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                                               For the basic mechanism of violence to be effective , it must remain hidden.—R. Girard                                                                                    

    The existence of human societies without justice is unthinkable.  Without justice, in several

relevant forms, human life in a so-called society bereft of justice(s) would be indistinguishable

from Hobbes’ state of nature: short, brutish and nasty.  The promotion of justice does reduce the amount of conflict or violence which otherwise characterizes human interactions. However, the reduction of violence does not always mean that it is or even can be entirely eliminated from the more peaceful conditions brought about by justice (in action and through institutional arrangements). Religion, moral philosophies and legal systems are all, each in their own way, more or less centrally concerned with the conservation and promotion of justice in place of conflict or violence. And, various theories of economic or distributive justice have been

proposed which seek the same end, but here the  justice to be realized or promoted concerns fair

or equitable human acquisition and exchange of material goods. Despite the overt achievement

of distributive justice through implementation or normative application of some theory of such

justice, I explore, to the contrary, the following thesis in this paper:  

              That distributive justice, where specifically imposed on human material conduct,     
              may reduce or even eliminate economic conflict or violence at the observable level
              of human interactions. However, the implementation or imposition of a distributive
              system of justice is not only an act of violence itself but that the working of such a
              system requires maintaining and re-distributing economic conflict or violence. The

              violence  is merely re-named or re-described in such a way as to obscure the true  
              nature of the activity sanctioned by secular systems of economic or distributive 
              justice.

    The following remarks on the thesis, which will elaborated more fully in the conference paper, are in order.  Given my thesis, the general focus of my paper is the nature of the justice which   
ought to obtain and which we are “obligated” to bring about as a basic human condition before 
(or along with) the implementation or institutionalization of more specific material systems of 
distributive economic justice.  More conventional or traditional approaches to distributive or
economic justice seem to ignore the possibility that the original material conditions of human beings within a particular society may be unjust to begin with; and that consequently, however
well intended the society’s distributive justice system is, it does not ameliorate these original 
unjust or harmful conditions in which some members of society find themselves.  Indeed, in all

probability and based on prevalent historical conditions, I will suggest that a current distributive justice like free market capitalism may well aggravate such original economically unjust conditions in which some members of a capitalist society may (barely) subsist.  Beginning from 

an economically marginal and endangered condition, some members of a capitalist society are,  
in a sense, sacrificial victims of an otherwise beneficial capitalist economic system.  Such economic systems, I argue, leave some human beings behind, sacrificing their well-being as the
unavoidable or necessary consequences of the operation of the free market economic system. 
In my argument then, the competitive free market economic system is based on an induced  
economic mimetic desire for material well-being and that such competition, especially for those

who are successful appropriators in this economic competition, has the double effect of blinding  
the successful participants to the needs of others who begin (and remain) in economically marginal and impoverished conditions.  While we (successfully) pursue our own economic desires, we become or remain unmindful of those in dire subsistence need.  Granted, such “forgotten” human beings are the (albeit in part) unintended victims of our own mimetic economic desires—but sacrificial victims they are nonetheless.  
    Before turning to further elaboration of my thesis, I first review some definitions of violence and present a brief summary of Rene Girard’s conception of the generative power of mimesis in 
respect to the emergence of violence in human interactions. In discussing Girard (1979), and 
Schwager’s (1987) elaboration of the Girardian conception of violence, I suggest that in the 
interest of securing economic justice the secular model(s) discussed below are inadequate to

the task of overcoming violence (which remains hidden).  Rather, drawing on Girard and  Schwager, I propose that the gospel’s representation of social justice is the best hope we have

for obtaining economic justice without hidden violence [just as the proper understanding of
the Christ event discloses the futility of religious violence in the form of the scapegoat 

“mechanism”, past or present].  Therefore, and in line with my thesis, economic injustice is    
a form of violence.  Morally and religiously, especially as professed Christians, it is incumbent 
upon us to do everything we can to recognize this economic violence for what it is and to 

overcome it—both at home, so to speak, as well as abroad or globally. . 
    In a longer version of this  paper I will also elaborate the above thesis statement by using both the descriptions of Hobbes and Locke of the so-called state of nature as a way to set forth a picture of economic activity as ineluctably linked with some manifestations of violence. [Biblical texts, particularly drawn from the so-called Old Testament, will be used as a source of further descriptions of human conflict or violence in order to reinforce the Hobbesian and Lockean views of the essentially competitive character of life in the state of nature.  However, as I have 

already suggested, some human beings in an otherwise economically flourishing society exist

in economic conditions which are at least a conditions of risk of physical harm due to impoverishment—particularly in respect to basic subsistence needs and the appropriate skills
needed to participate effectively and with at least moderate success in the free market capitalist
economic system.   [Note that although I will primarily discuss the potential sacrificial victims
of the free market system as it operates within developed countries, what I have to say about 
these victims applies to the sacrificial victims of the newly emerging global economic system,

which is based on the free market competitive systems of the developed countries.] 
    Next I present conventional formulations of the economic justice theories of libertarian capitalism and Rawlsian liberal contractarianism.  My discussion of these two theories is 

combined with an analysis of the way in which the language employed for expressing these

theories conceals or re-describes without naming accurately the essentially violent nature of

human economic transactions. For the purposes of the conference paper, I will focus on Nozick’s

version of libertarian free market capitalism. Even if the actual economic system of the United

States or any other of the so-called developed countries is not exactly like the distributive system

depicted by Nozick, his conception of economic justice discloses something about the attitudes
of successful participants which leads to the marginalization and thus harm
 In concluding I return to a discussion of social justice as presented in the Gospels and as originally “forthtold” in the prophetic books of the Old Testament.  My conclusion is that the Judaic and Christian tradition of social justice is the only conception of economic justice without violence which we can reasonably expect to implement and receive in turn genuine justice (rather than getting, as we do in secular forms of economic justice, deferred or re-distributed violence posing as fairness or just deserts).

Appendix                     On the meaning of the expression ‘Social Justice’.
        For the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who is not partial and
        takes no bribe, who executes justice for the orphan and the widow, and who loves the strangers, providing them food
          and clothing.  You shall also love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.

                                                                                                                                               Deuteronomy 10. 17-19
    There are, unfortunately, more than several sense of the expression ‘social justice’.  I want  
to use that expression, however, in two senses as defined immediately below.  It is, I argue,
these two specified meanings for ‘social justice’ which stand in contrast to various and commonly intended meanings of distributive or economic justice.  [Note, however, that the
extant literature about distributive justice contains on occasion the claim that social justice  
may be achieved by means of some system or other of distributive justice.  I dispute such
claims in the full text of my paper.]  [And see especially page 1 – top of page 2 above.]      
1. Sense or intended meaning (1) for ‘social justice’ is this:
         a minimum condition of human material well-being has been met in order that as a 
         consequence all persons may be able to engage in full and voluntary participation in 
         whatever system of distributive justice operates in their society.
The particular elements of the minimum conditions which constitute  pre-systemic social justice 
may be debatable, depending on actual conditions within a given society.  However, the full and   
effective participation in a robust system of distributive justice would reasonably require the
following material features of human well-being be met before participation is feasible: food, 
shelter, clothing, education and guaranteed legal due process.  [Catholic social teaching over
the past one hundred years, beginning with Rerum Novarum (1891), has frequently talked 
about social justice in distinction from economic/distributive justice in just these terms, as well 
discussing it in terms which lead to sense (2) below.]  In other words, the minimum conditions of
material well-being identified are conceived of as prior to whatever conditions of human material welfare may be produced as a result of the effective and/or efficient operation of a  
rational system of distributive justice. 
2. The second meaning or sense I intend for ‘social justice’ is related to the first in that it also reflects concern for human beings who are at risk of harm.  However, this second meaning is 
more representative of the human condition in a generic sense of being at risk and less economically based than the first. I present this meaning for ‘social justice’ by offering the   
description of the human condition provided by a contemporary political philosopher Norman
Geras.  The description quoted below is what I will argue is patently a condition of social
injustice. Thus all human beings, though the responsibility may be borne collectively, are in some sense obligated to promote a world in which human beings are not, as depicted by Geras,
left to fend for themselves.  [This condition is, Geras argues, a “contract of mutual indifference”,
one in which all human being find themselves, whether they consciously recognize it or not.]
    Here then is a condition of social injustice (and working to eliminate such a condition would also result in social justice):  
         “If you do not come to the aid of others who are under grave assault, in acute danger or 
          crying need, you cannot reasonably expect others to come to your aid in similar 
          emergency; you cannot consider them so obligated to you.  Other people, equally, 
          unmoved by the emergencies of others, cannot reasonably expect to be helped [when]
          in deep trouble themselves, or consider others obligated to help them.” (Geras (1998:28),
          and the opening paragraphs of the book 3 ff.)
There is a broader notion of social justice at work here, though it may include what is meant by
‘social justice’ in sense (1).  However, in distinguishing it from sense (1) and even if it overlaps  
in meaning with it, it is useful at least in so far as serves to remind us that not all justice may be
accomplished by the application of distributive (or legal) mechanisms or systems of justice.
[It is, I think, worth noting that what Geras identifies as the “contract of mutual indifference” is  
very much a description of what I would call the “bystandership condition”.  My extensive reading in the post-event accounts of bystanders, perpetrators and survivors of the Holocaust 
and other genocides allows me to confirm Geras’ description of the contract under discussion as an apt one for representing the bystanders to genocide as at least indifferent to the “acute danger” 
of other fellow human beings, even when those are neighbors and (once) friends.]
    Once again this second meaning of ‘social justice’ is represented in various documents presenting Catholic social teaching over the past one hundred years.  [I will discuss some of the
Catholic social teaching documents in the full paper.]  
    At any rate, I hope that this brief discussion of  social justice as distinct from distributive
justice clarifies the main thesis of my paper: although we may achieve some measure of  
justice through conventional economic mechanisms of distribution,  real injustice, violence  

or harm may remain unnoticed or unrequited in the human condition.
    Perhaps the following passage from Economic Justice for All (#30) makes my point best (in

the language of Catholic social teaching): 
    Biblical justice is more comprehensive than subsequent philosophical definitions. It is not concerned with
   a strict definition of rights and duties, but with the rightness [ i.e. social justice] of the human condition

    before God and within society.  
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