Robert Richardson
Political Theology
Professor Stanton
31 July 2023
“Sovereign Violence: Secular vs Sacred” 
Let’s first begin with a definition of sovereignty:
“But there is in fact a definition that captures what sovereignty came to mean in early modern Europe and of which most subsequent definitions are a variant: supreme authority within a territory.” (SEP, Sovereignty). In their article, “Sovereignty and Sovereign Power”, Arjun Chowdhury and Raymond Duvall, respectively, discuss the nature of sovereignty in a section, in this article, titled, ‘Disaggregating sovereignty and sovereign power’, justifying the distinction between sovereignty and sovereign power, within the context of the failed state, saying: “The failed state is characterized by the transgression and/or the dissolution of the law. Theorizations of sovereignty in Political Theory and International Relations, by contrast, posit the existence of the law backed by an authority to enforce it.” (Chowdhury, Duvall, 196). They are referring here to the breakdown of law vs. the valid imposition of law. As they say a little later expanding on what they mean by disaggregating or separating the categories, of sovereignty and sovereign power: “The focus on the law suggests that sovereignty is not reducible to domination or extortion by the ruler; indeed, simple domination marks the absence or voiding of sovereignty.” (Chowdhury, Duvall, 196). This is an important distinction which essentially claims that sovereign power is not characterized starting with the power element and then proceeding to read into “simple domination” the character of sovereignty. This is to say sovereignty is not merely the exercise of power against a group or person with the consequence that some significant effect, perhaps negative punishments, has been created with regard to these people/person (i.e. imprisonment, execution, sanctions etc.) Rather it is with regard to these that they are valid, and this means characterized by law. 
But what is the definition of law? Well, first, it is natural that there would be a law, and Chowdhury and Duvall conceive of this within either democracies or communist societies. What is essential to these laws, however, is that they be determined with the recognition of the governed as a people and not based upon unnecessary domination. So, the law must be legitimate; as quoted, above, by Chowdhury and Duvall. Furthermore, within the context of Chowdhury’s and Duvall’s discussion the nature of the sovereign and sovereign act of law is essentially tied to being able to determine the ‘state of exception’ or what is characterized by the ‘necessary’ suspension of law—this too must be legitimate and based upon the same principle of the recognition of the society of people, not arbitrary domination to be sovereign law (Chowdhury, Duval, 193). If this principle is violated based upon the written law or its suspension with regard to the recognition and upholding and of the treating of the society as people and coercive action is taken based upon arbitrary domination and not based upon the preservation of the people as a whole then sovereignty and sovereign law does not exist, according to Chowdhury and Duvall and correspondingly sovereign power since as already stated, power gains it sovereignty not through the fact of its exercise but as deriving from a sovereign ruler or authority, which is in such a loss of sovereignty would annul the law of its binding sovereign force (Chowdhury, Duval, 196). 
So, Carl Schmitt’s characterization of the state of exception as belonging to the sovereign would only be allowed, in a legitimate state, if it were at all, only under the ‘sovereign’ definition. Under this definition it is not as Schmitt claims merely the authorization to use one’s sovereignty to determine what laws should be suspended during the state of exception that determines the act of sovereignty but rather the acting correctly in accordance with the interest of the people whom one is sovereign over that makes one sovereign. Schmitt having stated the following below, contradicts the definition given by Chowdhury and Duvall, as is evident: “If there is some person or institution, in a given polity, capable of bringing about a total suspension of the law and then to use extra-legal force to normalize the situation, then that person or institution is the sovereign in that polity.” (SEP, Schmitt). Schmitt’s definition essentially essentializes the role of sovereign to being able to suspend the law, whereas, Chowdhury and Duvall provide a more contingent definition of sovereignty, based upon correct use of the law, being what makes the person using it a sovereign in law, so to speak, along with the power and authority that Schmitt mentions, having two conditions required to be a sovereign in the law, rather than Schmitt’s one.
 Contra the explanation up to this point Benjamin, in his Critique of Violence, has this to say about legitimate compared to illegitimate uses of violence: “All violence…is either lawmaking or law-preserving. If…neither…it forfeits all validity.” (Benjamin, 244) But he goes on, “all violence as a means…is implicated in the problematic nature of law itself” (Benjamin, 244). Discussing further the problem of law he says, “Lawmaking is powermaking,…an immediate manifestation of violence. Justice…principle…of…divine endmaking…,power…all mythic lawmaking.” (Benjamin, 248). He separates the distinction between violence conceived of as an exercise of power over other people, or mythic lawmaking as he characterizes it, or power without sovereignty, and divine violence. Near the end of this chapter he says, “Once again all the eternal forms are open to pure divine violence which myth bastardized with law” and a little later, at the end, “Divine violence, which is the sign and the seal but never the means of sacred dispatch, may be called “sovereign” violence.” (Benjamin, 252) He is characterizing what is sovereign about violence as not being characterized by some sort of justification but by the “pure eternal forms” that supply the basis for divine violence as opposed to justice motivated violence which only conceals their basis in power, punishment and the desire for bloodshed.  Benjamin is advocating therefore for a spiritualizing of the concept of violence, not bound by mere law. It is characterized by a sovereign internal divine element that motivates it. The state of exception of Schmitt, and him who acts as sovereign as he decides what counts as law, discussed earlier, is mere power, as well law motivated for justice and are neither ‘solutions’ or are sufficient to address sovereign violence. 
Radical Orthodoxy, a relatively modern and recent movement within theology, traces its theoretical underpinnings to the publication of a book by John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory in 1990, in which Milbank achieved international recognition. However, Radical Orthodoxy only becomes the historical movement characterized by its three principal figures, who had common Cambridge academic similarities at the time being part of Peter House College at Cambridge University, and part of a theological study group and theological theory group studying theory upon their study together. These three principal founding figures were John Milbank, Catherine Pickstock and Graham Ward. It is only with the publication of the book edited by them titled, Radical Orthodoxy: A New Theology, containing several essays by those who were now associated with this “New Theology”, that Radical Orthodoxy, as a movement is given a name and officially takes off. This, clearly, happened in 1999, years after the seminal Milkbankian text, Theology and Social Theory, referred to, was laying the path and tendencies that would come to define this new religious and also political theological movement. While the title of the book Theology and Social Theory might lead one to think that there was advocated an association and alliance between these subjects, in fact, Milbank’s text would differentiate social theory from theology and take the stance that social theory was a thoroughly secular, and furthermore pagan perspective from the proper theological point of view. This polemical and anti-secularized tendency puts the Radical in Orthodoxy. Understanding Radical Orthodoxy apart from the critique and polemic against social theory, political theory, etc. distorts the guiding tendency and purpose of this movement. Secular movements were indeed characterized by Milbank himself as perpetuating violence. 
This much cleared up, it is not as though Radical Orthodoxy was not engaging with social theory and political theory, cultural theory, economic theory and such, it is just that such theory was seen as not only thoroughly bankrupt but thoroughly having non-being in relation to the ontological category and Christology of God wherein any other perspective only had a subordinate relationship and place within this larger Christian theology via a legitimate place in the hierarchy of the biblical scriptural theodicy of God; absent this all secular thought was literally characterized by absence and was ‘nothing’. This claim in itself leads one to think that Radical Orthodoxy was truly radical claiming the annihilation of the legitimation of the secular thought and the so called reality of secular existence.
While it seems that this is in fact a true characterization we are getting somewhat ahead of ourselves and should provide some explanation of the way that Radical Orthodoxy ended up this way. To do so it will be helpful to examine some of the presuppositions of Radical Orthodoxy and the tradition wherein it was derived. This will be beneficial as it will start to explain what is orthodox in the term Radical Orthodoxy, having now look very briefly, at a radical tendency and mode of this central movement and theory. The influences of Radical Orthodoxy include Plato and Neo-Platonism (minus the Gnostics like Plotinus etc.), as well as chiefly Augustine and Aquinas, largely catholic sources. However, Pickstock, Milbank and Ward are Anglican, so technically Protestant-Catholics, like much of the people inhabiting England in general, being as they all grew up in England. 
The central figure for analysis with regard to violence is Alasdair John Milbank or more commonly John Milbank. Milbank was born the town of Kings Langley, in Hertfordshire county in England on October 23, 1952. He is currently professor at the University of Nottingham, having taught at University of Virginia, and earlier Cambridge and Lancaster. As mentioned Radical Orthodoxy perhaps traces its origins back to the publication of his Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason, which I will I will now discuss briefly.
 On page 3 of Theology and Social Theory, Milbank claims, that the secular discourse, “is actually constituted in its secularity by ‘heresy’ in relation to orthodox Christianity, or else a rejection of Christianity that is more ‘neo-pagan’ than simply anti-religious.” (Rasmusson, 1). One way this claim is essentially justified is through reference to Hobbes and Machiavelli and their thinking, specifically this refers to Machiavelli’s concepts of “instrumental manipulation” and Hobbes’ idea, of “the war of all against all”. (Rasmusson, 1) Milbank characterises, through implicating their thought, such thinkers as Hegel and Marx, Durkheim, Simmel and others such as Weber as characteristically located within this same “ontology of violence” (to use Milbank’s parlance and phraseology), thus implicating these figures, presumable figures of secular reason, in this same implicitly ‘neo-pagan’ idolatry.  Essentially this allows Milbank to build this antisecular theopolitical vision that he discusses in the rest of the work, based upon the absence that he portends secularism reneges to under the gaze of his theopolitics. This desacralizes the supposedly scientific post-Enlightenment world call to reason and the secularized ethics that come with these so called universal and moralistic claims such as the “the Kantian categorical imperative”, as being of merely human origin, and implicated in this neo-pagan reality. Understanding this is central, only with this can he build, as we’ve discussed, on his central influence, of Aquinas, Augustine, Luther, and the neo-platonic world and develop his Anglican centric Radical Orthodoxy. 
A question arises however. Did he with his wave of the hand and this technique from the outset of his book commit a faux pas move against the moral assumptions of secularism with little explanation? If so this undermines one of the central early texts of Radical Orthodoxy. While per the genetic fallacy this would not illegitimate the heirs of this movement in the successors that have followed it does cast a hermeneutic of suspicion on this point. Particularly, we can understand this with the Nietzschean claim “God is dead” for Milbank it is correspondingly, accurate that Milbank might with equal epistemic plausibility refute this and reply, “Secularism is dead”. But while Nietzsche could apply a hermeneutic and critical perspective of suspicion given his training in philology and general critical acumen, we could epistemically examine this suspicion and make the claim that Milbank needs technique to deconstruct the secular to also be justified in his claims. Rather than deconstruct he seems, however, to destruct claims to secular authority. 
Chris Huebner makes a similar point in his, A Precarious Peace: Yoderian Explorations on Theology, Knowledge, and Identity, saying as Rasmussen quotes him that, “Milbank’s project”, "appears to be devoted to the Constantinian task of developing a civilizational religion. ... [O]ne gets the sense that he wants the church to simply supplant the world rather than embodying a concrete alternative in the midst of it.” (Rasmussen, 5). Graham Ward makes a similar claim. Despite being cordoned within the overarching label Radical Orthodoxy he is not above challenging the general premise of Milbank’s argument in this work. In the end of his article, “John Milbank’s Divina Commedia” which is an essay critiquing the Milbankian work we have been looking at, in short, he claims in this essay in the final line regarding this essay of Milbank, “It is the question of that violence that must be more adequately accounted for in John Milbank’s Christian ontology of peace” (Ward, 318). In reference to the verbally violent nature of Milbank’s text here, Ward has the following to say, “If all differences are to be accorded a place within the unfolding creativity of the Godhead, then there can only be one metanarrative; for there is only one metanarrator. But how does the Christian story relate to this one metanarrative? Does John Milbank not too readily assume that they are the same.” (Ward, 316) And then the crucial ending this section…“Without further clarification might not Milbank's Christian story become a Christian imperialism that polices the sublime?” (Ward, 317) Ward’s conclusion seems to be that equating the Godhead with himself, and becoming “metanarrator” himself Milbank becomes unnervingly close and comes towards the point of imitating the character of God and even acting in God’s place. Such a conclusion would amount to charging Milbank with religious heresy and attempting to “play God”. 
Correspondingly, returning to the idea of violence and “ontological violence” in Milbanks “parlance and phraseology” to quote myself as I pointed out before, Ward’s conclusion essentially underwrites, the claim to why the secular would be characterized by Milbank as ‘nothing’, characterized as it is by a sacral act of annihilating violence, furthermore explaining the relationship between Milbank’s doctrine of peace (Jesus) and the associated “sacred” violence that the God of the Old Testament, along with the Holy Spirit perpetuates, being as they are absolved into one and the same image of God. The Milbankean metanarrative, irks around this idea of Milbank acting as this sacred voice as being, the violence, and medium through which God annihilates. This text serves as the vestigial to perform this sacred command. Policing, that is, annihilating any sublime acts that violate sanctified moral prohibition as deemed by Milbank himself. Essentially, violating the commandment thou shall not kill, but then killing or attempting it in the name of peace (Christian imperialism) or putting the radical in orthodoxy. This very much is the attempting to bring the kingdom of heaven (and hell) to earth, absent God himself, that is. Ward supplies the necessary information but hesitates to draw the explicit argument. Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that some portions of Radical Orthodoxy still have the critical acumen to recognize the faux pas that Milbank gives himself, the heresy and the overstepping towards the exercise of God’s power rather than remaining a humble and meek creature of God as expected by Christianity in Jesus. This is Old Testament Christianity, certainly not the religious pacifism implicit in the Christology of faith. It is also distant from the attempt to secularized religion in light of modern society (liberalism). 
Following Augustine, then, Milbank argues that “worldly justice and government as paideia are not thereby abandoned as desirable objectives. On the contrary…they are truly realized in the city of God: full in heaven, but also partially here on earth.” (Souza, Radical Orthodoxy-Counter Ethics). Souza claims that Milbank’s perspective can be characterized by the view that, “there will be some sin, and therefore a need for its regulation through worldly dominium and the worldly peace”. (Souza, Radical Orthodoxy-Counter Ethics). Later in the article Souza characterises Milbank as follows, “Milbank seems to have moved somewhat from this position in one of his later works: he writes in Being Reconciled (2003) that violence is violence “only when it is also evil,” i.e. there is violence that is evil, but it is also evil not to fight “evil violence” with proper violence.” (Souza, Radical Orthodoxy-Counter Ethics). 
Clearly enough, within Milbank, though somewhat cloaked, we get a statement of sovereign violence, and the idea that he is sovereign, i.e. sovereign through God to approach the character of God. Having now introduced some of the religious investiture to sanctified sovereign violence that Milbank thinks of himself acting and promoting for others with regard to the Godhead, I will now show how other thinkers such as Cavanaugh challenge the basic tincture and character of this supposition that earthy violence is made sacred through the approval of God that Milbank seems to assume. Using Milbank as an example, and characteristic foil, for claims to the legitimacy of religious violence more generally, we can also see how other thinkers like Cavanaugh challenge the “religious” nature of violence and simplify it to just violence, and consider our central concern of whether religious violence exists as a separate sacred category from the so called secular or profane type of violence. The preceding was only a synoptic treatment of the general perspective that much of religious violence entails more broadly. Other thinkers, likewise religiously motivated, I would characterize, as having “typical” uses of the idea of sovereign violence and can be broadly characterized as being of a “type” with the Milbankian advocating of religious violence.
Cavanaugh’s argument, as we will see, does much to try to counter the theological tradition and suggestion of the promotion of religious violence as God ordained and necessarily sacred, highlighting instead the broad congruence within the larger tradition of secular violence, arguing not therefore for the differentiation of sovereign violence as religious sovereign violence or secular sovereign violence but rather for the categorically simpler explanation of merely violence as characteristic of each of the so called ‘types’, implying their broadly similar characteristic overlap and justification, as merely violence. Milbank is largely just an initial foil and characteristic sort of target, as I was saying, for this larger polemical treatment that Cavanaugh reads into this religious claim of sovereign religious violence. If Cavanaugh’s argument applies to Milbank it should generally apply more broadly to much of this tradition that characterizes a distinction between these two sorts of violence.
	William Cavanaugh argues against religious violence as categorically distinct and is known for his work in political theology. His book, The Myth of Religious Violence: Secular Ideology and the Roots of Modern Conflict, examines the deeper mythos of religious violence by making the claim that the religious as such is an artificial category. Religious violence is too artificial, and a myth and so the modern use of the term violence generally, as in theological and secular contexts does not exist, in a difference between the two. Generally, as a general tendency, this is to secularize the religious, in particular religious violence, to make it characteristically a secular phenomena. The general shift towards liberalism characteristic of the modern separation of church and state, denies the authorization of the concept of the religious as a viable belief system differentiated from the secular, in some variants at least of liberalism. Therefore, the religious is not immune from the secular charge of the criticism of it as not being in a separate sphere of existence and reality from the secular. Therefore the religious is not sealed and exempt from criticism by the secular due to its holy stature and imprimatur being exempt from usual modes of discourse, rather the secular it is equal with religion and subject to the same standards of approbation and condemnation in criticism (of in criticism) and examination of it standards relative to the standards of modern institutional secular categorical values and assumptions within the liberal democracy and Western civilization. The religious, then, is a defunct and no longer pure ontological category. This impinges on the secular concept of so called “sovereign violence”, (i.e. the category of religious violence, as “sacred sovereign violence” is no longer sacrosanct with what is relative to modern standards, merely “sovereign violence” since stripped of its religious order as a concept). Cavanaugh’s criticism pursues this line. To summarize Cavanaugh’s position, “He contends that such a notion is inaccurate because there is no transhistorical or transcultural essence to religion, and any effort to distinctly separate religious violence from secular violence ends up being incoherent.” (Cottle, 176-77) Others like Juergensmeyer, who wrote Terror and the Mind of God, which Cavanaugh calls perhaps the most influential book on religious violence, pose contradictory statements to this statement of Cavanaugh’s position. Cavanaugh himself points this out in his Harvard Divinity Bulletin article, “Does Religion Cause Violence?”.  Juergensmeyer, and many others, are therefore opposed to the point that Cavanaugh is making, as can be seen in the following summarization and rewording of Juergensmeyer’s position on this question of whether religious violence actually exists made by Cavanaugh, which is now quoted next in part, “ “What makes religious violence particularly savage and relentless” is that it puts worldly conflicts in a “larger than life” context of “cosmic war.” Secular political conflicts—that is, “more rational” conflicts, such as those over land—are of a fundamentally different character than those in which the stakes have been raised by religious absolutism to cosmic proportions.” ” (Cavanaugh, “Does Religion Cause Violence?”). This refutes the argument discussed about the nature of the secularization of the religious as lacking “sacral” authority discussed in relation to the characterization made of religion as being a secularized region rather than having its own “pure ontological category” and resists the tendency to relativize religion to the secular ontology of Western Civilization, liberal democracy and also perhaps should be added the nation state. While this does not make Juergensmeyer’s point absolutely restrictive, to the argument, Cavanaugh is making based upon the evidence of this quote alone it does supply the missing article of “faith” so to speak and “cosmic war” that perhaps needs to be countered. This, however, while illuminating to the general argument against Cavanaugh, doesn’t dispel tout court, in itself, the general thrust of Cavanaugh’s point. Levels of extremism, similar to religion, and clearly secular, could perhaps be cited by Cavanaugh in other motivating regions such as, atheism, nihilistic views and anarchism and could also be ‘cosmic’ and savage etc. So, the corollary that prima facie this collapses Cavanaugh’s argument that religious violence is not secular because cosmic can be rendered debunked. However, as a lesser point, Juergensmeyer’s does somewhat undermine the idea that religious violence is in no metaphysical sense different. Perhaps however, similarly once again, the same could be said of the secular ideologies of Marxist/Capitalist schisms, Trump vs Biden contestations, and the power to generate these that can be motivating forms of extreme violence and even “religious violence”, to blur the line the other way, and see secular violence as somewhat religious. The idea that for violence to count as sovereign, and to be metaphysically extreme, it must be religious seems to be dubious so this emphasizes Cavanaugh’s point, perhaps, not in a “cosmic scale” of everything in the universe, but it is not altogether not cosmic to characterized these so called “secular” disputes, as stated, at least on the material plane (earth and it’s inhabitants) as cosmic disputes, so once again this emphasizes the question of the distinction between religious/secular nature of violence. 
Now quoting Cavanaugh’s summary of a similar point, Juergensmeyer makes that he characterizes as “subverting” Juergensmeyer’s entire argument he states, “In Juergensmeyer’s earlier book, The New Cold War? Religious Nationalism Confronts the Secular State he writes: Secular nationalism, like religion, embraces what one scholar calls ‘a doctrine of destiny.’ One can take this way of looking at secular nationalism a step further and state flatly . . . that secular nationalism is ‘a religion.’ ” (Cavanaugh, “Does Religion Cause Violence?”). So, Juergensmeyer seems inconsistent on the point, about the “sharp separation” between religion and the secular, that he is making on this point and Cavanaugh is quick to notice the inconsistency. Cavanaugh, right after, claims that others such as Kimball make similar concessions to the way that religion mirrors in this case nationalism though this could be connected back to any of the other types of extreme ideologies discussed earlier (Cavanaugh, “Does Religion Cause Violence?”). Cavanaugh also cities the political theorist Bhikhu Parekh, shortly after, as making a similar error of undermining their claim through contradiction of religious extremism being separated from forms of secular extremism and stating the opposite, which is that they are not separated at another point in time (Cavanaugh, “Does Religion Cause Violence?”). In any case, a number of scholars apparently lapsed into this error. 
As should be clear from the forgoing the distinction of religious violence compared to the secular has be a hotly contested area, with little ground conceded on either side. Arguing for a distinction between religious and secular violence, on the preceding analysis at any rate, seems a shaky and disheartening enterprise. So much must depend on the evidence given for religious truth and justification which has been equally contested and is beyond the scope of this current entry and discussion. At any rate the conversation about violence though seemingly at an impasse remains a controversial and frequent hot button and intense and as we have seen with Milbank, verbally violent and fraught, issue of discussion within political theology, which this Encyclopedia has attempted to clarify in the core with regard to the differences and more often than not apparent similarities between religious and secular violence. 
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