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“Embodied invective” and identity construction in ancient literature 

 

Organizers: 

Professor Dennis Pausch (Technical University Dresden) 

Dr Rafał Toczko and Dr Andreas Serafim (Nicolaus Copernicus University) 

 

Description 

This panel will comprise papers that examine what we call “embodied invective”: how 
the human body is used in ancient literature as a means of articulating attacks against 
targeted individuals or ethic/civic and cultural communities, with the aim of 
deconstructing identity, i.e. the traits that most succinctly describe individual or 
collective “self”, what one does or what others think one does (akin to the theories of 
S. de Beauvoir, M. Wittig, and M. Foucault about “self” as performance). Invective, a 
mode of aggressive and polemical argumentation that aims to insult, ridicule, and 
diminish the identity of the target, has been discussed in classical scholarship from 
several perspectives and angles, e.g. comic, sex/gendered, linguistic as in the use of 
insults. This panel is distinctive in accommodating papers that examine some hitherto 
under-researched aspects of “embodied invective”: (1) biological body badges (e.g. 
wrinkling, balding, skin colour, hair or lack of it); (2) disgusting, monstrous, smelly, 
diseased, and handicapped bodies; (3) body modifiers (especially, weapons and tattoos) 
that work as means of masquerading and altering identity (e.g. social status, age); (4) 
clues to deception for the purpose of invective (e.g. distortions of rivals’ physiognomy); 
(5) physical features of marginalized group identities (e.g. foreigners, outlaws, slaves, 
prostitutes, dancers, beggars); and (6) conscious, unconscious, or semi-conscious 
bodily actions that point to sexuality and ethos (e.g. sneezing, defecating, urinating, 
spitting, coughing). 

As the panel examines topics that refer to the intriguing and intricate topic of identity 
construction through invective based on nonverbal behaviour, we encourage the 
submission of papers that draw on interdisciplinary theories and research tools, e.g. 
psychology, anthropology and sociology, performance studies, and body culture 
studies. Interdisciplinary re-examination of ancient evidence on “embodied invective” 
would enhance our knowledge and understanding of the mechanisms of sustaining 
attacks against others, the (legal and moral) limits of invective, and the intersections 
between the human body, self, identity, volition, manners and habits, and the wider 
socio-cultural environment – all that P. Bourdieu’s cultural habitus entails. Extant verse 
and prose texts, fragments, and scholia from Homer to the fifth century AD (with a 
particular focus on late Imperial sources and early Christian writers) are to be examined 
with supplementary archaeological and visual materials. 

 
Biographical notes of organizers 

Dr Dennis Pausch is Professor of Latin at Technical University Dresden and a member 
of the Collaborative Research Centre 1285 “Invectivity. Constellations and Dynamics 
of Disparagement” funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft. His interest in 
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invectives is focused mainly on Cicero’s speeches and on satirical poetry from the late 
republican and early imperial period. His latest publication in this field is intended for 
a broader audience: Virtuose Niedertracht. Die Kunst der Beleidigung in der Antike, 
Beck 2021. 
 
Dr Rafał Toczko is Assistant Professor at Nicolaus Copernicus University. His interest 
lies mostly in the literary aspects of religious polemics of late antiquity, late antique 
epistolography, and rhetoric of Augustine of Hippo. He is the Principal Investigator in 
the project “The History and Rhetoric of Invectives in Greek, Roman, and Early 
Christian Polemics”. He is currently vice-president of the Polish Philological 
Association, and Secretary of Board of the Foundation “Traditio Europae”. His latest 
book is Crimen obicere: Forensic Rhetoric and Augustine's anti-Donatist 
Correspondence, Vandenhoeck und Rupprecht 2021. 
 
Dr Andreas Serafim is Assistant Professor (research) at Nicolaus Copernicus 
University. He obtained his Ph.D. from University College London. He is a specialist 
in ancient Greek oratory/rhetoric, performance and theatricality, invective, nonverbal 
communication, ancient Greek religion, reception of ancient oratory/rhetoric, and a 
wide range of other interdisciplinary approaches, including linguistics, gender/sexuality 
theories, humour theories, communication, and persuasion. He has written four 
monographs and co-edited ten volumes/special issues of journals. His latest book is 
Religious Discourse in Attic Oratory and Politics, Routledge 2021. 


