of the violence that established the current territorial, demographic and conflict dynamics of Palestine-Israel.29

The different ways of invoking historical contexts, frames and resonances identified in the preceding paragraphs might seem to suggest a simple symmetry of rhetorical moves or devices deployed within a dichotomous universe of discourse: two sides, two views. However, this reduces the possible positions of all speakers to two in an absolute binary. This is to misconstrue the rhetorical dynamics. It feeds a reductive identitarian framing of conflict divorced from an analysis of the ongoing redistribution of resources and the basic conditions for life. Describing rhetorical agency is not simply a matter of itemising tropes or assigning utterances to appropriate rhetorical categories of genre, figure, theme, device, mode of address, and so forth. The suasive power of different rhetorical manoeuvres is calibrated by extra-discursive factors such as the material and infrastructural resources that are deployed in the mediation and dissemination of a given rhetorical gambit. The assignment of a differential ethos and legitimacy to speakers within a given discursive arena is also a key dimension in shaping the suasive potentials of different rhetorical moves and delimiting the repertoire of possible utterances available to a given speaker.

Balance: the demand for symmetrical rhetorical responses

When a speaker picks some human horror so as to denounce it as atrocious, they will on occasion be challenged for their selectivity. Why is this particular violent actor and action chosen for moral condemnation but not another? Why is this scene of violation a target of empathy and moral outrage when another comparable scene is not specifically itemised and named? Why do passions flow here and why are they restrained there? These questions are also rhetorical devices used within the formulation of condemnation. They propose a special kind of moral calculus that interrogates the selective distribution of outrage, empathy and identification. This appears as an extraordinarily difficult challenge to anyone who utters a condemnation, as the world has no shortage of horror, atrocity and surpassing violences. However, this moral calculus is usually diverted by the invocation of a covering statement: ‘We condemn all violence.’30

With respect to Hamas’s violence of October 7, the violence of the occupation, and the current wave of slaughter of children and non-combatants in Gaza, ‘we condemn all violence’ is usually not sufficient to meet the demand that condemnations be equally distributed, i.e., be ‘balanced’. The Artforum letter of 19 October 2023, that concludes: ‘We, the undersigned, reject violence against all civilians, regardless of their identity’, was met, in the ‘Response to the Open Letter of October 19’, by the challenge that the letter ‘does not acknowledge the ongoing mass hostage emergency, the historical context, and the atrocities committed in Israel on October 7, 2023’. The ‘Response’ also includes a covering condemnation of violence: ‘We denounce all forms of violence in Israel and Gaza’, but makes no specific reference to any atrocity other than those commissioned by Hamas, and makes no reference to violence in the West Bank. The refusal to accept a covering denunciation of violence as adequate to demonstrate some imagined moral objectivity while invoking the same device points again to the strange mise en abyme of the condemnation genre.

Proposing an absolute polarity within the discursive field – two sides, two views – is also at work in the demands for balance in condemnations of violence. Calling for balance entails a difficult calibration when it comes to the grim ledger of body counts. Elsewhere, I have attempted to discuss how the body count appears paradoxically as a way to speak truth to power and as a technique of biopolitical governance.31 The counting of the dead is again shaped by rhetorical means, as we have seen already in the numbering of the dead of 7 October. The rhetorical latitude in specifying the scale of a massacre is clear if we contrast Lévy, Gorvy and Dayan’s reference to ‘the bloodiest day in Jewish history since the Holocaust’ with Lior Haiat’s count, in an official statement from Israel's foreign ministry: ‘Around 1,200 is the official number of victims of the October 7 massacre’.32 The scale of subsequent killing by the IDF in Gaza of civilians and non-combatants is far greater; this body count is unfolding in a different register, and still rising. That the infrastructure of health, education and public archive are systematically targeted for reduction to complete rubble also speaks to a strategically different order of democidal violence. There are many sources that disclose the comparative volumes of deaths between the ‘two sides’. This Manichaean logic of ‘two sides, two views’ discloses the radical asymmetries in casualty rates – a radical asymmetry that is not limited to the current phase of violence, but is rather a structural feature of the decades of ongoing violence in Israel-Palestine. This is just one of many asymmetries that intersect with the challenge of achieving the requisite balance in framing condemnations.

The body count also brings us back to the question of the ethos assigned to different speakers. The numbers of fatalities for 7 October have been revised down from ‘more than 1,400’ to ‘around 1,200’, a revision that took place on 10 November. The numbers of the dead and injured being provided by institutional sources in Gaza have been framed as subject to doubt and unreliability because of the overwhelming destruction within which the body counts are produced, but also, and more decisively, because they are authored by what is termed as ‘the Gaza-based Ministry of Health – an agency in the Hamas-controlled government’,33 or ‘the Health Ministry in Hamas-run Gaza’.34 There is an asymmetric distribution of ethos here as Israeli state institutional sources are accorded more reliability or trustworthiness than Gaza-based institutions in the dominant media. Given the strategic importance of disinformation campaigns, and given the institutional asymmetries between Israeli state and Palestinian quasi-state (and dependent) apparatuses across Palestine-Israel it would seem to recommend against according a differential ethos of truthfulness or trustworthiness here. Especially given the ample evidence for a systematic misrepresentation of the violence of occupation by the Israeli state as extensively documented by ‘Breaking the Silence’, an organization of veteran soldiers who have served in the Israeli military since the start of the Second Intifada and have taken it upon themselves to expose the public to the reality of everyday life in the Occupied Territories.35

You are speaking about the conditions of speaking, but people are dying

Returning to Butler’s piece for the LRB, they note that ‘almost immediately, people want to know what ‘side’ you are on, and clearly the only possible response to such killings is unequivocal condemnation’. It is striking that, in identifying frameworks that both enable and limit speaking, and in identifying the demand to ‘take sides’, one of the first limits pronounced by Butler is that a speaker must unequivocally condemn ‘such violence’. This opens a question as to where the perpetrators of such violence are placed, with respect to the community of speakers that is speaking or that is spoken for, by Butler. Where does pronouncing this ‘unequivocal’ limit place the bearers, advocates, apologists and strategists of such violence with respect to 'our’ community of speakers?36 The killers presumably cannot both enact such violence and condemn it unequivocally. So, because ‘the only possible response to such killings is unequivocal condemnation’, they are in a place of impossible response, beyond the community of speakers. There seems to be a misfire, an infelicity, in the condemnation, which in seeking to denounce violence somehow slips towards disavowing it as an event, positioning it as something always already beyond the pale, out there behind the wall that gathers us within the charmed circle of communicative reason.

We have seen how some speakers are caught in the knot of what must be condemned, of what must be condemned as unspeakable evil, and the rhetorical frameworks that make it ‘nearly impossible to say what one has to say.’37 There are others, caught immediately and mediately within the nexus of violence, who are placed, in different ways, among the unspeaking: the infants not yet able to speak, and so many that never will; the many newly dead who do not speak; those made speechless by atrocity; and those who will not speak though they can, because they fear to say something wrong, something cruel or hateful, or somehow to misspeak and so to summon a condemnation upon themselves as the bearers of the unspeakable, as the agents of violence, as hateful speakers with hate-filled speech. No itemisation of speaking and unspeaking positions will be adequate or comprehensive. No speaker,38 regardless of position, can speak so as to encompass all other speakers and unspeakers.

In speaking myself (and at some length) about the conditions of speaking, it may be pointed out that I have lost sight of what needs to be spoken about. The statements that I began with speak of systematic violences, calculated death-making, the slaughtering not just of persons but of whole peoples. They speak of a need to say something. Yet in trying to map how such speaking is contested, perhaps my words simply obscure the world-murdering violence that seems, at first, to call out to us to speak.

So what does all this speaking seek to accomplish? To disclose the truth of the world? To delimit what is legitimate and what is illegitimate violence? To indicate who may be killed and who should not be? To calculate the proportionality of body counts? To narrativise and contextualise evental violence? To mourn the dead? To valorise the living? To negotiate the untruth, disinformation and propaganda of the agents of violence? To address the targets of violence as fellow beings, to propose to be in relation with the killed and the wounded, to be in solidarity with those of ‘us’ who are being, and have been slaughtered? To produce the speaker as complicit, or as innocent, or as enraged bystander? To call attention to those who are not allowed to speak? To stop the violence? To delegitimise the demand to stop the violence? To describe the frameworks that limit the possibility of what may be spoken? To equivocate violences? To speak over and drown out the voices of those targeted for killing?

I have attempted to speak about some of the rhetorical conditions that enable and limit speaking. I have done so, perhaps naively, imagining that this might marginally adjust such frameworks, at least for some speakers. More broadly, I would like to propose that the act of speaking could become part of the work of listening. This is not to evoke the listening rhetoric of the men of letters, nor to call for ‘understanding’ between ‘two sides’. But rather to call for listening to these wretched violences as themselves so many speech acts: violences articulating grievances, lies, self-righteous rages, vicious bloodlusts, vengeful spites; violences that may be speaking in bad faith, but are speaking nonetheless. It is an integral part of the atrocity of these endlessly cruel acts that – vile, extreme, mendacious and unspeakable as they are – they are not simply meaningless. They are acts not of pure cruelty but cruelty adulterated with meaning, perhaps even as saturated with meaning as they are saturated in blood.

The impulse towards utterance that we experience in response to the mediated address of violence – mediated, that is, for those of us not already cast into the killing zone – is more than an unfolding of position or moral judgement. It is the force of affect pulsing through our broken collective body as it is battered and addressed by violence, and confounded as to what it suffers in the suffering of others. Perhaps we end up merely vocalising in the impossibility of reciprocal call and response. Perhaps we end up not speaking at all. Perhaps we mutter dumbly amid murdered and murdering worlds. Yet still, these violences hail ‘us’ – the ‘us’ that is to be counted among the living and the dead.
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