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Introduction

A Nascent Theological Tradition

It is explicable though lamentable that the connections between Jacques Ellul and Paul Virilio do not attract attention from scholars in and beyond the disciplines of theology and ethics. Scholars who are interested in Ellul tend to be uninterested in Virilio. Scholars who are interested in Virilio tend to be uninterested in Ellul. Theologians and theological ethicists tend to have little or no interest in either Ellul or Virilio.1 Explanations and lamentations notwithstanding, the relationship between Ellul and Virilio reveals a nascent theological tradition. Such is the focus of this book. It locates the seed of a tradition buried in the soil of postwar France and waters that seed until it flowers into something fruitful for scholars, especially theological ethicists.

The tradition I am referring to is one in which the word technology is functionally synonymous with the word modernity, because at least since the twentieth century, modernity cannot seem to be what it is without technology. It is also a tradition in which the relationship between technology and modernity causes problems that ought to be taken seriously enough to be examined from multiple perspectives, including sociology, philosophy, theology, and ethics. Finally, it is a theological tradition, because the thinkers who comprise it are Christians who blend theology with sociology, philosophy, and ethics to expose and resist the problems produced by often brutal pairings of technology and modernity. 

The first chapter situates Ellul and Virilio within the socio-historical context of postwar France. It shows why their lives and work assumed similar trajectories, and eventually, created the theological description I described above. It begins with a survey of the brilliant and brutal scene of life in postwar France to answer the questions: Why did Ellul and Virilio focus on technology in their writing, why did they convert to Christianity, and how did their faith shape the ways they thought and wrote about technology? Once both thinkers are situated in their socio-historical context and these questions are answered, I provide documentary evidence, which shows that Ellul and Virilio were engaged in a scholarly dialogue near the end of Ellul’s life. The dialogue was interrupted by Ellul’s death in 1994, but only partially so. The chapters that follow the first show how Virilio, the younger scholar by twenty years, continued the dialogue in ways that transformed it into a nascent theological tradition.

The second chapter compares Ellul’s sociological-historical method with Virilio’s philosophical-phenomenological method to establish how they align and diverge in their work on technology. As I define key methods, terms, and concepts in their work, I show Ellul’s primary concern with modern technology is its potential to manipulate language, whereas Virilio’s primary concern with modern technology is its potential to manipulate the senses. This will accomplish two things. First, it will capture the prominent and valuable features of Ellul and Virilio’s sociological and philosophical work on modern technology. Second, it will reveal entry points into their theological and ethical engagements with technology, which are covered in chapters 3–6.

Chapters 3 and 4 focus on Ellul and Virilio’s multifaceted descriptions of technology’s origins. It shows how, for Ellul and Virilio, the Industrial Revolution and its consequences reveal how modern technology came to be what it is today, but biblical texts like Genesis 3 and 4 reveal why humans ever produced technology. In other words, chapters 3 and 4 are where history and theology collide in Ellul and Virilio’s work on technology. After the third chapter establishes the critical role myth plays in Ellul and Virilio’s work on technology, the fourth chapter works backward, from the present, to the Industrial Revolution and its consequences, to Greco-Roman antiquity, to the Cain and Abel narrative in Genesis 4, to the Fall account in Genesis 3, all as they appear and clash with each other in Ellul and Virilio’s work on technology. It moves in this direction to illustrate from sociological, historical, philosophical, and theological perspectives how and why Ellul and Virilio believe technology’s potential to manipulate language and the senses produces modern forms of justification (Ellul) and mediation (Virilio) that are as damaging as they are questionable. 

Chapter 5 shows how Ellul and Virilio expose the modern world’s imprisonment within the nexus of technology, a net of material power and spiritual powers that was knit after creation’s Fall as it is described in Genesis 3. If chapters 2, 3, and 4 focus on how Ellul and Virilio use sociology, history, philosophy, and theology to expose technology as an idol in the modern world, then chapter 5 presents the idol’s schematics—what this idol does today and why it ought to be dismantled. The conclusion of this chapter also moves toward ethics as a precursor to chapter 6, in that it features some of the many ways Ellul and Virilio’s work on material power and spiritual powers can help us identify, expose, and dismantle this and other idols.

The sixth and final chapter responds to the preceding chapters with ethics in and beyond Ellul and Virilio’s work on technology. It describes the kinds of people we should be (2 Peter 3:11–18) in light of what Ellul and Virilio’s work on technology reveals. As this chapter will show, there is much to be derived from Ellul and Virilio’s ethics, but their ethics are more individually than communally focused. For this reason, chapter 6 both engages with Ellul and Virilio’s ethics and develops complementary ethics to move their work into communal, especially ecclesial, territory. Then, it concludes with thoughts on how the nascent theological tradition featured throughout this book could be raised into maturity within the theological academy and the local church.

Having claimed that Ellul and Virilio’s work on technology constitutes a nascent theological tradition, and having outlined the chapters that will support this claim, I will now frame the overarching thesis of this book with a final claim. Ellul and Virilio directly teach us how to identify, expose, and dismantle the modern world’s idolatry of technology; they indirectly teach us how to identify, expose, and dismantle other forms of idolatry in the modern world that exist in the present or may exist in the future. The value of this teaching cannot be underestimated. As scripture reveals, history records, and scholars like Ellul and Virilio demonstrate, the idols that hold the most insidious power in the world are the idols that most people, including the people of God, do not think are idols. Yet, if we read Ellul’s sociological work on technology as a sociology-history of technological idolatry; if we read Virilio’s work on technology as a philosophy-phenomenology of technological idolatry; if we seek to understand how Ellul and Virilio use theology in their work on technology; and finally, if we engage with the conversation taking place in Ellul and Virilio’s work, then we will be empowered as they were to identify, expose, and dismantle insidious idolatry in the modern world, whatever form it assumes.

NOTE

1. Some scholars have noted Ellul’s influence on Virilio but none have examined this influence in detail nor investigated whether Ellul engaged with Virilio’s work. Jacob Van Vleet, Dialectical Theology and Jacques Ellul (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2014), 101–102 is the most insightful treatment of the topic because it points out that Ellul influenced Virilio, identifies connections between their similar analyses of technological accidents and speed, and provides references to back up his claims. Douglas Kellner, “Virilio, War, and Technology,” From Modernism to Hypermodernism and Beyond, ed. John Armitage (London: Sage, 2000), 118 and 122–123 cites Armitage’s interview with Virilio and mentions general similarities between Ellul’s, Heidegger’s, and Virilio’s analyses of technology. Finally, Adoni Alonso, “An Unseasonable Thinker: How Ellul Engages Cybercultural Criticism,” in Jacques Ellul and the Technological Society in the 21st Century, from Philosophy of Engineering and Technology 13 (2013), eds. Jerónimo, Garcia, and Mitcham, 115–116 mentions in passing Ellul’s influence on thinkers like Virilio and Jean Baudrillard.


Chapter 1

War, Modernity, and Technology

As the seed of each tradition grows in a particular type of soil, this chapter surveys the landscape of postwar France. It uses this survey to answer the following questions: Why did Ellul and Virilio convert to Christianity and how did their faith shape their lives and work? How did Ellul, an intellectual outsider from Bordeaux, connect with Virilio, an intellectual insider from Paris, and vice versa? Why did they write so much about technology and why did they write about it so critically? As this chapter will show, one word connects the answers to each of these questions: war, the theater in which the tragedy of technology and modernity is performed.

Brilliance and Brutality

France, particularly Paris, produced some of the most important social, political, and philosophical thought of the twentieth century from the wreckage of war, shaping the thinking of Ellul and Virilio in pivotal ways. As postwar Europe struggled to rebuild, scholars and artists flocked to Paris, forming a unique intellectual culture. Historian Tony Judt describes this postwar milieu:

Despite France’s shattering defeat in 1940, its humiliating subjugation under four years of German occupation, the moral ambiguity (and worse) of Marshall Pétain’s Vichy regime, and the country’s embarrassing subordination to the US and Britain in the international diplomacy of the postwar years, French culture became once again the center of international attention: French intellectuals acquired a special international significance as spokesmen for the age, and the tenor of French political arguments epitomized the ideological rent in the world at large. Once more—and for the last time—Paris was the capital of Europe.1


But thirty years of violence made this brilliant culture brutal:

Sartre and his generation claimed to have learnt from the war [the] inevitability of—and thus in certain measure the desirability—of political violence. This was far from being a distinctively French interpretation of recent experience: by 1945 many Europeans had lived through three decades of military and political violence. Young people all across the continent were inured to a level of public brutality, in words and actions, that would have shocked their nineteenth-century forbears. And modern political rhetoric offered a “dialectic” with which to domesticate calls for violence and conflict: Emmanuel Mounier, editor of the magazine Esprit and an influential presence on the Christian Left, undoubtedly spoke for many in 1949 when he asserted that it was hypocrisy to oppose violence or class-struggle when “white violence” was practiced on the victims of capitalism every day.2

Most scholars in this climate selectively critiqued the merciless fascism, communism, and capitalism of major world powers. Many were collaborators. Nicolas Nabokov, a defected Russian composer who worked with an organization of intellectuals and artists known as the Congress for Cultural Freedom (which was covertly funded and directed by the Central Intelligence Agency), is an example of both types of scholars. He once wrote in a letter to a colleague: “If successful [our project] will help to destroy the pernicious European myth (successfully cultivated by the Stalinists) of American cultural inferiority.”3 The project “will be a challenge of the culture of the free world to the un-culture of the totalitarian world and a source of courage and ‘redressement moral,’ in particular for the French intellectuals.”4 Ideologies and propaganda projects such as these were so common in postwar Europe that it transformed France into an arena of psychological warfare between Eastern and Western powers. But Ellul and Virilio avoided this tribalism. Instead, they resisted the violence of fascism, communism, and capitalism and they called out the duplicity of each intellectual vanguard. Their experiences during the war, their education, and their faith formed within them a singular conviction: tell the truth about what is going on, even if nobody wants to hear it. For Ellul, the trauma of war, Protestantism, and an education in history and sociology precipitated this conviction. For Virilio, it was the trauma of war; Catholicism; and studies in art, architecture, and philosophy.

The war troubles began for Ellul when he was removed from his professorship at University of Strasbourg for vocalizing his opposition to Marshall Pétain and the Vichy Regime.5 After advising students to remain at their studies so as not to be forced to enlist in the German army, a student reported his subversive comments. Ellul lost his job but could have been arrested if a sympathetic official had not helped him avoid arrest. Other members in his family were not as fortunate, however. Ellul’s father was arrested after it was discovered he was a British citizen, and eventually, he died in prison. Then, when it came to light that Ellul’s wife Yvette was a British citizen, Ellul’s family was forced to flee to rural France to avoid her arrest.

Once in Martres, Ellul farmed to provide food for his family. He needed support from local farmers in the village, however, because he was more of an intellectual than an agriculturalist. He also provided legal advice to locals, worked on a degree in theology that he nearly completed, and secretly taught university courses by distance. Still, it was difficult for Ellul to take care of his family, so his mother-in-law provided financial assistance that helped the family make it through the war.6

Ellul also joined the French resistance while all of the above was happening. He forged papers for, hid, and transported Jews and other persecuted people to the unoccupied regions of France. His family also provided lodging for resistance members. And while Ellul advocates nonviolence in his work, he does mention in interviews that he would have participated in the resistance’s armed conflicts if he would have been able to find any of the weapons that were so scarce at the time.7

Finally, and most pressingly, Ellul lost one of his children in 1947.8 Ellul does not speak about Simon’s death, neither in interviews nor in published writing, but he dedicated Meaning of the City to Simon and he wrote a currently unpublished collection of poetry titled “The Book of Simon,” an obviously intimate account of the loss of his son. In a conversation with Ellul’s grandson Jérôme, he told me Simon’s death “completely changed” Ellul’s theology.9 While Jérôme did not elaborate on how Ellul’s theology changed after Simon’s death, and it seemed inappropriate to ask for more details, it is reasonable to read anything theological written by Ellul after 1947 as work that has been inflected by Simon’s death.

It is also noteworthy that the example of the automobile appears through Ellul’s work as a symbol of the technologies so idealized in the twentieth century. For example, in his last major work on technology, he writes, “The automobile is [the] most perfect symbol of the technical society, and in buying it we are really buying a nexus of social symbols. It combines utility and futility, evasion and fatality, being elsewhere and finally meeting death.”10 The agony of the automobile accident that killed his soon looms over his writings, and within a storm of traumatic events, Ellul developed a writing plan that determined the next fifty years of his work.11 When the war ended, he returned to teaching and writing.12 This time it was in Bordeaux.

Whereas Ellul was in his late twenties, teaching, and exiled to rural France when the war began, Virilio was eight and exiled to Nantes with his family. It was occupied by the Germans, and because of the abominable absurdities of war, repeatedly bombed by France’s allies.13 After the war he was conscripted into the French military as a gunner, where he eventually became a cartographic officer. He was stationed in the French Occupied Zones in Germany and was deployed to Algeria for six months during its conflicts. Experiencing these traumas of war at a young age, and serving in the military during these formative years, shaped Virilio to the extent that war became a prominent theme in his writings.14 He often identifies as a war baby, who was fathered and mothered by war, and educated in the university of war.15 Such descriptions may seem exaggerated to readers new to Virilio, but the stories he shares about the war show he is neither dramatizing nor romanticizing what he was exposed to as a child. For example, he recalls in an interview:

I wasn’t told about [the concentration camps]. As [in], it wasn’t something “people” talked about. There were the men who were executed, the hostages, the prisoners—I knew about that, I lived through that. But “people” didn’t know about the camps. We found out only at the end of the war. And, [it] was an unthinkable, unplaceable thing for a child. You wouldn’t believe it. [Basically], I didn’t believe my eyes, until I saw the first concentration camp survivors getting off the trains.16

He continues:

[The concentration camps were an] absolute horror. And then there was also an absolute escalation: there was Hiroshima. The war wouldn’t go away. We were happy. The war was over. I remember [hearing] on the radio [. . .] a nuclear explosion. I don’t remember if it was Bikini Atoll. . . . At any rate, “it” came over as a crackling or, in other words, like “static”—but we understood nothing about it, except for having an unconscious sense that it was space that was being rent asunder. Those who’d experienced the bombings understood; those who’d seen cities disappear understood; the sky’s torn apart and bodies disintegrate. The atom bomb was an apocalyptic vision; you couldn’t be glad about it. Camus wrote immediately in the papers that it was a scandal, whereas others said, “It had to be done, it’s good.” We, I, who had lived through the war and the bombings, I repeat that we couldn’t be glad on this occasion. It was too much. It was like the concentration camps. Auschwitz and Hiroshima are pendants to each other. They’ve organized death, and that’s the supreme perversion of the human spirit.17

I will say more in a later section about how Ellul and Virilio’s experiences during the war provide critical context for their work on technology. However, it should be pointed out here that anecdotes like these show both thinkers should be read as scholars struggling to find ways to think and write after the Holocaust, Hiroshima, and Nagasaki; as people who witnessed concentration camp survivors off-boarding trains; and as citizens of a country caught between vicious world powers willing to drop atomic bombs on cities filled with civilians. Ellul tends to write and speak about these realities in detached and calculated ways. Virilio tends to write and speak about them in personal and passionate ways. But both scholars capture the truth that France’s experience of World War II was far more immediate and devastating than that of North America’s. This has to be kept in mind when reading the work of Ellul and Virilio because, as this book will illustrate from various perspectives, their proximity to the concentration camp and the atomic bomb viscerally shaped their lives and their work. So much, in fact, that concentration camps and atomic bombs appear throughout their writing as realities to be reckoned with.

Faith and Education

Ellul converted to Christianity at eighteen and eventually joined the smaller Reformed church rather than the dominant Roman Catholic church. His education in law and history and the intellectual influences of Søren Kierkegaard, Karl Marx, and Karl Barth were the primary reasons for this decision. He does not speak or write in detail about his conversion, but he does share some anecdotes in interviews. He grew up with a resolutely atheist father and a devout Christian mother who did not speak overtly about her faith but prayed fervently for her son’s conversion. He was interested in the Bible at a young age, but his conversion was not prompted until a moving
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