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The irony of a war waged on terror is not lost on me. 
Violence to combat violence begets more violence. 
But, violence is an inescapable component of the human 
experience, so perhaps the more pertinent question, then, is 
how can we distinguish between justified and unjustified acts of 
violence? 
Is violence ever justified or appropriate? 
Is violence, in a given case, a means to a just or unjust end? 
Is the “justness” of a violent act a matter that can be universally 
agreed upon? Or is the degree of “justness” always relative to 
the perspective from which we view the world?

One man’s necessary force is another’s unnecessary brutality. 
One man’s terrorism is another’s revolution. 

But, Benjamin asks, “What is the meaning of the distinction 
between sanctioned and unsanctioned violence?” not so that we 
may make distinctions between various violent acts, or classify 
specific actions into categories – appropriate, or inappropriate; 
just or unjust. Instead, Benjamin hopes to draw our attention 
to the fact that such distinctions can even be made in the first 
place – and urges us to consider what this capacity to make 
distinctions between sanctioned and unsanctioned violence 
reveals about its very nature. 

Or, how is violence instituted?

To begin with, Benajmin insists that a cause is violent when it 
bears on moral issues. Although he resists the urge to make 
value judgements with respect to what constitutes “just” 
violence, Benajmin does suggest that the dilemma of violence in 
the context of law and justice may be best critiqued with respect 
to the notions of “means” and “ends”. 
Is violence, then, a moral means to achieving just ends?

In order to critique violence, Benjamin also insists that we must 
stand outside the realms of both positive law and natural law – 
two diametrically opposed concepts.  
In the context of this argument, natural law regards violence 
as a product of nature; a raw material – the use of which “is in 
no means problematic unless force is used for unjust ends”. 

Benjamin states that, in the eyes of natural law, a “violent means 
to just ends is no greater problem than man’s “right” to move his 
body in the direction of a desired goal”.

The difficulty comes, however, in that individuals are required to 
give up their right to violence and forsake the rule of natural law 
in order to gain membership to the State. In fact, a fundamental 
condition of inclusion in the State is that our individual capacity 
to make decisions regarding the “justness” of violence is placed 
in the hands of the sovereign body – an institution through which 
violence can be moderated, legislated upon and enforced. This 
is positive law. 

Essentially, we give up our violence for the sake of the State 
because positive law sees violence in the hands of individuals as 
a danger which has the potential to undermine the legal system. 
It is this positive law – or the way in which violence is instituted – 
rather than the concept of natural law, which forms the basis of 
Benjamin’s critique of violence. 

Also, unlike natural law, positive law responds to violence in the 
context of historical precedent. For judgements to be made, 
positive law demands proof of the historical origin of certain acts 
of violence, and the conditions under which such acts could be 
considered legal or sanctioned. 

So, natural law attempts to justify the means by the justness of 
the ends, while positive law guarantees the justness of the ends 
through the justification of the means – a circular argument. Just 
ends can be attained by justified means, but justified means can 
be used for just ends. The result of this is the division of violence 
into three categories: - 

a. Executive violence, or violence pertaining to law 
making

b. Administrative violence, or that which pertains to law 
preserving; and

c. Sovereign violence – a divine violence, which is 
essentailly a preventative mechanism

The Many Sides of Violence

09


