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abstract  Walter Ben ja min’s cri tique of vi o lence as sumes that vi o lence is deeply intertwined with the 
di vi sion of time and space. Ni obe serves as an ex am ple that al lows Ben ja min to give an ac count of the 
vi o lent con di tions of the or der of time that is con sti tuted un der the rule of law. The ex am ple of Korah 
helps to il lus trate the dif fer ence be tween di vine vi o lence and le gal vi o lence and to un der score the 
cen tral ity of time’s pas sage for the moral world. Unlike in the ex am ple of Ni o be, whose chil dren are 
condemned to death as pun ish ment for her guilt, the chil dren of Korah re ceive a new life and do not 
have to make amends for the guilt of their par ents. Bearing in mind Ni o be’s guilt and her serv ing as “a 
stone mark ing the bor der (Grenze) be tween hu man be ings and gods,” and given that Korah’s chil dren 
are spared af ter Mo ses has re ceived the com mand ments, we can think of the bound less de struc tion of 
bound aries as open ing a new his tor i cal or der of time and the hope for an over com ing of the an thro po
cen tric logic according to which the pos it ing of law is the pos it ing of pow er.

keywords   Ni o be, Korah, cri tique of vi o lence, storm of for give ness, his tor i cal or der of time

DifferentOrdersofTime
Walter Ben ja min in tro duces the dis tinc tion be tween myth i cal vi o lence and di vine 
vi o lence, as so ci ated with the ex am ples of Ni obe and Korah, af er hav ing raised the 
ques tion of a “nonmediate func tion of vi o lence” (eine nicht mittelbare Funktion der 
Gewalt).1 This is re mark able, for vi o lence that does not serve as a means is no lon ger 
part of the re la tion ship of means and ends and there fore no lon ger con sti tutes vi o
lence within a le gal or der (§1). Moreover, if this im me di ate vi o lence is out side of the 
re la tion ship of means and ends, and not within a le gal or der, it is be yond hu man 
con trol and the sphere of pur pose ful and tar getori ented ac tion. Ben ja min clarifies 
this point by giv ing an ex am ple re lated to hu man be ings and ev ery day ex pe ri ence: 
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“rage, for in stance, leads to the most vis i ble out bursts of a vi o lence that does not 
re late itself,” as Ben ja min em pha sizes, “as a means to a predetermined end” (§14).

But if “im me di ate vi o lence” (§15) is out side of the le gal or der, how can it still 
be said to in ter vene in “moral re la tions” (§1), which is, according to the open ing of 
Ben ja min’s es say, the pre con di tion for speak ing of Gewalt “in the im pres sive sense 
of the word” (§1)? Can im me di ate vi o lence still be called “vi o lence”? Would it not 
be more ad e quate to speak of “force” or “pow er”?

This ques tion re gard ing the dif er ent mean ings of vi o lence, force, and pow er does 
not arise in Ger man, how ev er, and this is de ci sive for un der stand ing Ben ja min’s text 
and its dis tinc tion be tween mythic vi o lence and di vine vi o lence. In con trast to “vi o
lence,” Gewalt is not nec es sar ily as so ci ated with vi o la tion. In Ger man we speak of 
Gewalt, for ex am ple, when a door that was barred could be opened only by force; we 
also speak of Gewalt when we re fer to a power that is be yond our con trol or, fi nal ly, 
when we ex pect the po lice to pre vent vi o lence. Force, pow er, vi o lence—all  three of 
these words can be trans lated as Gewalt, depending on the con text. Moreover, Gewalt 
and gewaltig are the words that Kant used to de scribe the sub lime (das Erhabene), 
and, as Jacques Derrida rightly notes in his in other re spects prob lem atic read ing 
of Ben ja min’s es say, Gewalt is also used to re fer to state power (Staatsgewalt) and the 
state’s mo nop oly on the use of force (staatliches Gewaltmonopol).2

This po ly semy of Gewalt is the point of de par ture for Ben ja min’s pro ject of a 
Kritik der Gewalt.3 Moreover, it is above all  the po ly semy of the word Gewalt that 
raises the ques tion of a cri tique of vi o lence. Since cri tique is a mode of distinguish
ing (unterscheiden) as well as eval u at ing, the am bi gu i ties of Gewalt make its ap pli ca
tion not only rea son able but also nec es sary. Stressing this fact is im por tant not only 
in view of the En glish trans la tion, but also with regard to the time li ness (Aktualität) 
of both a cri tique of vi o lence in gen eral and Ben ja min’s text in par tic u lar to day. 
Because of the as so ci a tion of vi o lence with vi o la tion in En glish, one of en as sumes 
that vi o lence is some thing to be crit i cized, with out con sid er ing the con di tions of 
pos si bil ity for a cri tique of vi o lence.

This point about the va lences of Gewalt re fers us back to Ben ja min’s dis cus sion 
of the con di tions for a cri tique of vi o lence at the be gin ning of his text, where he 
writes: “For how ever ef ec tive a cause may be, it be comes vi o lence in the im pres sive 
sense of the word (im prägnanten Sinn des Wortes) only when it in ter venes in moral 
re la tions” (§1). The in ter ven ing of a cause in moral re la tions is a pre con di tion for 
the cause’s be com ing vi o lent. This for mu la tion sug ests that we should not think 
of Gewalt as some thing that is given with out ques tion as, for ex am ple, force or 
power are. On the con trary, we can speak of vi o lence “in the im pres sive sense of the 
word” only if the sub stan tial re la tion ship of cause and ef ect—that is, the course 
of events—has be come ques tion able. This oc curs if a sense of jus tice is in volved. 
“Violence in the im pres sive sense of the word” re lates to a cer tain ex pe ri ence of 
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time and co in cides with the questioning of the nec es sary and au to matic course of 
events. In short, it is connected to the emer gence of “re sis tance” in a broad sense. 
Ben ja min links the be com ing vi o lent of a cause to the ad mi ra tion the “ ‘great’ crim i
nal” arouses in the pub lic (§8), an es teem that Ben ja min traces back to Pro me theus, 
who he ro ically chal lenged fate and who, according to the leg end, sustained “the 
hope of one day bring ing a new law to hu man be ings” (§15). The be com ing vi o lent 
of a cause, then, is as so ci ated with ques tions of jus tice and the hope for a change of 
the existing le gal sys tem. If this is what it means to “in ter vene in moral re la tions,” 
and if the “sphere of these re la tions is des ig nated by the con cepts of law and jus
tice” (§1), then the re la tion ship be tween law and jus tice is full of ten sions. Or to put 
it in an other way: jus tice (Gerechtigkeit) is not on the side of the law.

Ben ja min’s cri tique of vi o lence as sumes that vi o lence is deeply intertwined 
with the di vi sion of time and space, that it re lates to the ex pe ri ence of tem po ral
i ty, and that it does not ex ist apart from that ex pe ri ence. Accordingly, a cri tique of 
vi o lence has to do with dif er ent or ders of time—of fu ture and past, of the pres
ent, of ex is tence, and per sis tence. Indeed, one of the cen tral as sump tions that 
 Ben ja min shared with his friend Gershom Scholem was that jus tice is connected 
to a dis tri bu tion of time and space that sus pends the re la tion ship be tween cred i tor 
and debt or, which Nietzsche un der stands as de ter min ing for hu man be ings.4 For 
Nietzsche, how ev er, the or i gin of jus tice lies in the ac tive force of the “will to pow
er.” This force drives mas ters to con sol i date power into larger units through a le gal 
sys tem, which in tro duces a bal ance of power con du cive to (a) build ing a so ci ety 
and (b) establishing a con ti nu ity of the will through time. By con trast, Ben ja min and 
Scholem were con vinced that jus tice is a lim it ing con di tion of law and the or der of 
time con sti tuted by law.5 Justice is re lated to the de fer ral of debt, the relief from 
guilt, and the pos si bil ity of a new life. It opens up a new his tor i cal time that is ori
ented to ward the idea of hap pi ness, one whose par a dox i cal (non)re lat ed ness to the 
“Messianic” Ben ja min outlined in his “TheologicalPolitical Fragment.” That is why 
Ben ja min writes at the end of his es say that “the cri tique of vi o lence is the phi los o
phy of its his to ry” (§19).

TheAnthropocentrismoftheLegalSystem
Ben ja min in tro duces the no tion of “mythic vi o lence” in par a graph 15, where he 
de fi nes it as un me di ated and, in its ar che typal (urbildlich) form, “a mere man i fes
ta tion of the gods” (§15). At first glance, this would seem to place mythic vi o lence 
in a dif er ent po si tion than both lawpos it ing and lawpre serv ing vi o lence, for the 
lat ter are em bed ded in the re la tion ship of means and ends, which is, according to 
Ben ja min, the “most el e men tary ba sic re la tion in ev ery le gal or der” (§1). But why, 
then, does the pos it ing of law find itself on the side of mythic vi o lence at the end 
of the par a graph? At this point, Ben ja min states that “the pos it ing of law is the 
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pos it ing of pow er, and, in this re spect, an act of an im me di ate man i fes ta tion of vi o
lence” (§15). Unlike Nietzsche, who would prob a bly agree with the first half of the 
sen tence but not the sec ond, Ben ja min sug ests that the col lapse of the dis tinc tion 
be tween the pos it ing of law and the pos it ing of power is vi o lent and thus crit i ciz
able. In fact, Ben ja min states ex plic itly that im me di ate vi o lence “ad mits of thor
oughly ob jec tive [objektive] man i fes ta tions in which it can be subjected to cri tique” 
(§14). How does he ar rive at this point?

First of all , Ben ja min shows that myth ic, im me di ate vi o lence is char ac ter ized 
by per for ma tive selfref er en tial i ty. This be comes clear in the ex am ple of Ni o be. 
Whereas Ni o be’s fate is typ i cally as so ci ated with her hu bris, Ben ja min reads the 
myth, and con se quently the charge of hu bris itself, as an al le gory for the pos it ing 
of law. Before there was law, there was, according to Ben ja min, vi o la tion, guilt, and 
pun ish ment. That is the rea son he em pha sizes that the kill ing of all  of Ni o be’s chil
dren by Apollo and Ar te mis was not a pun ish ment for the vi o la tion of an al ready 
existing law, but rather con sti tuted the pos it ing of a new law.6 In fact, al though 
Ni obe did boast of be ing more fer tile than Leto, she did not trans gress any exist
ing law. Now, what is de ci sive in Ben ja min’s ac count is that the con tent of the new 
law established by Apollo and Ar te mis is noth ing other than the pos it ing of law 
itself, in so far as this law establishes the bor der (Grenze) be tween hu man be ings 
and gods. In other words, the kill ing of Ni o be’s chil dren man i fests the ex is tence 
of the gods as law mak ers, as those who are in power and have a mo nop oly on the 
use of force. But that is not all . The ex is tence of the gods pre sup poses their per sis
tence in time. For this rea son, it is not enough that Ni obe is punished. The kill ing 
of all  of her chil dren, the death of her hus band, and her own trans for ma tion into a 
mourn ing and cry ing stone, on the one hand, en sure that there is no hope of a new 
life, and, on the other hand, pre serve the ex is tence of the gods and their power 
through time. Ni obe will never have chil dren again, and she will never die. As the 
eter nally mute bearer of guilt, she be comes, in Ben ja min’s words, “a stone mark
ing the bor der [Grenze] be tween hu man be ings and gods” (§15). An ev er last ing 
threat and guilt that pre cedes the le gal sub ject, who in her its the law that Ni obe 
mon u men tal izes, turns out to be the vi o lent means to pre serve the state in its two 
senses: the cur rent state as ev er last ing pres ence and the state as mo nop oly on the 
use of force through time. Melancholy, the ab sence of hope, and the re nun ci a tion 
of “the quest of free hu man ity for hap pi ness”7 thus guar an tee the fur ther per pet
u a tion of the state’s mo nop oly on the use of force. This cor re sponds per fectly with 
Ben ja min’s ear lier ob ser va tion that the set ting of ends by the law is connected to a 
dim i nu tion of pure means.

The le gal sys tems to which Ben ja min re fers—that is, the tra di tions of nat u
ral law and pos i tive law—are peo ple cen tered (menschenzentriert, or an thro po cen
tric). This an thro po cen trism man i fests itself in the cen tral ity of the re la tion ship of 
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means and ends, which is es sen tially an thro po cen tric. Heideger was thus not the 
first to ac knowl edge the mu tual de pen dence of an thro po cen trism and tel e ol ogy 
or to con clude, in ad di tion, that “the cur rent con cep tion of tech nol o gy, according 
to which it is a means and a hu man ac tiv ity can there fore be called the in stru men
tal and an thro po log i cal defi  ni tion of tech nol o gy.”8 In fact, Ben ja min had al ready 
noted in his 1921 es say that the very fact of its an thro po cen tric ground ing means 
that the le gal sys tem is ul ti mately founded on the same per for ma tive selfref er en
tial ity as myth i cal vi o lence.

As Ben ja min shows per sua sively in the first part of his es say, the re la tion ship 
of means and ends not only con sti tutes the frame work of the le gal sys tem and of 
le gal vi o lence, but it also leads to a dy namic that makes all  hu man re la tions and 
agree ments, in clud ing non vi o lent con flict res o lu tion, sub ject to law. As ad di tional 
ex am ples of such re la tions and agree ments, Ben ja min lists strikes, lan guage, deal
ings be tween pri vate per sons, and, most im por tant ly, tech nol o gy. In this con text, 
tech nol ogy re fers not only to “dis cus sion as a tech nique of civil ac cord” (§12), which 
Ben ja min cites as an ex am ple of non vi o lent con flict res o lu tion, but also to the “tre
men dous de vel op ment of tech nol o gy”9 that Ben ja min will an a lyze in his later texts, 
and which he will regard as a con se quence of a cul ture that ha bit u ally ap proaches 
tech nol ogy as a means with which to sub ju gate na ture. The le gal sys tem that is built 
upon the re la tion ship of means and ends aims at as sim i lat ing ev ery thing to this 
re la tion un til it fi nally turns out to be an end in itself. Ben ja min con cludes that the 
end of the le gal sys tem is just to pre serve itself and that, con se quent ly, it is the re la
tion ship of means and ends that ex cludes jus tice from the le gal sys tem. Like mythic 
vi o lence, lawpos it ing vi o lence has a two fold func tion: on the one hand, vi o lence is 
a means for establishing law; on the other hand, how ev er, this vi o lent es tab lish ment 
man i fests law’s power and le git i mates that power by per pet u at ing vi o lence in an 
in sti tu tion al ized, lawpre serv ing form. As Ben ja min sum ma rizes, “in the mo ment 
of establishing as law (Einsetzung) the end at which it aims, how ev er, lawpos it ing 
does not sim ply re lin quish vi o lence; rather it . . .  turns this vi o lence into the law
pos it ing kind by establishing not an end that would be free of, and in de pen dent from, 
vi o lence but, on the con trary, establishing an end that, un der the name of pow er, is 
nec es sar ily and in ti mately bound up with it.” And he con cludes: “Justice is the prin
ci ple of all  di vine endpos it ing, power the prin ci ple of all  mythic lawpos it ing” (§15).

ThreateningViolence:OntheTimelinessofBenjamin’s 
“TowardtheCritiqueofViolence”
The re sem blance be tween mythic vi o lence and the le gal sys tem be comes clear if 
we com pare how each di vi des time and space. In fact, al though the re la tion ship 
be tween means and ends sug ests con trol, ra tio nal i ty, per sis tence, and stra te gic pur
pose, the per for ma tive selfref er en tial ity of the le gal sys tem ex poses its sub jects to a 
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power that tends to evade con trol. This be comes even more ev i dent if we think of 
our cur rent sit u a tion and the way in which the state’s use of dig i tal me dia tech nol o
gies intensifies our sense of be ing per ma nently un der threat. Indeed, the fact that the 
time li ness (Aktualität) of Ben ja min’s cri tique of vi o lence has only grown with the 
in ten si fi ca tion of state power through the in tro duc tion of new tech niques of wag ing 
war and new smart tech nol o gies, such as drones, data min ing, pre dic tive an a lyt ics, 
per son al i za tion sys tems, and so forth, be came clear to me dur ing dis cus sions with 
stu dents at RuhrUniversität Bochum in a sem i nar in which we read Ben ja min’s text.

The time li ness of Ben ja min’s text can be seen in his treat ment of “threat en ing 
vi o lence” (drohende Gewalt), which, as he per sua sively shows, is itself lawpre serv
ing. But rather than act as a de ter rent threat that re quires cer tain ty, threat en ing 
vi o lence is om ni pres ent and per ma nent, emerg ing from the un cer tainty of the 
threat (§9). The stu dents com pared the threat en ing vi o lence with their own ex pe
ri ences of liv ing un der the per ma nent threat as so ci ated with ubiq ui tous sur veil lance 
tech nol o gy, au to matic data gath er ing, and stor age and pre dic tive an a lyt ics—all  of 
which are pur sued in the name of a pol icy of se cu rity that is in ac cor dance with 
the law.10

Ben ja min’s dis cus sion of the establishing of bor ders is also time ly. As Ben ja min 
notes, in stead of safeguarding peace, bor ders cod ify hi er ar chies and as sign dif er
ent rights to dif er ent peo ples (§16). I think here of a ques tion that was raised in 
the sem i nar by a Palestinian stu dent who is study ing at RuhrUniversity Bochum. 
While we were discussing Ben ja min’s ref er ence to the ex am ple of Ni o be, the stu
dent, who is state less, raised the ques tion of the jus tice of bor ders af er Israeli snip
ers had shot pro test ers and hurt more than 1,700 hu man be ings at the bor der with 
Gaza on May 13, 2018, while the US Embassy was be ing opened in Jerusalem. We 
might also think of the bor der be tween the United States and Mexico or the Eu ro
pean bor der and ref u gee pol i tics. These bor ders do not sim ply sep a rate re gions or 
states; in stead, much like the stone into which Ni obe was transformed to mark the 
bor der be tween hu man be ings and gods, they mark the bor der (Grenze) be tween 
the law mak ers, or those who are in power and have a mo nop oly on the use of force 
and those who are pow er less and count as less than hu man. The rise of critical 
border studies in re cent years can be con sid ered a con fir ma tion of the prob lem that 
Ben ja min ad dresses in his es say.11

Finally, the time li ness of Ben ja min’s text has to do with the sense shared by 
many peo ple, es pe cially young peo ple, that there is lit tle hope for po lit i cal change 
that would be more than the ex change of one ruler for an oth er. The tech nol o gies 
of pre dic tive an a lyt ics, pre dic tive po lic ing, and per son al i za tion sys tems sharpen 
our feel ing of hav ing no fu ture that does not in volve the con tin u a tion and in ten si
fi ca tion of the cur rent state of in jus tice. Ben ja min can help us con front this cri sis. 
We can draw re sources from his me diathe o ret i cal re flec tion on what it means to 
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trans gress un known and unwritten laws and to fight for writ ten law in an ef ort 
to rebel against myth i cal stat utes. Should we not fight for a dif er ent internet, for 
dif er ent smart tech nol o gies, and for a cul ture that—as the phi los o pher Gilbert 
Simondon put it—“in cor po rates tech ni cal be ings in the form of knowl edge and 
in the form of a sense of val ues”?12 Would such a fight not be a re bel lion against 
the use of dig i tal me diatech nol o gies to con struct new and ever more threat en ing 
re gimes of un known laws?

Korah’sChildrenDidNotDie
As we have seen, Ni obe serves as an ex am ple that al lows Ben ja min to give an 
ac count of the vi o lent con di tions of the or der of time that is con sti tuted un der the 
rule of law. The ques tion re mains, how ev er: From what per spec tive can we speak of 
“vi o lence in the im pres sive sense of the word” un der these con di tions? Where are the 
moral re la tions situated—the moral re la tions into which vi o lent causes in ter vene—if 
the re la tion ship be tween means and ends turns out to ex clude jus tice and to equate 
the pos it ing of law with the pos it ing of pow er? In “The Meaning of Time in the 
Moral Universe,” a short note writ ten around the same time as “Toward the Cri
tique of Violence,” Ben ja min em pha sizes that the law and its in sti tu tions are sep a
rated from the moral world.13 At the same time, how ev er, he identifies the rea son for 
this sep a ra tion and in di cates why jus tice is deeply entangled with time and his to ry. 
As he ex plains, while the law is char ac ter ized by its ten dency to ward ret ri bu tion 
(Vergeltung), the moral world is ded i cated to for give ness (Vergebung). Both ret ri bu
tion and for give ness are re lated to time, but in rad i cally dif er ent ways. Whereas 
ret ri bu tion is, as Ben ja min puts it, “in dif er ent to the pas sage of time” and re mains 
in force over time, for give ness is as so ci ated with tran sience and the pass ing of 
time. If, as Ben ja min claims, the moral world con fronts the world of law so that 
for give ness count ers ret ri bu tion, this is be cause the moral world de fers the Day 
of Judgment. Thus, Ben ja min writes, “in or der to strug le against ret ri bu tion, for
give ness finds its pow er ful ally (ihre mächtige Gestaltung) in time.”14

In mak ing this ar gu ment, Ben ja min fol lows the ex pla na tions that Scholem 
pro vi des in a short di ary note en ti tled “Jo nah and the Concept of Justice.”15 The 
ex am ple of Korah helps to il lus trate the dif er ence be tween di vine vi o lence and 
le gal vi o lence and to un der score the cen tral ity of time’s pas sage for the moral 
world. The force of law ap pears as vi o lence only if we con sider it from the per spec
tive of the pos si bil ity of for give ness—that is, from the per spec tive of the moral 
world. Divine vi o lence man i fests itself as power in or der to de stroy le gal vi o lence. 
But what does that mean ex act ly? Should it then still be called vi o lence?

Ben ja min turns to the ques tion of a pure, im me di ate vi o lence af er hav ing 
stated that the prob lem atic char ac ter of le gal vi o lence has turned into a “cer tainty 
concerning the per ni cious ness of its his tor i cal func tion, the an ni hi la tion of which 
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thus be comes a task” (§ 17). He in tro duces pure, im me di ate vi o lence as a di rect 
an swer to the task of an ni hi lat ing le gal vi o lence and de scribes it as an ti thet i cal in 
ev ery as pect to mythic vi o lence: “If mythic vi o lence is lawpos it ing, di vine vi o lence 
is lawan ni hi lat ing; if the for mer establishes bound aries, the lat ter bound lessly 
an ni hi lates them; if mythic vi o lence inculpates (verschuldend) and ex pi ates (süh-
nend), di vine vi o lence deex pi ates (entsühnend); if the for mer threat ens, the lat ter 
strikes; if the for mer is bloody, the lat ter is le thal in a blood less man ner” (§17).

To fol low Ben ja min’s the ses, we need to sit u ate the ex am ple of Korah care
ful ly. The story of Korah is men tioned in the Fourth Book of Mo ses (Num. 6:30). 
At this point, the He brew peo ple have al ready re ceived the com mand ments. They 
are still in the wil der ness of Sinai, pre par ing for their de par ture. Mo ses has been 
cho sen by God, as he has dem on strated on sev eral oc ca sions in clud ing his re cep
tion of the com mand ments on Mount Sinai and his bring ing them to the peo ple. 
At this mo ment, how ev er, in the mid dle of the des ert, Korah, a lead ing mem ber 
of Kehatites—the most pres ti gious of the Le vite fam i lies—steps for ward to chal
lenge the proph ecy of Mo ses and the priest hood of Aar on. Two hun dred and fify 
other lead ers of the com mu nity join Korah in his mu tiny against Mo ses and Aar
on. Mo ses in ter prets this as a sin and com plains to God about the re bel lion. God 
an swers that He will put an end to the peo ple in one stroke, but Mo ses ar gues that 
God should not be an gry with all  the peo ple when only one per son has sinned. 
God lis tens to Mo ses and opens the earth, and the earth swal lows all  the men who 
sided with Korah and all  their goods, but God lets ev ery one else live. In what has 
be come a source of con tro versy among Ben ja min’s com men ta tors,16 Ben ja min con
trasts God’s judg ment on the con gre ga tion of Korah with the leg end of Ni o be, tak
ing the for mer as an ex am ple of the pure, im me di ate vi o lence that “deex pi ates” 
(entsühnt) rather than inculpates (verschuldet). He un der scores that God’s judg ment 
strikes the “priv i leged” (Bevorrechtete), that it comes with out an an te ced ent threat, 
and that it does not stop at an ni hi lat ing its ob ject. Such vi o lence de stroys bor ders 
in stead of pos it ing them.

There are many in ter pre ta tions of Korah’s re bel lion in Jew ish texts as well as 
in sec u lar in ter pre ta tions of the Bible. What is cer tain is that Korah’s dis agree ment 
with Mo ses is an ideo log i cal one. It is driven by Korah’s un der stand ing of the re la
tion ship be tween the peo ple of Is rael and God and his sense of how the na tion ought 
to be struc tured. In sec u lar in ter pre ta tions of the Bible, Korah has been interpreted 
both as a rev o lu tion ary and as a “pseu domes si ah” and “false rev o lu tion ary.”17 In 
the Jew ish tra di tion, how ev er, Korah is regarded as a quar rel er: his very name is 
syn on y mous with dis har mony and con flict. The 1927 Ger manlan guage en cy clo
pe dia Jüdisches Lexikon cites the phrase, “The sons of Korah, how ev er, did not die,” 
as a prov erb im ply ing that the brawl ers did not be come ex tinct. The com men tar ies 
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in the Tal mud note that Korah’s ar gu ments against Mo ses and Aaron are con tra
dic tory and par a dox i cal. On the one hand, Korah chal lenges the very in sti tu tion 
of the priest hood, but, on the other hand, he de sires the of ce of highest priest for 
him self. According to this tra di tion of in ter pre ta tion, Korah’s con ten tions are con
nected with the es sence of dis uni ty.

To un der stand the con trast Ben ja min draws be tween the ex am ples of Ni obe 
and Korah, it is es sen tial to know that, by be ing di vi sive, Korah transgresses a di vine 
pro hi bi tion. Unlike in the ex am ple of Ni o be, how ev er, in Korah’s case the He brew 
God has al ready given the com mand ments to His peo ple. And, as Ben ja min clarifies 
in the fol low ing par a graph, there is an im por tant dif er ence be tween Greek laws 
and the Jew ish com mand ments. In the ex am ple of Korah, guilt and pun ish ment 
do not en sure the con tin ued ex is tence of God. God makes Korah and the men who 
side with him dis ap pear in a sin gle stroke, with out per pet u at ing guilt or leav ing 
be hind a per ma nent threat.

To fol low Ben ja min’s ar gu ment fur ther, we need to take into ac count the fact 
that in Num bers 26: 16–17 the story of Korah is told again, but with the ad di tional 
note that Korah’s chil dren do not die but rather sur vive. This pas sage has also been 
commented on many times, all  the more so be cause of the set of Psalms with the 
ti tle “The Sons of Korah” (Pss. 42, 44–49, 84, 85, 87, 88). The me di e val com men ta tor 
Rashi (1040–105) ex plains that the sons of Korah sang these Psalms when ev ery one 
around them was con sumed by the earth, and they were saved. He adds that the 
sons of Korah repented of their deed. Rashi writes: “They were in the plot orig i
nal ly, but at the mo ment when the re bel lion broke out they had thoughts of re pen
tance in their hearts; there fore a high spot was fenced around them in Gehinnom 
and they stayed there” (Sandrehin 110a).18 Unlike the chil dren of Ni o be, the chil
dren of Korah do not have to pay for the sins of their par ents. As Rashi, ex plains, the 
chil dren of Korah do not die, be cause they have “thoughts of re pen tance” and thus 
the pos si bil ity of re ver sal and change. Their souls are saved.

Against this back ground, Ben ja min’s state ment that le gal vi o lence is “le thal in 
a blood less man ner” can be read as an over com ing of blood guilt. Unlike in the 
ex am ple of Ni o be, whose chil dren have to die be cause of her guilt, the chil dren 
of Korah re ceive a new life and do not have to make amends for the guilt of their 
fa thers. “[D]ivine vi o lence is,” as Ben ja min writes at the end of par a graph 16, “pure 
vi o lence over all  of life for the sake of the liv ing” (§17). Given that the story of Korah 
takes place af er Mo ses has re ceived the com mand ments, with ref er ence to the 
con tent of the com mand ments and to the bib li cal tzedakah, which means at the 
same time “jus tice” and “alms,” and bear ing in mind Ni o be’s guilt and her serv ing as 
“a stone mark ing the bor der (Grenze) be tween hu man be ings and gods” (§15), we can 
think of the bound less de struc tion of bound aries as a “storm of for give ness”19—an 
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open ing of a new his tor i cal or der of time and of the hope for an over com ing of 
the an thro po cen tric logic according to which the pos it ing of law is the pos it ing 
of pow er.
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Notes
1. Ben ja min, “Toward the Critique of Violence,” §14. Hereafer cited par en thet i cal ly.
2. Derrida, “Force of Law,” 234.
3. Derrida discusses the dif  culty of trans lat ing Gewalt and pointed out that ev ery trans la tion 

of the term al ready in volves a de ci sion. As his choice of the ti tle “Force of Law” in di cates, 
Derrida de cides to speak of force to draw at ten tion to dif er ence and to the dif er en tial as a 
dif er ence in force. Having made this de ci sion, how ev er, Derrida is no lon ger  able to trace 
the dif er ent forms of Gewalt in Ben ja min. See Derrida, “Force of Law,” 234.

4. Nietzsche, Genealogy of Morals, 134.
5. See Weidner, Gershom Scholems politisches, esoterisches und historiographisches Schreiben, 212.
6. Cf. Homer, Il i ad 24.603–10 and Ovid, Metamorphoses 6.146–312.
7. Ben ja min, “TheologicalPolitical Fragment,” 305.
8. Heideger, Question Concerning Technology, 5.
9. Ben ja min, “Experience and Poverty,” 732.
10. See Baumann and Lyon, Liquid Surveillance.
11. See the work of the Zolberg Institute on Migration and Mobility at New York University 

(www  .newschool  .edu  /nssr  /centers  special  programs  /zolberg  institute  migration 
 mobility  /); Critical Border Studies Initiative at Uppsala University Stockholm (www 
 .criticalborderstudies  .com  /about  /); and Sektion Kulturwissenschafliche Border Studies 
der Kulturwissenschaflichen Gesellschaf (kwgev  .wordpress  .com  /kulturwissenschafliche 
 border  studies  /), to name just a few ex am ples.

12. Simondon, On the Mode of Existence of Technical Objects, 15.
13. Ben ja min, “Meaning of Time in the Moral Universe,” 286.
14. Ben ja min, “Meaning of Time in the Moral Universe,” 286.
15. Cf. Weidner, Gershom Scholem, 211–29. Weidner of ers a de tailed in ter pre ta tion of Scholem’s 

text but does not ex am ine Ben ja min’s frag ment in depth. Nonetheless, Weidner’s dis
cus sion of the con cept of jus tice in Scholem is help ful for un der stand ing the con nec tion 
be tween di vine vi o lence and jus tice in Ben ja min.

16. See Bojanić, Violence and Messianism, esp. 99–114.
17. Bojanić, Violence and Messianism, 105.
18. “Rashi on Num bers 26: 11.”
19. Ben ja min, “Meaning of Time in the Moral Universe,” 286.
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