Foreword

This edition of the Philosophical Jonrnal of Conflict and Violence presents a welcome
renewal of scholarly dialogue on violence in the work of the 20% century French
historian of institutions, lay Protestant theological ethicist, and creative synthetic
intellectual Jacques Ellul (1912-1994). In this foreword, I seek first to provide several
guidelines for how one might approach Ellul on conflict and violence, and what is
implied in doing so philosophically; second, to situate this moment of dialogue within
the larger and current scholarly conversation on Ellul; and finally, to highlight several
of the present edition’s significant contributions to the broader dialogue, elucidating
why I think Ellul’s voice is worthy of careful attention today.

I. Sketching an Approach

Many times, those who encounter Jacques Ellul’s thought in one or several
components of his vast and multifaceted written corpus (now comprising more than
60 books and roughly 1200 articles, including ongoing posthumous discoveries and
publications) need not go too far before they encounter questions of violence in one
way or another. Whether in his book explicitly devoted to the topic!; or in his
discussion of the problem of ends and means; or in his theological reflections on
freedom, communication, or a range of other topics; or even in any of his
biographical wrestling with his own willingness to use, reject, or attenuate violence
(in his political commitments prior to the Second World War, his resistance
participation during the war, his trying later work with delinquent youths, or his
Marx-inspired essays on revolution)—violence is a multifaceted theme in Ellul’s
treatment.

However, the two central foci of this journal ought to be distinguished in Ellul’s
thought. We might say that—with the possible exception of a willingness to commit
revolutionary violence in his youth which never manifested in action—while Ellul is
rather outspokenly opposed to wiolence on ethical grounds, conflict (as long as it does
not manifest itself in and as violence) is essential to Ellul’s thought. Whether in his
adaptation of Marx’s dialectical approach to history as a continual play of forces in
tension, or in his Kierkegaardian acceptance of paradox as a constitutive element of
reality, or his rejection of the principle of non-contradiction—both in his own
hermeneutic approach, and in how he intends his dialectical theological/sociological

U Jacques Ellul, Violence : Reflections from a Christian Perspective, trans. Cecelia Gaul Kings (New
York: The Seabury Press, 1969).
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oeuvre to be read—on the intellectual plane, Ellul invites his readers not into a
harmonized world of ordered principles, so much as into the constant negotiation
of conflicting elements.

As has been often noted, Ellul positions himself “against the violent” (Contre les
Violents, the original title of his book on the subject?) by way of a situation of
violence within a dialectic between freedom and necessity and a specific approach to
the question of ends and means: in Ellul’s mind, to give into violence is to act out of
necessity, and no violent means will ever successfully create a situation of freedom.
Ellul’s concept of violence is thus broader and less specific than physical coercion or
assault, expanding to include, for example, the psychological or symbolic violence
implicit in propaganda operations. This less-than-perfectly delineated definition,
which is only one case of Ellul’s approach to many phenomena which he explores,
must therefore be carefully parsed, especially in juxtaposing it with Ellul’s celebrated
concept of fechnigue. Stretched to its limit, the broadest implication of violence might
be taken to refer to any means which does not prioritize the freedom of its object
(though these terms already feel too abstract for Ellul’s manner of speaking). This
approach, which reflects the desire to see without illusions which characterizes Ellul’s
early “Christian realism,” does not lead Ellul to a moral judgment of the one who
adopts violence, so much as it invites those considering violent means to investigate
the consequences of the adoption of such means for their own and others’ ability to
act and live freely. When Ellul’s theology is brought to bear on the question of
violence, the reader is invited to join him in a difficult and deeply personal lived
dialogue with a God whose “kingdom” is constituted precisely by freely bearing the
consequences of the violent choices of others. This mode of “overcoming evil with
good” (Rom. 12:21) cuts off and inverts the self-perpetuation which Ellul sees as
inherent to violence. It then recasts the categories of possible and necessary within
which violent action is situated, calling the human to an inhuman—or rather, perhaps
superhuman, divine—refusal of their own violent capacities and refusal to adore the
power which violent means promise to bestow.

Finally, a comment on considering Ellul on violence philosophically. Though he
exhibits a developed awareness of philosophical dialogue, and his own positioning is
often honed in reaction to contemporary philosophers, Ellul’s chosen concentrated
study in Roman law should signal to us a certain relative weight given to the ethical
mode of thought (as opposed, for example, to the ontological or metaphysical). Ellul
often repeats that the Romans were extremely capable lawmakers and awful
philosophers, while the Greeks were excellent philosophers and rather poor jurists.
Ellul’s focus on law, on the primacy of practice, is of a piece with his thinking about
words. We can see this, for example, in his critiques of Martin Heidegger (whose
famous essay on The Question Concerning Technology was published in the same year as
Ellul’s The Technological Society, both expressing similar concerns in very different
idioms). For all that Ellul found seductive or excellent in Heidegger’s thinking,
Heidegger’s positive political approach to Nazism (which Ellul was aware of from

2 Ellul, Violence: Reflections from a Christian Perspective.



Foreword

early on), however brief, made Ellul question if he could take Heidegger’s words
seriously at all.

We might thus legitimately consider Ellul a philosopher it this latter term implies a
rigorous and definite approach to language; but Ellul’s is an approach which susists on
the relation of words to life, without which these words lose their concrete referent.
Crucially, in contradistinction to the often obscure and abstruse linguistic form which
philosophy often takes—perhaps nowhere more so than in the confluence of various
disciplines such as linguistics, psychoanalysis, Marxist thought, and Nietzschean
philosophy which surged in mid to late twentieth-century French intellectual life, and
which continues to exert a strong influence throughout the West—Ellul’s project is
an apologetic for plain langnage, made in plain language. Instead, Ellul offers a
Kierkegaardian alternative to “postmodern” Nietzschean streams of thought, one
whose attentiveness to language secks not to deconstruct linguistic oppositions so
much as to inhabit them critically and actively.

If Ellul is right, the stakes of this Kierkegaardian/Nietzschean either/ or are high.
By Ellul’s account, instead of accomplishing the postmodern goal of breaking down
concentrations of linguistic identity which might contribute to a resurgence in the
sort of fascism which led to the atrocities of the Second Wotld Wart, the
philosophical approach to language on display in those thinkers who have come to
represent “French thought” to several generations of students outside of France
actually clears the path for the unfettered operation of propaganda on subjects
stripped of the propetly non-violent resistance which taking the spoken word
seriously can offer.? Ellul thus offers us a critical approach to philosophical speaking
in general which throws the ethical import of our relation to language as it bears on
violence into sharp relief.

II. A Moment in a Larger Conversation

As violence receives significant treatment in Ellul’s corpus from various angles, it is
no surprise that the present volume is far from the first treatment of violence in
secondary literature on Ellul. While most readers who have engaged Ellul’s work in
its depth and breadth have been required to address violence under some angle or
other, four moments or aspects of the discussion are worth reviewing here.#

3 In my own research, I have dealt with this topic most extensively in chapter four of Jacob
Marques Rollison, .4 New Reading of Jacques Ellul: Presence and Communication in the Postmodern
World (Lanham, MD: Lexington, 2020), 157-206. However, I consider Christian Roy’s
erudite contribution to the present volume to be a crucial contribution to this theme, as Roy
lucidly extends this same contrast between Ellul and Nietzschean thought back to the early
20™ century in a detail which my own research only hinted at and could not fully develop.
41 am referring to works which focus narrowly on ziolence in Ellul’s thought. Were I to
broaden my scope to include those works which examine the related topics of power,
anarchy, politics, or revolution in Ellul’s thought or which treat violence only through such
lenses, the bibliography would expand considerably. Violence in politics or revolution is
certainly not negligible for Ellul, but it remains a subcategory.
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A first significant moment is marked by the most systematic and sustained
examination of violence in Ellul, which remains Andrew Goddard’s treatment in
Living the Word, Resisting the World: The Life and Thought of Jacques Ellul.> Goddard offers
robust description of Ellul’s sociological and theological approach to violence;
careful situation of violence within the dialectic between freedom and necessity, and
subsequently of this freedom-necessity dialectic within Ellul’s broader theology; and
detailed critical interaction with Ellul. Goddard’s helpful treatment of violence
separately from the state, law, and politics sets his study apart from other works which
treat violence as a subset of these latter elements.

A second, more brief treatment of violence in Ellul came in Frédéric Rognon’s
Jacques Ellul: Une pensée en diatogne (2007), though non-violence in particular has been
a recurring theme throughout Rognon’s work.0 Rognon’ 2007 treatment, which
emphasizes the personal and spiritual dimensions of a true Ellulian ethics of non-
violence (as opposed to non-violence as a stance purely rooted in political
considerations), opens out onto the larger Ellulian category of “nonpower [non-
putissance]”—a deliberate refusal to do that which one has the power to do—which
receives central treatment in Rognon’s reading of Ellul.’

Both the element of cwnflict and the philosophical tenor of the present academic
dialogue mark it off slightly from its notably similar precursor, the 2016 volume
Jacques Ellul on Violence, Resistance, and War, which constitutes the third major
discussion of violence in secondary literature on Ellul. Contributors to that volume
notably laid out a biography of Ellul’s encounters with violence and situated his
theorization of sociological “laws of violence” within the double dialectic between
sociology and theology which structures Ellul’s interdisciplinary and communicative
corpus’ before examining various theoretical and practical contemporary
declinations of war through this lens.!0 Others critically interacted with Ellul’s
proposed theological-ethical response to violence, probing Ellul’s relation to the
traditional theological category of “just war” and situating it among various traditions

5> Andrew Goddard, Living the Word, Resisting the World: The Life and Thought of Jacques Ellul
(Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 2002), 165-198.

¢ Frédéric Rognon, Jacques Ellul : Une pensée en dialogne (Geneva: Labor et Fides, 2007, 2013),
143—147. See also Frédéric Rognon, “Jacques Ellul and the Nonviolent Movements of his
Time in France,” in David W. Gill and David Lovekin, eds., Po/itical I/lusion and Reality: Engaging
the Prophetic Insights of Jacques Ellul (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2018).

7 See Frédéric Rognon, Le défi de la non-puissance : 1.’ ¢cologie de Jacques Ellul et Bernard Charbonnean
(Lyon : Olivetan, coll. Convictions & Société, 2020).

8 Jeffrey M. Shaw and Timothy . Demy, eds., Jacgues Ellul on Violence, Resistance, and War
(Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2016). Some of the contributions in this volume reprint articles from
The Ellul Forum for the Critigue of Technological Civilization, 32 (Fall 2003): “Violence, Terrorism,
and Technology,” available at https://ellulforum.weebly.com/uploads/1/2/2/2/12222617
8/forum_32_2003_fall 1.pdf (accessed Sept. 7, 2023).

? See especially David W. Gill’s contribution, “Jacques Ellul on Living in a Violent World,”
ibid., 1-10.

10 See the contributions by Alexis-Baker, Dal Yong-Jin, Anozie, Kirkpatrick, and Lovekin in
ibid.
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of Protestant theology,'' meditated on the relation between violence and Ellul’s
celebrated sociological discussion of propaganda,'? or offered an autobiographical
account of the impact of Ellul’s interpellation.’3

Finally, other issues of The E/liul Forum represent a fourth, somewhat less focused,
but still noteworthy element of the secondary dialogue. Beyond the issue devoted to
violence mentioned above, other isolated essays applied an Ellulian perspective to
show how the September 11, 2001 attacks in New York City marked a shift in the
form of violence and questioned the means employed in its prevention, or
juxtaposed Ellul’s thinking on violence with that of René Girard—a juxtaposition
which is examined anew herein.!4

III. Contributions of the Present Edition

What, then, might this “fifth” moment in the ongoing dialogue concerning violence
and conflict in Ellul’s thought have to add? Without summarizing each contribution
in detail, I will limit myself to underscoring several recurring themes or unique
contours of this conversation.

First, Ellul’s most widely influential tome remains a centerpiece for present
interaction with his corpus: engagement with The Technological Society is present
throughout most essays included here. More precisely, in Ellul’s analysis of technique,
several essays focus on the crucial role of autonomy and self-angmentation as
characteristics of technique which sets Ellul’s account apart from others. I consider
this engagement to be both very timely, but also worthy of probing. It is zmely, in
particular, as we prepare for the upcoming meeting of the International Jacques Ellul
Society (IJES) slated for July 2024 in Chicago, which will examine the historical and
ongoing importance of this book on the 70" anniversary of its original French
publication.!> However, this engagement is worthy of probing, insofar as it is
problematic if it stops there: Ellul wrote two subsequent books on technique (The
Technological System and The Technological Bluff) which reconsidered, expanded, and
developed his analyses for the changes which had taken place in the decades
tollowing The Technological Society. If the first of these three had the most important
historical impact, faithfulness to it implies continuing onto the second and third, and
going beyond in the spirit of Ellul’s own appropriation of Marx: it is not Ellul’s (or
for Ellul, Marx’s) conclusions which ought to be received as dogma and tradition, but
the spirit of his analysis and communication which ought to be heard, his work which
must be taken up for Zoday.

11 See the contributions by Stokes and Goddard in ibid.

12 See the contributions by Shaw and Fallon in ibid.

13 See the contribution by Baker in ibid.

14 See David Lyon, “Sutveillance After 9/11: Ellul and Electronic Profiling,” in ibid.; Patrick
Troude-Chastenet, “On Terrorism, Violence and War: Looking Back at 9/11 and its
Aftermath,” The Ellul Forum, 57 (June 2016); Matthew Portillo, “Christianity, Violence, and
Anarchy: Girard and Ellul,” in The E/lul Forum 35 (Spring 2005).

15 Details for the conference are available at https://ellul.org/chicago-conference-2024/ .
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Second, there is a rich consideration of how zechnigue underlies or overlaps with a
sort of “systematized” violence. For example, Coccimiglio effectively underscores
Ellul’s critiques of the dawning mutation of education and the university under
pressure exerted by technical concerns, offering critical purchase on educational
developments across the contemporary west. Heystee’s essay highlights how, in the
impersonality offered by life under a society defined by technique, violence ceases to
be intentional, willed, and personal, becoming instead a byproduct of ‘the way things
are” Lyssenko’s essay explores this aspect of violence as a societal, or spiritual, or in
any case human ‘law; yet one which takes a particular form in the present. In all these
cases, violence becomes a secretion of human interrelations irreducible and
sometimes untraceable to any individual choice. For Ellul, this is precisely the
point—and while it is perhaps a sort of sociological law, Ellul saw in this law precisely
the necessity which human freedom ought to challenge and overcome.

Third, several essays pick up on how Ellul’s analysis of technique allows us to see
the relation between technique and power and highlight Ellul’s ethical response as a
call to nonpower, a precision of the form of freedom today as a refusal of the possible,
a limitation in the use of technical capacities. Morelli especially parses biblical wisdom
literature ironically to draw out an Ellulian critique of power, before thinking through
‘non-power’ in a theologically informed ethic oriented by freedom and love.

Fourth, the submissions to this volume allow us to discern an opposition between
violence and langnage, or perhaps ‘word,” in Ellul’s thinking. Here especially, the conflict
of dialogue, of voices in dissent, is set up as a living and desirable counterpoint to
violence. Bassac’s article nicely highlights both this dimension of meaning (particularly
in Ellul’s biblical hermeneutics) as stemming from the confrontation of
‘contradictory’ texts and the opposition between language and violence. Certainly,
those looking to deepen this aspect of Ellul’s thought will find his texts on Propaganda
and The Humiliation of the Word most fruitful.

And finally, the necessity of reading Ellul in the dialogues in which he took part,
of carefully tracing his influencing and being influenced by his readings and
readers—both inside and outside of his native France—marks an important trend in
recent Ellul research which is continued in this volume. Bassac brings light to Ellul’s
relations with Georges Casalis and Jean-Marie Domenach; Heystee highlights an
underexplored dimension of Ellul’s North American reception, namely the impact
of Ellul on the trajectory of Canadian Platonist philosopher George Grant; Gaskin
offers productively crossed readings of Ellul and the American literary figure Cormac
MecCarthy; Coccimiglio adds a reflective juxtaposition of Ellul and Simone Weil; with
Lyssenko, we reexamine Ellul and Girard; in Morelli’s contribution, Ellul is seen as a
critical forerunner to Gilles Deleuze, Michel Foucault, and Giorgio Agamben—a
trend deepened and extended further back in time by Christian Roy’s witty and
nuanced exploration of Ellul’s personalist writings alongside Georges Bataille’s early
20t century French Nietzschean thought. This careful scholarship offers a necessarily
rigorous orientation to the communicative force of Ellul’s writings, without which
his readers often risk misunderstanding him.

In my estimation, this discussion thus picks up on an aspect of Ellul’s legacy
which values careful dialogue, a renewed emphasis on the importance of words, and
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a contemplative self-limitation of power as a vibrant and ethically necessary challenge
posed to a society in which violence is both structural, integrated, and
depersonalized. It leaves the invitation to Ellul’s theology open for those with ears to
hear, without imposing, And it buttresses our understanding of Ellul’s understanding
of his own “prophetic” vocation as a watchman. To hear Ellul propetly is to have been
warned, challenged, and perhaps even invited to take up the same vocation.

Jacob Marques Rollison
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