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Introduction 
 
Many years ago when I used to teach about ‘culture’ I would begin with a definition (‘the 

integrated system, characteristic of the members of a society, of learnt attitudes and behaviour 

patterns leading to a world view’) that suggested to my students that essentially culture is ‘all in 

the mind’. Even what seems to be a very concrete expression of a culture – something like its 

architecture – is the product of mythological thinking. Myths of this sort have always been the 

indispensable foundation of the powerful political, economic and social movements that make 

up a culture. The fascist culture of the Third Reich, to take an obvious example, was informed 

by a number of myths to do with racial supremacies and historical entitlements. Further, though 

myths are not necessarily or essentially evil, they often are.  

 

 

The Industrial-Military Complex 

 

It is easy to underestimate ideologies. There is always a danger that when we consider 

economic injustice – as we are trying to do in this essay – the first thing that comes to mind is 

institutions and organisations, made up of something very recognisable, namely people with 

jobs, working at specific sites, often producing certain goods and services. Take, for instance, 

the industrial-military complex, an excellent example of something which has produced multiple 

economic injustices. This is not, of course, because of the jobs, sites, goods and services, but 

because the industrial-military complex has grown into a means whereby wealthy nations have 

imposed their will on other nations to their economic advantage. But my big point is this. They 

have been able to do this, not only because they have the institutional structures, but also 

because of the widely believed myths that support their behaviour, myths such as ‘redemptive 

violence’ and ‘security’. In order to make my point I want to take this example – the industrial-

military complex – and the two supporting myths – ‘redemptive violence’ and ‘security’ – and 

look at them in a little more detail. 

  

First, let me say something about the industrial-military complex itself. The US defence 

budget is the largest in the world by far, and Britain’s is the second largest. According to the 

2010 edition of the Economist Pocket World in Figures [1] the United States spent $552.6 

billion on defence in 2007 with the United Kingdom second with $66.3 billion. Together these 

nations are responsible for many injustices, most of them only possible because of the vast 

size of these military budgets. The mythological framework also allows them to perpetrate 

these injustices with something like a good conscience. As I hope to show, myths such as 

‘redemptive violence’ and ‘security’ are the fuel in the motor of something – the industrial-

military complex – which otherwise would appear to be so irrational and monstrous, that 

public opinion – to extend the metaphor – would bring it to a standstill.       
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The ‘Redemptive Violence’ Myth 

 

‘Redemptive violence’ as a myth has been beautifully explained by Walter Wink [2] (with the 

help of Paul Ricoeur) and I only want to sketch in the details here. Basically, the idea is that 

violence is permissible if it is in a good cause, particularly where it is used to counter unjust 

violence. It is the Wild West ethic. In the typical Wild West story a town is being terrorised by evil 

outlaws. A gunfighter appears, who by superior gunfire can subdue the enemy and set the 

citizens free. Sometimes the gunman is the sheriff (or a new sheriff) but more often he is a lone 

trouble-shooter who is above the law. He comes in, does the business, and then leaves as 

mysteriously as he came, and it is this mysterious feeling which helps to heighten the 

mythological quality of the story. Of course, in any law-and-order story there is a debate about 

the proper use of violence. On one view a duly appointed sheriff has the sort of authority that 

includes the use of force within certain limits. In the same way, a police force, or a trans-national 

force, like the UN peacekeepers, may have the right to use force in well-defined circumstances. 

In these cases, however, the use of violence lies within the notion of lawful procedure. The final 

appeal is to the law, while the final appeal in the case of ‘redemptive violence’ is to violence 

itself, or to a ‘justice’ defined by the enforcer; a ‘justice’ which all too often consists of ‘might is 

right’.    

 

 

The ‘Security’ Myth 

 

A second myth is that of security, that is to say the absolute right of the powerful to use any 

means that come to hand to secure themselves against possible threats, including the threat to 

their standard of living. There are many examples of this myth in action in quite recent history. 

Some of the most deadly examples might be: the decimation of the native populations of North 

America and Australia to provide land and ‘security’ for the white settlers; the annihilation of a 

whole class, the Kulaks, in Soviet Russia, to save the communist experiment from its enemies; 

the attempted systematic destruction of the Jewish people to ‘cleanse’ (notice the word) the 

German people.  

 

Security in recent times has been particularly linked with counter-terrorism, and the ‘war against 

terror’ has thrown up multiple injustices, large and small. I mention just three of them. The first is 

the death of many Iraqi civilians in a war which was supposedly to protect the West from 

weapons of mass destruction – and so improve its security (the war was later billed as the 

means towards the overthrow of a tyrant, but this only became the major rationale after it was 

clear that there were no weapons of mass-destruction). If the actual reason for the war was 

securing access to oil (which it may well have been) then that is even more sinister, because 

the security of Britain and the United States also depends on adequate oil supplies.  

 

On a smaller scale there is the use of drones in Afghanistan and even within the borders of 

NATO’s ‘ally’, Pakistan. It is clear that in virtually every drone strike innocent people are killed. In 

such a strike the victims cannot defend themselves in court, for example, by showing that they 

are ignorant of what is going on and therefore innocent. They are simply slaughtered by some 

‘higher power’ that they have never met, or even seen at a distance. It is a worse situation, from 

a justice point of view, than, say, bombers that cause civilian casualties in a war- time bombing 

raid, because such bombers, at least in theory, have a military target within an enemy country 
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(the deliberate targeting of civilian populations, as done by both side in World War II is, of 

course, inexcusable). Drones by contrast work in a ‘mixed’ situation where many of the 

casualties are simply going about their business without any thought of war. Even the so-called 

enemies who are being so deliberately and precisely targeted, might be able to prove their 

innocence if they were given the chance. 

 

A third example would be the use of torture to extract information which might (or might not) be 

useful in preventing a terrorist attack, and so increase ‘security’. But then we know that all sorts 

of powerful people use violence, including torture, to protect their security. We condemn this 

example of ‘ends justifying the means’, while condoning it when it plays in our favour. President 

Assad of Syria sees himself as the head of his country’s legitimate government. Why should he 

not shoot, maim and torture those whom he rightly sees as threatening his government? In 

other words, when we put our security first, we quickly become terrorists ourselves. Policemen 

acting outside the law, or using such methods as torture, are still acting unlawfully even though 

they are policemen and think that they are serving a good cause. 

 

 

Leaving the Empire - Conclusion 

 

In John’s Apocalypse we read about some of the commercial activities carried on by the Roman 

Empire (18:11-20) including the economic injustices that were part of this. Christian people living 

in the Empire were ordered by God to leave, ‘so that you will not share in her sins’ (18:4). This 

could not have meant to leave the Empire in a geographical sense – there was nowhere to go. It 

meant rather that they must leave the structures of economic injustice that they were part of. As 

Twenty-first Century Christians, we need to work on this idea. Commerce is not necessarily 

wrong, but exploitative commerce certainly is. Is it really possible to work justly within the 

industrial-military complex, for example? We need to think about it, and not only about who pays 

my wages, but where I shop, where I go on holiday, indeed my whole life-style. Also, as I have 

tried to demonstrate, our Christian consciences can be easily deluded by the powerful myths 

that excuse, validate and promote these structures of economic injustice.    

 

 

Notes 

 
[1] London: Profile Books, 2009 p. 103   

 

[2] Engaging the Powers, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992 pp. 13-3 

 

 
 

Please Note: The views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the position 
of Redcliffe College. 

This and other articles can be downloaded from the Encounters website (www.redcliffe.org/encounters). 

file:///C:/Users/Paul%20Tanner/Downloads/www.redcliffe.org/encounters

