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

i n t r o d u c t i o n

vincent w. lloyd

The French prime minister looked “like a communion wafer dipped in 
shit.”1 It is hard to understand Aimé Césaire’s description of Georges Bi-
dault as anything but a metaphor that troubles the core of political theology, 
the homology between political sovereign and God. In light of the colonial 
massacres of nonwhite populations—Bidault led the Fourth Republic at the 
start of the Indochina War and was foreign minister during the Malagasy 
Uprising—the French sovereign is profaned, grotesque. In Césaire’s char-
acteristic reversal, he inverts the civilized and the savage, locating “howling 
savagery” at the heart of Europe. But the image is equivocal; savagery mimes 
civilization, and paganism mimes Christianity. The image suggests the pos-
sibility of cleansing, purifying, and returning to the sovereign who properly 
looks like a communion wafer, like the Body of Christ.

Césaire’s is a political theology from the perspective of the nonwhite, 
from the perspective of negritude—often euphemistically left untranslated 
instead of exhibited in its intended ugliness: niggerness. Race as color, as 
ideology, as institutional logic, as resource, as imagination is joined with 
religion as symbol, as practice, as ethos, as resource, as imagination, joined 
by Césaire in political critique. Discourse on Colonialism, Césaire’s 1950 
prose-poem, opens by declaring Europe to be “spiritually indefensible.” 
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The opposition of Europe, civilization, and Christianity to non-Europe, 
savagery, and paganism is unsustainable. Césaire’s target is more than false 
consciousness; for him, Christianity is more than symbol or belief held 
superficially. Christianity is also an ethos, a set of virtues and values. To be 
a good Christian—to be among the “virtuous young men educated by the 
Jesuit Fathers”—is to be a good bourgeois, and this is to have the habits 
that make for a successful colonial administrator. Missionaries are among 
the most virulent racists, Césaire suggests.2

After studying in France, Césaire returned to his home in Martinique 
and wrote his autobiographical poem, Notebook of a Return to the Native 
Land. It was an impossible return. In the poem Césaire describes himself, 
seeing his land again, as “a lone man imprisoned in whiteness,” finding 
his home a place of fear and hunger and exhaustion, the morning “slowly 
vomiting out its human fatigue,” a place where “neither the teacher in his 
classroom, nor the priest at catechism will / be able to get a word out of this 
sleepy little nigger.” Yet childhood memories of “foolish and crazy stunts” 
along with “the bread, / and the wine of complicity” remind of youthful 
communion, since lost, perhaps educated away. And there was Christmas, 
with joys and dreams and tastes and smells and laughter and gossip and 
song: Alleluia, Christ is risen. It is ecstatic song that moves from voices to 
bodies to spirits, “the hands, the feet, the buttocks, the genitals, and your 
entire being liquefies into sounds, voices, and rhythm”; it “starts pulling the 
nearest devil by the tail,” muting laments and fears.3

After Christmas, fear and exhaustion return: the town “crawls on its 
hands without the slightest desire to drill the sky with / a stature of protest,” 
the risen Christ an opiate and no more. The whiteness that imprisons is not 
only the outsider’s perspective; it is the whiteness of religion, of Christianity, 
as well. But there is a response, a transformation of values, realigned from 
the perspective of niggerness. Whiteness and niggerness are asymmetrical; 
niggerness congeals the inchoate identities of the nonwhite, starting with 
the Jew and proceeding to the Kaffir, the Hindu, the Harlem man, and pro-
ceeding to the “famine-man,” “insult-man,” and “torture-man.” Reason is 
displaced by the madness of memory, lament, visions, dreams. “An apostate,” 
the narrator proclaims himself, “I too / have assassinated God,” “Worshipped 
the Zambeze.” The poetry turns to incantation, punctuated by a sorcerer’s 
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calls, “voum rooh oh,” that wake the dead and control the skies. Christian 
impotence is displaced by pagan conjuring, with human capacity to control 
the world—“Leaving Europe utterly twisted with screams.”4 

Yet in his “virile prayer” to be granted “the savage faith of the sorcerer,” it 
is possible to read a thickening, rather than a rejection, of Christianity. The 
ecstatic moment of Christmas and the ecstatic cries of the African sorcerer 
are moments of fantasy to be traversed. What remains is not the secular but 
a religiosity complicated. Having passed through the language of virility, 
the poem praises those who have not explored or conquered, those who 
“yield, captivated, to the essence of things / ignorant of surfaces but capti-
vated by the motion of all things / indifferent to conquering, but playing 
the game of the world.” The weak and the simple are saved, not the strong 
and knowledgeable. Grief and joy and love are extolled in the ordinary, not 
relegated to ecstasy. The greatest of these, all that is left once the world is 
accepted as it is and the poet finds himself “only a man,” is love. Rejecting 
his identity as a father, a brother, a son, or a husband, the poet wishes to 
be a lover, not of a woman but of a people. After the poet accepts laughter 
and fear and agony, it becomes possible to set them aside, “my eyes fixed on 
this town which I prophesy, beautiful.” The new town, the heavenly city, 
is the vision of the lover, born not of hatred but of “universal hunger” and 
“universal thirst.” It is a vision that was made possible by, and required, ac-
ceptance—undistorted accounting, and feeling, of the world as it is. And it 
is a vision that motivates action: protest, prophecy, and revolution (the place 
to begin, Césaire writes, is at the end of the world).5

For Césaire, we might say, there is a political theology of Christmas as 
holiday and a political theology of the sorcerer, both entranced by the 
exceptional moment of religious ecstasy that ultimately reaffirms Euro-
pean sovereignty, white privilege. There is an alternative political theology, 
visible from the perspective of niggerness, that transforms the sovereign 
exception into the everyday, that sees each individual—every famine-man, 
insult-man, and torture-man, everyone who recognizes in themselves a 
universal hunger and thirst—into a creator, capable of dancing and con-
juring, of seeing the miraculous in the ordinary, of protesting injustice, of 
loving.6 To cleanse the communion wafer of excrement requires seeing 
communion everywhere, not just in the face of the (racist and genocidal) 



v i nc e nt  w. l loy d     4

prime minister. But this is a difficult communion, a communion of the 
future, of an imagined town, prophesied by means of the careful analysis of 
the problems of the day. 

what césaire’s work illustrates is how conversations about political 
theology might be complicated and thickened when race is taken into ac-
count. Similarly, discussions of race that avoid political theology limit theo-
retical imagination. The burgeoning interest in political theology across the 
humanities has curiously ignored discussions such as these.

This burgeoning interest results, in part, from changing background as-
sumptions about religion. Scholars have realized that treating religion as 
most essentially a private belief is a very specific, very Protestant approach.7 
Many Christianities, and many other non-Christian traditions, see religion 
just as much about community as about the individual or do not make 
this distinction at all. Closely related to this descriptive claim about the 
essence of religion is the normative claim that religion ought to be a pri-
vate matter. The reasoning goes that religion has the potential, perhaps the 
unique potential, to cause discord and violence when it is permitted to 
show its face in public.8 Clearly, the imperative to restrict religion to the 
private sphere complements the Protestant notion that religion is primar-
ily a private matter. As the descriptive claims about what religion is and 
how violent it is are called into question, the foundations of the normative 
claim are weakened; the normative claim appears increasingly like a passive-
aggressive assertion of Protestant hegemony. Political theology presents it-
self as an alternative approach to both descriptive and normative questions, 
an approach that leaves behind implicit assumptions and adds complexity to 
these conversations.

Recent years have also displayed the limitations of the secularization the-
sis, the claim that religions will wither away in the modern world.9 The 
contemporary religious landscape is, as all can see, robust and dynamic. One 
might hypothesize that the forms of religiosity in decline are those that os-
tensibly reject political theology, seeing religious commitment as a personal 
matter distinct from political ideas and beliefs; those that are on the rise, and 
increasingly visible, embrace a deep connection between religious and po-
litical ideas. Charles Taylor’s recent revision of the secularization thesis could 
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be read as an attempt to push those religious communities traditionally aller-
gic to political theology to accept that secularization itself should be under-
stood as a theological transformation, necessitating a theological response.10

The phrase “political theology” is sometimes used in a very narrow 
sense, sometimes in a very broad sense, and sometimes in a sectarian sense. 
Most narrowly, political theology refers to claims by the German jurist 
Carl Schmitt concerning the role of religious concepts in political theory. 
According to Schmitt, in a given place and time in European history there 
is a homology between particularly significant Christian concepts and par-
ticularly significant political concepts.11 Crudely put, the king is like God; 
theorizing the powers of the king, or the state, parallels the work of theol-
ogy. Intellectual historians have investigated the context in which Schmitt’s 
ideas arose, political theorists have investigated the relevance of Schmitt’s 
claims for understanding contemporary democracies, and philosophers 
have parsed the political theological concepts Schmitt identified.

In the broadest sense, political theology is used almost interchangeably 
with the phrase “religion and politics.” Political theology in this sense refers 
to the many ways that religion (religious ideas, but religious ideas are hardly 
separable from religious practices and institutions) shapes politics (political 
ideas, but, again, political ideas are hardly separable from political practices 
and institutions). If Catholics and Evangelicals support different political 
parties, the explanation may have to do with political theology. Or it may 
not; the explanation may be reductionist, turning to nontheological fac-
tors such as demographic or cultural differences to explain the difference 
in political affiliation. The investigation of political and religious concepts 
that arise, and conjoin, takes place throughout the humanities, from literary 
studies to anthropology to political theory and religious studies. If social 
scientists approach religion and politics by reducing religion away, political 
theology just names the approach that scholars of the humanities take to 
these same questions, allowing religion a robust, multifaceted meaning. 

It would be tempting, but misleading, to associate “religion and politics” 
with the empirical and “political theology” with the theoretical. Indeed, 
understood in the broad sense, political theology is often empirical, begin-
ning with careful examination of specific religious communities and their 
religious ideas. No claims need to be made about the relationship of reli-
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gious and political ideas in general (or “in theory”); the scholar of political 
theology may be content with one particular location or one particular 
text. As a result, political theology need not have any particular affiliation 
with Christianity. There is a flourishing literature on Jewish political theol-
ogy, and an increasing literature on Islamic political theology, with other 
religions sure to follow suit. 

Yet the broad sense of political theology can become frustrating in its 
expansiveness. What is frustrating is not necessarily the variety of contexts, 
and texts, to which the term is brought to bear but the distance that the 
term moves away from the rich and subtle understanding of religion and 
politics that characterizes Schmitt’s work at its best. Religion and politics 
are both concepts with complicated genealogies. The best work in political 
theology has an impulse to use the conjunction of the two, the political and 
the theological, to explore the difficulties involved in each. It is tempting 
to understand “the political” as a narrow set of ideas, for example, about 
sovereignty or about an amorphous notion of social change. It is similarly 
tempting to understand “the theological” as a narrow set of ideas concern-
ing God’s relationship to himself and to the world or about divinely sanc-
tioned moral imperatives. But political and theological ideas are much more 
complex and not separable from political and religious practices, institu-
tions, cultures, and histories. To consider but one example, love is not only 
an attribute of God in Christian theology but also a human virtue. Recent 
work has studied the political implications of this virtue when practiced, for 
example, at a school board meeting.12 

Although there has been some discussion of political theology outside 
North American and European contexts, there has been strikingly little dis-
cussion of race and political theology. Perhaps the reason is that race seems 
especially restricted to a particular historical and cultural context; theology, 
of course, is rather misleadingly supposed to be in some sense universal. 
Further, the religious ideas most often discussed in the context of political 
theology, God’s attributes and workings in the world, seem independent of 
racial considerations (with the notable exception of the religious ideas of 
certain new religious movements and, of course, black theology). Similarly, 
it is hard to imagine a racial politics in any sort of generic sense; racial poli-
tics has to do more with political practice than political theory. At most, 
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politics and theology both have to grapple with difference, and it is here 
that race may enter the discussion. Race is one difference among others, 
and there is no reason to suppose that racial difference would be treated 
any differently than regional difference, linguistic difference, or gender dif-
ference. Investigations of political theology in a particular context might 
grapple with issues of race, but investigating race, it would seem, has little to 
say about political theology in general.

Yet political theology in the narrow view, associated with the work of 
Schmitt, is intimately connected with questions of race. Schmitt’s associa-
tion with National Socialism, and the centrality of the concept of a people 
rooted in the earth to his thought, forces the issue.13 That race disappears 
when political theology expands from a narrow to a broad sense is trou-
bling; perhaps it suggests that, even in the broad sense, political theology is 
haunted by race. Indeed, National Socialist Germany is the turning point 
in Aimé Césaire’s narrative, the Jew his first example of the racial other. 
The political theology that authorized colonial atrocities was exposed in its 
raw barbarism by the Nazis. Césaire writes that Hitler would “reveal to the 
very distinguished, very humanistic, very Christian bourgeois of the twen-
tieth century that without his being aware of it, he has a Hitler inside him, 
that Hitler inhabits him, that Hitler is his demon.”14 The excrement already 
coating Christianity starts to stink in Europe itself.

Césaire’s reflections point toward a tension between the narrow and 
broad senses of political theology subtler than the labels suggest. Might 
the broad sense of political theology effect a universalizing of the Chris-
tian simply by asking the questions that it poses? This need no longer be 
a “white” Christianity—Césaire’s project is to polish away that white-
ness—but it may remain a Christianity nonetheless. Scholars of religion 
have pointed to the very specific, very Protestant heritage of their object of 
study; Marxists and feminists have made analogous observations about poli-
tics. Yet with the political and the theological conjoined, political theology 
often escapes such worries.

If political theology is understood as arising in a European, Christian 
context, expanding outward more recently to other contexts, and main-
taining a pretense of universality, then race and political theology may be 
intimately, inextricably bound. J. Kameron Carter’s recent work has tracked 
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how the figure of the Jew initiates the European-Christian racial imag-
ination, laying the foundation for understanding colonial others and, in 
the North American context, understanding African American racial dif-
ference.15 The academic enterprise of genealogy is intended to explore 
precisely this: how the image of a “scholarly toolkit” elides the political 
struggles that give rise to, and shape, each “tool,” how one who employs 
tools is an unwitting partisan in these struggles. Inquiries into race and 
political theology can be seen as genealogical inquiries, uncovering these 
forgotten struggles and allowing the scholar to become a witting partici-
pant—and perhaps dissolving the image of the dispassionate scholar bring-
ing political theology in her trusty toolkit to the data.

In addition to the narrow and broad senses of political theology is what 
might be called a sectarian sense of the phrase. Political theology in this sense 
is just the branch of theology that deals with political questions. Theology, 
uncharitably, is as phantasmal as alchemy or astrology, a pseudo-academic 
field founded on beliefs in the supernatural. More charitably, theology is 
a second-order religious discourse, a conversation about what Christians 
ought and ought not say or do. In either case, theology is opposed to secular 
academic inquiry, is opposed to, among other things, the secular study of 
religions. When political theology is understood as the branch of theology 
concerned with politics—for example, when it is understood as reflection on 
what Christians ought and ought not say or do in politics—it seems to have 
no place in the secular academy. It is an activity of believers, for believers. 

Although there is an active conversation about political theology as a 
branch of theology, this sectarian sense of the phrase certainly does not 
characterize the bourgeoning conversations about political theology in 
the academic humanities. But the sectarian sense of the phrase is not alto-
gether isolated. The academic journal Political Theology, originally subtitled 
The Journal of Christian Socialism, has increasingly featured secular academic 
discussions of political theology. But the very distinction between these 
two conversations, like that between theology and secular religious studies, 
brings with it questionable assumptions. Once personal belief is no longer 
taken as the core of religiosity, as soon as the importance of community 
and ritual and culture and tradition are acknowledged, what it might mean 
for theology to be by and for believers becomes obscure. If, for example, 
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religion is more like a language and theology more like a grammar, the sup-
posed distinction between secular conversations about political theology 
and sectarian, Christian conversations quickly recedes.16

Carl Schmitt himself complicates the distinction between secular and 
theological inquiry into political theology. Schmitt was a Catholic in a 
Protestant-dominated German academic landscape, and he was distanced 
from the Catholic Church after divorcing his first wife and remarry-
ing. His nostalgia and hope mix faith and scholarship.17 Even though it 
is well known that Schmitt wrote about race and about political theol-
ogy, how these two themes are connected and how they are connected to 
Schmitt’s other famous concept, of the existential enemy and friend, are 
less frequently discussed. Out of this silence, there arises a general sense that 
Schmitt considered the figure of the Jew as that of the existential enemy 
and commended the Nazi mistreatment of Jews because it involved the ex-
ercise of sovereign authority in a Godlike sense, that is, because it involved 
the ability to suspend the law. That Schmitt concluded a 1936 speech by 
quoting from Mein Kampf, “By fending off the Jew, I struggle for the work 
of the Lord,” gives this interpretation significant persuasive force.18

But this attempt at adding cohesion to Schmitt’s theoretical writings and 
political activity overlooks the complications of his character. An outsider as-
piring to intellectual importance, rapidly achieving and rapidly losing influ-
ence within the Third Reich, frustrated by his postwar internment and never 
willing to recant his far from clear-cut wartime views, exercising a quiet but 
broad influence after the war from his provincial home while revisiting his 
earlier works, Schmitt was certainly not the dogmatic figure he is sometimes 
portrayed to be. His instincts were certainly conservative but more creatively 
than rigidly so. His personal diaries exhibited an unnervingly crude anti-
Semitism, dovetailing all too well with his public wartime condemnations of 
“Jewish” jurisprudence, yet like that of any committed intellectual his work, 
at its best, exhibits an analytical rigor that allows for independence from the 
day’s conventional wisdom that his diaries so easily echo.

Schmitt’s work consists of two apparently independent moments, bound 
together by political theology. The first moment emphasizes the impor-
tance for politics of a people, a group rooted in a location. In the opening 
lines of The Concept of the Political we read that “the state is a specific entity 
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of a people.”19 On a nearly opposite topic, Schmitt suggests that the partisan 
is properly telluric, coming from and living off the earth.20 In his reflections 
on international law, Schmitt begins by describing how “the earth became 
known as the mother of law,” how “the fertile earth contains within herself, 
within the womb of her fecundity, an inner measure.”21 This Schmitt takes 
as the starting point for his account of a European legal order, one that re-
jects both Soviet and American hegemony. 

The second moment in Schmitt’s work, which at first seems directly op-
posed to the first, emphasizes the existential. It is the political that makes the 
state possible, and the basis of the political is the distinction between friends 
and enemies. There is no feeling of hatred directed at political enemies and 
no feeling of warmth directed at political friends. The distinction between 
political friends and political enemies cannot be reduced to economic or 
moral or cultural affiliation. It is, paradoxically, pure antagonism, uncon-
taminated by feelings or reasons. Politics consists in helping one’s friends 
and harming one’s enemies. Politics is war by other means. Liberalism, and 
parliamentary democracy, suppresses the political, purporting to provide a 
venue for political discourse while actually eliminating the space for the 
existential enmity constitutive of the political. Specific values are advanced 
under the guise of being universal conditions for politics (reasonableness, 
free communication, and so on). In his theory of the partisan, Schmitt sug-
gests that political commitment sets the partisan apart from criminals or 
vagabonds. And in his theory of international law, Schmitt distinguishes 
nomos, which comes about through the dividing or appropriating of land, 
from law, rules that order society. Schmitt does not call for a reunion of law 
and nomos; in fact, he acknowledges that from the earliest times the two 
have been split. The land and the people rooted in a land are a necessary but 
not sufficient element of politics. A second, existential moment is necessary.

These two moments in Schmitt’s work appear to be precariously main-
tained simultaneously without explanation or justification. It is in his ac-
count of political theology that this apparent tension is resolved. Schmitt 
famously asserts, “All significant concepts of the modern theory of the state 
are secularized theological concepts.”22 As deism gained popularity, with 
its understanding of a withdrawn God and a world governed by the law of 
nature accessible to humans, the monarch retreated, leaving a constitutional 
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state governed by laws. The whims of the monarch no longer affected the 
laws of the state, just as God no longer was thought to act in the world 
through miracles. In the early nineteenth century, as God’s relationship to 
the world transformed from one of transcendence to one of immanence, 
sovereign authority came to be understood as held collectively by citizens, 
the ruler and the ruled the same, the state an organic entity. 

Schmitt’s claim about the relationship between political and theologi-
cal concepts is not simply a claim about history. It is also a claim about 
the current political vocabulary. To understand the meaning of sovereignty, 
one should start by thinking through what theologians have to say about 
God’s authority. To understand the meaning of political community, one 
should start by thinking through what theologians have to say about reli-
gious community, about the Christian Church. The church has two faces, 
visible and invisible. It is a collection of sinful humans, and it is also holy, the 
Body of Christ. There is no worldly explanation for these two identities; it 
is a mystery.23 Christians go awry when they forget about this duality, when 
they focus on either the visible church or the invisible church. Indeed, this 
is the same paradox at the heart of Christian faith: that Jesus is the Christ, 
that God can become man. 

The two moments of Schmitt’s thought are bound together by this mys-
tery. A state grows from a people, but the political is a prerequisite for a 
state. A people is rooted in a land and at the same time is constituted by 
existential friendship and by shared existential enmity directed outward. 
A partisan is at once rooted in his land and committed to political ideals. 
Nomos and positive law are jointly, and separately, the foundation of inter-
national law. Schmitt’s targets are those who would quash the mystery. He 
opposes those who would locate political enmity in worldly factors, such 
as cultural or class difference. He opposes those who would offer a political 
system supposedly capable of mediating all competing interests in a society. 
In cases such as these, the church visible and the church invisible are con-
fused—or rather, their political analogues are confused. To put it strongly, 
taking perhaps too much liberty, race and politics are linked, according to 
Schmitt, by political theology.

Yet Schmitt is not the necessary starting point for contemporary discus-
sions of political theology. Schmitt’s work has been complicated over the 
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years, and new questions about the racially inflected relationship between 
the political and the theological have emerged. The chapters that follow 
explore the openings created for conversations about race when the canon 
of political theology is shaken up, when new figures (Du Bois, Baldwin, 
Shakespeare) are permitted entry, when priority is given to figures previ-
ously considered secondary (Stapel, Brunner), and when the political land-
scape shifts to the contemporary (Israel, the United States). This is not an 
entirely new project: the past several decades have seen a variety of refor-
mations of political theology, a few of which will be surveyed here.

Immediate reactions to Schmitt’s work were varied, although discussion 
of race has often been limited to condemnations of Schmitt’s anti-Semitism. 
In the wake of the Second World War, political theology became the label 
of a German theological movement that took Schmitt’s work as a start-
ing point but complicated it, intending to purge racist possibilities. Erik 
Peterson, an early leader of this movement, emphasized that the connection 
between political sovereign and God began before Christianity, and that 
Christianity actually complicated this connection by positing a Trinitarian 
God.24 That one person of the Trinity was crucified by the Roman (politi-
cal) regime further complicates this relationship. Work by Jürgen Moltmann, 
Johann Baptist Metz, and Dorothee Sölle explores the political significance 
of a suffering God. For these theologians the Holocaust looms large, and the 
memory of suffering is seen as a potent political resource. Secular modernity 
has little experience grappling with suffering, but Christianity has much ex-
perience grappling with the crucial nexus of suffering and freedom.25

Schmitt gives center stage to the secularized theological concept of sov-
ereignty, but some have worried that a focus on sovereignty reinforces the 
status quo. Political theological inquiry that follows Schmitt would result, at 
most, in the conclusion that the form sovereignty takes would need to be 
reformed; what if a more radical critique is desired? Is there a way to call 
sovereignty itself into question? The theological vocabulary that separates 
the time of world and the end of time offers resources for such a critique. 
In light of the eschaton, worldly dealings matter little, and worldly powers 
tremble. To invoke the eschaton, to speak of the eschaton’s rapid approach, 
and to invoke he who will bring about the eschaton are ways of invoking a 
higher power, of undercutting sovereign authority.
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Schmitt himself, in his later work, found a political role for eschatology, 
although it was a role with limited critical potential. With the end of time 
would come the Antichrist; it is only through a restrainer, a katechon, that the 
Antichrist is held back.26 The Roman emperor was viewed as the katechon, 
according to Schmitt, holding back barbarians and allowing the present era 
to continue. This role transferred, in the Middle Ages, to the Holy Roman 
Emperor, and later, the English monarch played the role, overseeing colonial 
possessions and guarding them against the uncivilized forces of the Anti-
christ. In this way, Schmitt portrays the eschaton as something to be feared; he 
portrays the sovereign as a necessary defender against apocalyptic calamity.

In contrast to, and in dialogue with, Schmitt, Jacob Taubes presents an 
alternative history of eschatology that recovers its critical political poten-
tial.27 What Taubes dubs “apocalypticism” involves both a destruction of the 
worldly order and the creation of a “new covenant.” Further, the imminence 
of the end of time motivates frantic political action. Taubes emphasizes the 
connection between exile and apocalypse. God is alienated from the world, 
and man is alienated from himself. These separations will be healed at the 
end of time: the alien will return; man’s exile will end. Taubes’s history 
of eschatology begins with Jewish exile, with the biblical book of Daniel. 
Eschatology is peculiarly Jewish, foreign to the Greco-Roman world, posits 
Taubes, and this difference is crucial for understanding rebellion against 
Roman rule. It is also a context crucial for understanding the development 
of Christianity, and Taubes portrays Paul not as the founder of universalism 
but as a Jewish rebel against imperial Rome.28 Eschatology arises from a 
particular context that commitment to the eschaton does not supersede. This 
is what allows Taubes to separate political and religious universalism, and 
the promise of political theology is the recovery of the political potential 
of the latter. In a quite different sense than for Schmitt, race remains at the 
center of political theology.

It is tempting to oppose the Christian Schmitt to the Jewish Taubes, 
the former finding God walking on earth and the latter asserting that the 
Messiah is yet to come. This is precisely the sense in which Jacques Derrida 
embraces Judaism (though one may worry whether Judaism portrayed in 
this way already buys into the supersessionist logic put forward by a danger-
ous form of Christianity). Derrida’s later work linked the indeterminacy 
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of meaning with the promise of meaning, linked the porous and always 
already problematic concepts of the day with the only hope possible, that 
such anxieties would fade in an indiscernible future. In light of the eschaton, 
the present is ruins; Derrida’s work exposes the present as ruins. Sovereignty, 
political and theological and even authorial, names the regime of the pres-
ent beckoning critique; democracy names eschatological politics, promised 
but never achieved in this world.29 Yet in Derrida’s eschatological vision, 
the specificity of race—beyond a crude caricature of the Jew—seems to be 
lost, dissolving into the rest of Derrida’s all too serious play of texts.

The defining power of the sovereign, for Schmitt, is the power to decide 
on the exception, the power to suspend the law. Michel Foucault’s later 
work emphasizes the power of the sovereign to decide over life and death.30 
American gubernatorial pardons are a reminder of how closely these two 
positions are linked. It is the head of state government who can decide 
when to suspend the law and permit a person condemned to death to 
continue living. Yet this is the sort of example that Foucault suggests can be 
misleading. The power of the sovereign to kill is highly visible and dramatic, 
all the more so in centuries past, but it distracts from a pervasive, pernicious 
aspect of our modern world: sovereign power over life.

By power over life, Foucault means the regulation of life. For Foucault, 
norms constitute the object they purport to merely regulate. What life is, 
and what counts as life, increasingly becomes the business of the state in 
modernity. Characteristically, Foucault tracks this increase across multiple 
domains, including medical writings, architectural plans, census questions, 
and, most famously, incarceration. The citizen is no longer an object to be 
commanded but a body whose biological existence is a matter of interest 
for the state. It is in this context that race emerges, among the technolo-
gies of “biopolitics” that the modern state, particularly in the nineteenth 
century, devises and employs. As the state becomes increasingly interested 
in fertility, mortality, and health of populations, racism became “the basic 
mechanism of power” to the extent that “the modern State can scarcely 
function without becoming involved with racism at some point.”31 Racism 
separates those over whom sovereign power over life is exercised and those 
over whom sovereign power over death is exercised (it is tempting, but 
much too easy, to call this a division between friends and enemies). With 
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the death of the other, life becomes more healthy, more pure. Foucault here 
means death, like life, in the broadest sense. Those who are racial others are 
exposed to physical risks, expelled, deprived of social and political life—
culminating in Nazi Germany.

Foucault’s account of biopolitics provides an account of race that, at least 
on the surface, moves away from political theology. Indeed, when Fou-
cault writes of modern anti-Semitism, he describes a transformation of “old 
religious-type anti-Semitism” into state-sanctioned racism in which the 
Jew functions as a generic form of the racial other.32 Giorgio Agamben has 
attempted to restore the link between biopolitics and political theology by 
tracing, across an impressive array of contexts, the figure of the sacred man, 
homo sacer.33 More precisely, what Agamben tracks is the logic of the excep-
tion, which he takes to be a privileged motif of (at least) Western society. An 
exception requires the law but also makes the law possible. Agamben iden-
tifies a number of figures, beyond the sovereign, who have this peculiar role 
with respect to the law—he writes of outlaws, of werewolves, and of those 
imprisoned in concentration camps. What is notable about all of these fig-
ures inhabiting the exception, Agamben argues, is that they are considered 
sacred and that their bare life (as opposed to their social persona) is at issue. 
In this, biopolitics and political theology are joined. For Agamben, unlike 
Foucault, bare life and holy life have been joined throughout the history of 
Western society; Auschwitz is not strange but a new manifestation of an old 
phenomenon. But whereas Foucault emphasizes the specificity of race, as a 
modern construction, race fades in Agamben’s narrative as the paradox of 
the legal exception is individuated onto specific figures.

Growing as it did out of Marxist and early poststructuralist theory, post-
colonial theory has as times been suspicious of religion, viewing it as a tool 
of the colonizer, an opiate of the colonized. Recent work has suggested just 
the opposite: there is a subversive potential in the religions of the former 
colonies that has been ignored (or even theoretically colonized) by secu-
lar, that is, post-Christian, Western scholars. When the religious ideas and 
practices of the former colonies are no longer understood on a “world reli-
gions” model, forcing them into the peculiar shape of Protestant Christian-
ity or, more generously, of Abrahamic faiths, taking seriously those beliefs 
and practices can dramatically humble Western scholars. In fact, such reli-
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gious ideas and practices can be used as a tool for achieving such humility. 
Dipesh Chakrabarty proposes leaving “gods and spirits” with agency in his-
torical narratives to remind the Western reader, and writer, of the pervasive 
and futile violence that her attempted translation enacts.34 Saba Mahmood 
understands her anthropological account of pious Muslim women in Cairo 
as calling into question Western assumptions about ethics and politics that 
govern the secular modern state (as well as the more complicated quasi-
secular, quasi-modern Egyptian state).35

Yet proposals such as Chakrabarty’s and Mahmood’s still view secular 
modernity as a Western construction, one that is to be critiqued from the 
perspective of the global South. Other recent work has argued that moder-
nity should not be understood as a European creation but as a coproduction 
of Europe and its others. Modernity emerged as Europeans encountered 
the peoples of the Americas, Africa, and the Pacific. Furthermore, the trans-
formation from a provincial but ostensibly universal worldview to a plan-
etary worldview happened on both sides of the encounter, as both sides 
realized that their view of the cosmos would have to change to incorporate 
those they met. These worldviews were at once philosophical, political, and 
religious. The way that they transformed, according to Jared Hickman, was 
to invent race.36 The way for a worldview thought to be universal to main-
tain its potency once humans from another corner of the globe dropped by 
or turned up was to give each group a role in the cosmos. In other words, 
groups turned into races as part of a political theological perspective—
race was born from a transformation of political theology, and it was born 
Siamese twins, one European and the other in the rest of the world.

This narrative is elegant and compelling, but is it really describing po-
litical theology? In other words, can a worldview (if there is such a thing) 
be so easily associated with political theology? Hickman thinks that it can, 
because both have to do with “ultimate sense.” But such a definition appears 
to revert to a watery Protestantism, where religion is just beliefs about mat-
ters of ultimate concern. The novelty of “political theology” allows it to be 
deployed without worrying about the genealogical criticisms that have been 
leveled against the categories of religion and politics. Perhaps this tempta-
tion to repeat such theoretically colonizing maneuvers is what prompted 
Edward Said to advance his notion of “secular critique.” By this Said does 
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not refer to secularism in the dogmatic sense, nor does he refer to secularism 
as the complement to religiosity. As Gil Anidjar recently wrote, Said’s secular 
criticism “must be read as a critique of Christianity, secularized or not.”37 
Secularism, as ideology, is invented by Christianity. Paradoxically, political 
theology at its best is secular criticism, attentive to text and context, ever 
vigilant of ideologically inflected concepts, the friction between text and 
ideology exposing both—that is, making both vulnerable. Holding a privi-
leged position among ideologies is the Christian and post-Christian. Césaire, 
ultimately, returns to a cleansed Christianity, perhaps a secular Christianity.

to make vulnerable the political and the theological through engage-
ment with text and context is the intellectual labor of political theology. 
Critique and defense are the tools of the polemicist and the demagogue. 
The vocation of the academic, in contrast, is to expose what is taken for 
granted, to make vulnerable. Race, from Jews to African Americans to colo-
nial encounters, is a particularly sensitive site of exposure and a catalyst for 
engagements with political theology. Too often the vocabulary of political 
theology has been limited, confined to narrow, diluted, or sectarian senses. 
The essays that follow expand that vocabulary through a concern with race. 
In order to allow for focused but also comparative inquiry, a particular focus 
of these chapters is on how Jewish and African American thought inflects 
political theology.

The first two essays have familiar settings but less familiar protagonists. 
What does it mean when Otto Brunner or Wilhelm Stapel, instead of Carl 
Schmitt, inaugurates discussions of political theology? Like Schmitt, Brun-
ner and Stapel were mid-twentieth-century thinkers associated uncomfort-
ably closely with National Socialism. Vincent Pecora shows how Brunner 
joins a romanticized image of the medieval household with aspirations to 
a postmodern, postbourgeois social order. Christoph Schmidt presents a 
provocative case for the limitations of secular liberalism—but demonstrates 
how this critique, as made by Stapel, was closely associated with intellectual 
paranoia concerning Jewish theocracy.

J. Kameron Carter retrieves strains in the thought of that towering figure 
of twentieth-century Protestantism, Karl Barth, that provide resources for 
ideology critique. By retrieving Barth’s radical side, Carter is able to show 
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how that towering figure of twentieth-century African American intellec-
tual life, W. E. B. Du Bois, a trenchant critic of religion, may in fact share 
political theological instincts with Barth. Du Bois as a religious thinker is 
also the theme of Jonathon Kahn’s essay, but the political theology Kahn 
finds in Du Bois is that of a pragmatist. Kahn explores what it might mean 
for a pragmatist to have a political theology, and the consequent apo-
rias, through a reading of the disappearing figure of the Jew in Du Bois’s 
masterpiece, The Souls of Black Folk. Although Du Bois has (until recently) 
often been read as a religious skeptic, Howard Thurman is often read as a 
quintessential African American religious liberal. Corey Walker retrieves an 
unexpected Thurman, one whose concern with the texture of black reli-
gious life opens up critical imagination—and a freedom rather unlike the 
fetishized freedom of liberalism.

What role could the Muslim, figured in the European imagination, have 
in configuring political theology? Gil Anidjar and Daniel Boyarin take 
Othello as a site at which to address this question. Anidjar tracks figures 
of the double: the king at once theological and secular, Othello about a 
Moor and The Merchant of Venice about a Jew. What forces bind and loose 
these doubles? Boyarin finds an erotic force binding and loosing, and ex-
changing, political-theological figures of the Muslim, in particular, Othello. 
Othello’s hidden penis troubles our comfortable differences: racial, reli-
gious, gender, and sexual.

The precarious position of the Jew in postmodern times is the topic 
of the next two essays. Bonnie Honig pairs the early twentieth-century 
Rosenzweig-Scholem exchange with the Walzer-Said exchange of the 
1980s. In each, tensions between ethnic and religious identity push the lim-
its of dialogue, and Honig suggests that these tensions force us to consider 
what a model of justice that takes the theological seriously might look like. 
These are also the tensions that Martin Land and Jonathan Boyarin explore 
in their lively, informal conversation. Thinking together, across continents, 
Land and Boyarin question what the ethnic-religious figure of the Jew 
presents today. In a sense, where Honig’s Jew is neither ethnic nor religious, 
a figure of paradox impenetrable by dialogue, Land and Boyarin present a 
Jew who is both ethnic and religious, and in the process bring those terms 
into question—and revel in dialogue.
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George Shulman, in this collection’s final essay, displaces political theol-
ogy from Europe to America. The concepts of prophecy and redemption 
are at the heart of American democratic politics, he argues, and the flour-
ishing of democracy depends on acknowledging dependence on political 
theology. Prophets serve as reminders of this oft-forgotten dependence, and 
it is the prophet’s unique, and uniquely democratic, vocation to speak in 
an idiom accessible to all: to prophesy in the vernacular. Shulman’s essay 
pushes us to ask about the role of rhetoric—that is, speech intended to per-
suade—in political theology, how rhetoric mystifies and reveals.
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c h a p t e r  1

p o l i t i c a l  t h e o l o g y  a n d  

t h e  c a s e  o f  o t t o  b r u n n e r

vincent p. pecora

Otto Brunner’s Land und Herrschaft: Grundfragen der territorialen Verfassungs
geschichte Südostdeutschlands im Mittelalter (1939) blended Carl Schmitt’s ideas 
(especially the friend-foe opposition as the basis of the political) with W. H. 
Riehl’s nineteenth-century account of the medieval Germanic family, tribe, 
and nation.1 Brunner posits the unique nature of the premodern Germanic 
Volksgemeinschaft (people’s community), from which he imagined a dis-
tinctly postmodern political order arising under Hitler. Medieval Austria’s 
Land (territory), Volk (people), and Herrschaft (lordship or sovereignty) con-
stituted for Brunner a necessary template for the Third Reich, which sup-
planted the contractual authority of the Rechtstaat (modern liberal state). 
The putatively recoverable deep structure of familial, clan, and regional 
relationships stands in for the idea of race. What I have elsewhere called a 
“household of the soul” that shapes much political resistance and nostalgia 
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—a fundamentally Aristo-
telian, aristocratic, and anticapitalist image of proper (noble) familial rela-
tionships and gens-based symbolic economies—is at the same time a racial 
household, for it rests on the assumption that authentic political life arises 
from the family writ large, either in the Hobbesian, top-down, monarchist 
“throne and altar” fashion of Joseph de Maistre, or in the pre-Hobbesian, 
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bottom-up, völkisch populism of Brunner (who focuses directly on Haush-
errschaft, or household lordship, as the basis of the German Volk).2 Schmitt 
insists on the force of secularized religious (Roman Catholic) structures 
of thought as the intractable bases of the sovereign decision that implicitly 
founds and explicitly preserves the law. Such a decision is an echo of divine 
authority, without which neither monarchic nor republican sovereignty 
can survive crises. By contrast, Brunner radically collapses the secularizing 
distinction between religious moral background and rationalized civil poli-
tics that the modern state requires by returning to notions of land and lord-
ship—of Landrecht, a sense of law and right welling up from the land—that 
predate the Rechtstaat and through which modern racial politics becomes 
far more salient.

brunner’s Land und Herrschaft, published in 1939, 1942, and 1943 (revised), 
and newly revised in 1959 minus the conclusion, is an example of Blut und 
Boden thought, and there was no shortage of such texts before and during 
the Third Reich. Blut und Boden—blood and soil, race and rural commu-
nity, an Aryan body returning to the land for corporal rejuvenation and re
affirmation of sacred bonds—was a significant element of Nazi propaganda 
early in Hitler’s reign and a crucial part of the apotheosis under the Reich 
of the Germanic Volk. The term Volk had at least two, usually reinforc-
ing but at times distinct, meanings: a people as a cultural community with 
long-standing traditions of custom and law—what sociologists call an ethnie 
today, equivalent in ways to premodern usages of the term “nation”—and 
a people defined by a biologically measurable racial composition.3 Whereas 
the first meaning of Volk had widespread appeal well before the rise of 
Nazism and during the Third Reich, the second meaning attracted a nar-
rower but more politically aggressive group of writers and theorists. The 
latter, racial meaning became dominant once Hitler consolidated power. 
Blut und Boden obviously refers to the racial definition of the Volk but also 
to the rural, agricultural basis of that definition. Hence, the expression Blut 
und Boden, however effective as propaganda, raised certain problems once 
the Reich began intensive rearmament and war preparations in 1934. The 
cities, with their heavy industry and ready work forces, were a crucial part 
of National Socialism’s drive for lebensraum and the irredentist project of 
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reuniting all Germanic peoples. Urban energy, advanced technology, and 
centrally organized bureaucratic state apparatus were fundamental elements 
of Hitler’s war machine.4 By 1938, Hitler was actively denouncing the mys-
tical and occult elements that had defined much Blut und Boden and völkisch 
thought.5 What he needed instead were public representations of Volksge-
meinschaft that could be materially and ideologically controlled, as in the 
spectacular state-sponsored party rallies at Nuremberg after 1933.

Walther Darré, appointed Reich minister for nutrition and agriculture 
in 1933, melded the cultural and political projects of Blut und Boden. Darré’s 
Das Bauerntum als Lebensquell der nordischen Rasse (The Peasantry as the Life 
Source of the Nordic Race, 1929) and Neuadel aus Blut und Boden (New 
Nobility out of Blood and Soil, 1935) made him the perfect mix of rural 
idealist, practical bureaucrat, and anti-Semite. Darré’s thinking had roots in 
that of Karl Haushofer, a WWI general and geographer often named as a 
source for the idea that the putatively high population density of German 
cities could be relieved by colonial expansion (an idea that may have had 
credibility for Haushofer because of the Monroe Doctrine and “manifest 
destiny”); and in that of Friedrich Ratzel, whose essay “Lebensraum” (1901) 
popularized the term as part of his science of “biogeography” following 
upon the Darwinian Ernst Heinrich Haekel (for whom ontogeny famously 
recapitulated phylogeny). Further back, one finds nineteenth-century ge-
ographer Karl Ritter, whose Die Erdkunde im Verhältniss zur Natur und zur 
Geschichte des Menschen (The Science of the Earth in Relation to Nature 
and the History of Mankind, 1817–1859), was a grand elaboration (nineteen 
volumes, unfinished) of theories found in Montesquieu and Alexander von 
Humboldt about how the physical environment shapes human communi-
ties. Darré’s thinking was racist and anti-Semitic. But Haushofer, whose 
wife was Jewish and whose son played a role in the plot to assassinate Hit-
ler, was likely not. Ratzel was an imperialist, and his notion of lebensraum 
depended on a Darwinian process by which healthier populations rein-
vigorated weaker nations on their borders. And Ritter was a cosmopolitan 
preevolutionist philosopher, opposed to the slave trade of his time, whose 
work could suggest a colonizing, racist mentality only via distortion.

The literary expressions of Blut und Boden, which perhaps had greater 
popularity than the scholarly work and were tinged with romantic mysti-
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cism, may actually begin with a Norwegian. Knut Hamsun, whose Markens 
Grøde (Growth of the Soil, 1917), translated quickly into German as Segen 
der Erde (The Blessing, or Abundance, of the Earth) and into Yiddish, 
emerges in Viennese writer Jean Améry’s account as the model for sub-
sequent German “peasant” novels.6 Growth of the Soil was largely respon-
sible for Hamsun’s Nobel Prize in Literature in 1920. Hamsun became a 
staunch promoter of the Nazi cause, as did other völkisch novelists of the 
Weimar years, such as Hanns Johst and Hans Grimm. But Friedrich Griese, 
whose novels Feuer (Fire, 1921), Winter (1927), and Das letzte Gesicht (The 
Final Vision, 1934) meditate on sacred connections to one’s ancestors and 
to eternal processes of death and regeneration rather than on modern racial 
politics, traded in nostalgia for a time predating industrial capitalism, with 
its crowded, multiethnic cities, horrific machine-driven wars, and crush-
ing economic depressions. Griese celebrated a time when unsophisticated 
rural populations did not feel manipulated by educated elites, when families 
functioned as extended households, and when relative independence and 
self-help were (at least imaginatively) the order of the day. The Nazi use 
of the term Volksgemeinschaft was adopted, one might add, from Weimar’s 
Social Democrats, “who, after World War I, had tried unsuccessfully to link 
it to the new democracy.”7

This recovery of an ancestrally rooted, rural, and robust yeomanry 
should not be understood as a specifically German phenomenon in earlier 
decades. It is trans-European, with deep roots in the nineteenth-century 
British Empire. Adventure novelists such as Frederick Marryat, Charles 
Kingsley, Robert Ballantyne, George Henty, and H. Rider Haggard cham-
pioned a seaborne empire built around a völkisch resistance to multiethnic 
urban decay and a völkisch embrace of traditional rural values, of kinship 
and soil.8 Haggard, barrister by training, produced a parliamentary “blue 
book” on Salvation Army colonies in North America and England (The 
Poor and the Land, 1905) as well as a study arguing that Britain could relieve 
urban overcrowding, unemployment, poverty, and the threat of anarchy, 
and arrest the decline and depopulation of its countryside, by repatriating 
people from the cities to the country (Rural Denmark and Its Lessons, 1911). 
(Chairman Mao later had the same idea—with disastrous results.) Joseph 
Conrad, the great chronicler of deracinated adventurers and maritime em-
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pire in decay, periodically sang hymns to the primacy of the Land. “Each 
blade of grass has its spot on earth whence it draws its life, its strength; and 
so is man rooted to the land from which he draws his faith together with 
his life.”9 Despite the divergent uses to which sociology and fiction about 
the value of blood and soil were put in different national settings, we need 
to be disabused of the idea—an idea promoted by Nazi ideologues them-
selves—that there was anything uniquely German about such sentiments.

Brunner’s Land und Herrschaft should be read today, despite its claims to 
Germanic specificity, less as an example of Blut und Boden thinking than as 
a remarkably complex and detailed elaboration of how a family of ideas—
including land, household, extended kinship, local sovereignty, and an indi-
vidual’s right to violent self-help in the redress of wrongs—was interwoven 
in a broadly European, politically complex reaction to an increasingly sec-
ular, urban, technologically driven, and socially administered modernity. 
Moreover, we should understand Brunner’s contribution in the context 
of modern political theology, that is, as an attempt to mend the supposed 
aporias in the nineteenth-century liberal nation-state between disavowed 
religious background and democratic secular foreground, between what 
Schmitt called “the omnipotent God” and the “omnipotent lawgiver,” or 
between “theology” and “the theory of the state,” by returning to a singu-
lar, integrated, and organic whole. It is a version of—or perhaps a response 
to—political theology that has uncanny resonances with the political theol-
ogy of the present day.

The excellent existing translation of Land und Herrschaft into English in 
1992 is based unfortunately, for my purposes, on the fourth edition of 1959. 
As the translators point out, Brunner’s alterations in 1959 were a response to 
the embarrassing resonances after 1945 of his earlier formulations. Brunner 
omitted his conclusion, which makes a direct connection between his ac-
count of medieval Austria and the German Third Reich. He deleted refer-
ences then current among other völkisch thinkers (Ernst Huber, Hans Freyer, 
Ernst Jünger) to the idea that what Schmitt called the “total” or “welfare” 
state of the early twentieth century, in which private interests became po-
litically organized in and by the state, had already dissolved the nineteenth-
century distinction between laissez-faire state (law and administration) and 
society (Marx’s bürgerliche gesellschaft, ruled by economic interests, religious 
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beliefs, and class “ideologies”), thus ushering in the Third Reich’s specifi-
cally German reintegration.10 Brunner saw the European nineteenth cen-
tury, both its state-versus-society distinction and conceptual framework, as 
anomalous for German consciousness. The subtitle of the 1943 edition re-
flects his embrace of irredentist Ostforschung (research on the East), aimed 
at justifying German desires for more lebensraum and the 1938 Anschluss, 
or unification, of Germany with Austria: the earlier subtitle refers to Südost-
deutschlands (Southeast Germany) rather than the 1959 Österreichs (Austria). 
An “ardent” pan-German Austrian at the University of Vienna before the 
war, Brunner supported the Anschluss when it came.11 Raised a Catholic, 
he was listed as a Protestant when married in the 1920s, survived Hitler’s 
Reich, and, though officially retired in 1948 for six years, found, like so 
many of his colleagues, a respectable postwar academic appointment, at the 
University of Hamburg from 1954 to 1973.

His work has been described as an ignored precursor to the later French 
Annales School. While Marc Bloch, Lucien Febvre, and Fernand Braudel 
invoked “structural” history, Brunner’s revision of earlier “constitutional 
history” (Verfassungsgeschichte), blending legal and social history, pointed 
to the “conceptual history” of an age that distinguished between the ana-
lytical categories of modern historians and the Grundbegriffe (fundamental 
concepts) of the past. Brunner’s was less a history of society, laws, or ideas 
than of what the Annalistes later called the mentalité (the larger conscious-
ness) of a time and place. Brunner’s description of his method as “folk his-
tory” (Volksgeschichte) became in the postwar edition the more palatable, 
au courant structural history (Strukturgeschichte). Whether Brunner’s work 
influenced the Annales School is difficult to assess; Kaminsky and Melton 
cite one vague quote from Braudel in 1972 as evidence.12 More important 
is Brunner’s elaboration of the worldview of late medieval Austria, which 
definitively severed its developmental connection to post-Hobbes, monar-
chical, and nation-state histories of the early modern period, the political 
theology espoused by Maistre, and the liberal nation-state of the nineteenth 
century. Brunner posited, though not in the later terms of Michel Foucault, 
a historical rupture between medieval and early modern perspectives rather 
than the inevitable, evolutionary, Hegelian continuum assumed by previous 
historians.
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Brunner was thus profoundly anti-Hegelian, both in refusing the con-
stitutional monarchy that Hegel posited as the culmination of universal 
history, and in rejecting the dialectical process of overcoming and yet 
preserving the contradictions driving conceptual and historical develop-
ment. (This is not a trivial point, since commentators on the era still em-
phasize the Hegelian roots of völkisch thought.) For Brunner, the liberal 
state that flourished in the nineteenth-century unification of Germany 
under Bismarck is as much a historical mistake for Germanic civilization 
as Christianity had been for Europe as a whole in Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
eyes. Though Brunner does not cite Nietzsche, the comparison is not gra-
tuitous: like Nietzsche’s, Brunner’s political theology refuses the “secular-
ization” of Christianity unfolded by Hegel’s dialectical-historical optimism. 
Instead of the masking and sublimation of religious ideals in monarchical 
and then liberal theories of sovereignty, Brunner recovers late medieval 
Austrian forms of right—peace, kinship, friendship, honor, loyalty (Treue), 
retribution, and blood-vengeance—sanctioned by the “Good Old Law,” 
that is, Old Testament Law, and by the perennial sense that all law is rooted 
in God (and in “immemorial custom,” or êwa), so that “God, honor, and 
Right” are synonymous (LL, 116–119; LH, 153–158). Only toward the end 
of the medieval period, Brunner argues, did the institutionalized church 
succeed in repressing nonstate violence attached to the “Good Old Law.”

The subsequent gap separating natural and positive law, which would 
become important for early modern ecclesiastical and later modern legal 
theory, did not correspond meaningfully to the mentality of the medieval 
consciousness. The “conviction of Right” in medieval Austria was simply 
the law of the community. It was “‘the community’s conviction about 
what is right and legitimate, the conviction that dominates the heart of 
every individual with elemental power,’” so (unlike the governance of the 
liberal state) there was “no contradiction between law and justice” and 
Right was the product of an “enduring order” (LL, 119; LH, 158).13 Al-
though this conviction was most fully encoded in a medieval Christian 
worldview, it was also for Brunner essential to ancient Greco-Roman and 
pagan religious/ethical worldviews. Belief in that “enduring order” per-
meated the cults of Germanic tribes, for which law “belonged to an on-
tological order grounded in religion” and in “the thought of Christian 
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late-antiquity, in which the Augustinian concern with the idea of justitia, 
of legitimate power, of just war (bellum iustum), had become a central prob-
lem” (LL, 123; LH, 164). Such conviction one would find, for example, in 
the Aristotelian phrase αὖ ἕνεκα (that for the sake of which), describing the 
telos, the purposiveness, of nature. “Therefore action for an end is pres-
ent in things which come to be and are by nature”; and again: “It is plain 
then that nature is a cause, a cause that operates for a purpose.”14 Later 
Christian natural law theory, rooted in Aquinas’s understanding “that the 
natural law is nothing else than the rational creature’s participation of the 
eternal [divine] law,” is then for Brunner perfectly congruent with classical 
conceptions of law in nature.15 Though precepts of Christian morality play 
little role in his history, Brunner’s ethical-political concept of Land follows 
directly from ancient and medieval Christian perspectives on the order of 
nature and of the Volk attached to it. Brunner obviates the aporia posited 
by political theology—the disavowed debt owed by the positive law of the 
liberal state to its religious foundations, by human law to eternal justice—
because in his conception of the premodern Austrian political order, such 
distinctions do not exist.

Brunner so fully adopted Schmitt’s definition of “the concept of the 
political” as “simply the friend-foe relationship” that even the distinction 
between Macht (might) and Recht (law or right) “was essentially a problem 
posed by the nineteenth century” (LL, 2n4, 2; LH, 3n1). Brunner further 
argued that state sovereignty over Austrian territory was not fully achieved 
until the 1848–1849 constitutions, “which abolished lordship and provincial 
estates” (LL, 149; LH, 202). The audacity of his claim about the medieval 
identity of might and right should not obscure the logic that it possessed 
in Brunner’s thinking, on which it based a twentieth-century pan-German 
Reich that recovered pre-nation-state political realities. Brunner’s book 
focuses on medieval Austria, primarily between the twelfth and sixteenth 
centuries. It argues that premodern Europe had notions of land, law, and 
licit violence (“lawful” feuds) that were not precursors to the modern na-
tion-state, which would appropriate to itself alone the right to all legitimate 
or lawful violence. For Brunner, Schmitt’s definition of the political implied 
that medieval Austria had notions of Recht and ways of distinguishing le-
gitimate from illegitimate violence that could not be understood using the 
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terminology of the nineteenth century and its liberal state constitutions. 
Instead, Schmitt’s friend-foe distinction pointed Brunner to the practice 
that best defined licit, yet nonstate, violence in premodern “Southeast Ger-
many”—Fehde (the feud).

The legitimacy of the medieval feud is fundamental to Brunner’s separa-
tion of the secularized nation-state’s political theology from the integrated, 
organic, and corporatist political theology of late medieval Austria and the 
Third Reich. Within medieval Christendom, war is the feud writ large—
that is, in princely terms (LL, 33; LH, 44). Feuds commonly occurred 
among lords and knights, one party seeking redress of wrongs against prop-
erty or person. Such feuds would obligate the extended households and 
clans to participate. Even though peasants and burghers normally did not 
exercise the right of feud, they were not completely excluded. The right of 
self-defense of the house, defined as extending to the drip line of the roof, 
was for Brunner the basis of the feud’s legitimacy. Lawful, communally 
sanctioned violence unleashed by feuds—the violence that Brunner calls 
“self-help” (Selbsthilfe) (LL, 13; LH, 20)—thus needs to be distinguished 
from acts of brigandage and illegitimate coercion that occurred indepen-
dent of the private redress of wrongs. Recht is to be enforced not only or 
primarily by existing sovereigns or their agents—kings, princes, lords, mag-
istrates—but rather by Herrschaft rooted in the patriarchal medieval house-
hold. All forms of lordship are then versions of a Hausherrschaft (household 
lordship), emanating from the Land. “Concepts such as peace, feud, and 
retribution must be understood in their original context, that of friendship 
based on kinship. These basic concepts undoubtedly governed Germanic 
thought to a profound degree; otherwise, one could not explain why, in 
the historical memory of the early Germanic and medieval world, the great 
political events of the period of migrations were so completely transposed 
into the sphere of clan discord and blood vengeance [Sippenzwist und Blut
rache]” (LL, 25; LH, 32–33). While Brunner acknowledges a distinction be-
tween blood revenge and feud, both derive originally from the right to 
vendetta quite apart from any state authority and positive law.

The feud’s legitimacy as a means of retribution and restoration of com-
munal peace is the key to Brunner’s emphasis on the primacy of Land, of 
premodern notions of legality deriving from habitation on that Land, and 
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of the household that represented the political kernel of premodern no-
tions of sovereignty. Brunner actually sees the resort to self-help as a possi-
bility sanctioned by all legal systems: “Every legal order recognizes a certain 
measure of self-help, if only in extreme cases. Even a modern state might 
conceivably sanction a greater use of the feud between its subjects, as a form 
of self-help, since no legal order can ever fully dispense with self-help, say, 
in the form of self-defense” (LL, 13; LH, 20). Brunner’s formulations of self-
help as self-defense might have seemed innocuous when they appeared in 
his 1959 edition. But in earlier editions, published just after Kristallnacht and 
the advent of mob violence against Jews and Jewish property, such language 
implicitly justified actions that were technically extralegal by the standards 
of the modern German nation-state, though legitimate enough in terms of 
medieval notions of “feud” and “self-help.” Only with the Enlightenment’s 
outlawing of the feud, which reduced it to mere Faustrecht (the law of the 
fist), did positive law, modern citizenship, and the “absolutist” state—that is, 
the state defined by its monopoly on all legitimate violence—arise. “Our 
modern concepts of state, justice, and law are incompatible with this sort of 
self-help, and it is therefore extremely difficult to describe that older world 
as it was” (LL, 91; LH, 121). Brunner’s contribution to political theology is 
precisely the recovery of a medieval “constitution”—a conception of the 
unity of Recht and Macht—that is not describable in the “absolutist” terms 
of modern constitutional history.

Central to Brunner’s medieval constitution was his finding that the 
terms terra and territorium—the Latin terms for the Land—were in common 
use before the twelfth century, “when they could not mean ‘lordship over a 
territory’” (LL, 155; LH, 210). That is, Land as a form of legal community—
a Rechtsgemeinschaft—preceded, both historically and logically, the terri-
torial lord. The implications of this claim are far-reaching: the seemingly 
autochthonous, natural, and nonabsolutist legal community, derived from 
the intimate sovereignty of Hausherrschaft, became for Brunner the basis 
of all other forms of medieval territorial sovereignty. To speak of land and 
lordship is to speak of a condition in which Recht is the telos of the land 
and not of the lord, a telos endorsed simultaneously in tribal custom, clas-
sical philosophy, and Christian religious belief. “The nature of a Land is not 
to be derived from territorial supremacy, but rather vice-versa” (LL, 161; 
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LH, 219). Quite opposed to the modern, absolutist, Hobbesian formula of 
the social contract, in which sovereignty is invested solely in the sovereign, 
whose role is arbitrarily assigned by deliberation among parties with antag-
onistic, or feuding, interests, Brunner’s medieval sovereignty is a natural ef-
flux of the land itself, in which Recht and Macht have not yet been sundered 
and then artificially sutured by contract, and in which whatever notions of 
sovereignty do exist—from householder to territorial lord to prince—are 
consequences of the communal Landrecht, not the source of it. “As for the 
law of the Land, it was originally nothing but the law of the tribe (Stamm) 
and of the people . . . of tribal and ethnic law in the early Middle Ages 
. . . and this as early as the time when ‘the Teutons’ [Germanen] first appears 
as a historical name” (LL, 157; LH, 214–215).16 For the early Germans, Land 
designated “at once a political and a legal entity” (LL, 156; LH, 211). The 
natural, implicit law of association of people who tilled the soil became the 
law of that land, so “tribal and ethnic law became territorial law; ‘people’ 
and ‘land’ were now interchangeable” (LL, 158; LH, 215).17 The election 
of a king by the associated tribes of the ethnie assumed that the king drew 
his authority from the tribal laws of individual territories, the allegiance 
of which he needed to procure on a territory-by-territory basis. Medieval 
Herrschaft was the consequence of territorial self-consciousness. Herrschaft 
was founded on Landrecht and wielded authority only on condition that it 
harmonized with territorial law, and was always at risk of feud and over-
throw if such law were violated.

It is in this sense of a people (Leute) rooted in and by a Land—where the 
terms did not describe the political “state” in general but quite specifically 
the Germanic state, apart from all others—that Brunner’s political theology 
implicates modern notions of race. The term Rasse (race or breed, in the 
sense of breeding dogs or in the sense of eugenics), commonly used during 
Brunner’s lifetime, occurs rarely in Land und Herrschaft and most often in 
the conclusion. Instead, like other völkisch thinkers, Brunner relies heavily 
on the terms Volk (people, nation, but also race in a premodern sense) and 
Stamm (literally stem or trunk, and by implication race, but commonly a 
term for stock, breed, tribe, clan, or family). One could argue that Brun-
ner’s terminological choice is hardly significant in the final analysis. In 1939, 
Brunner’s readers would have had no difficulty reading Volk as the desig-
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nation for both the German people with its putatively long cultural in-
heritance and the Aryan race biologically distinguished from Slavs, Africans, 
Gypsies, and (above all) Jews. The supposed Sonderweg (special path) of the 
Germans, exemplified in Brunner’s treatment of medieval Austria, would 
have been explicit, and it implied the demand for racial separation. Never
theless, Brunner’s conception of Germanic Land und Leute, in addition to 
its indisputable link to Nazi racial thinking, depends on the belief that pre-
modern notions of family, clan, tribe, and people, however impossible to 
recover, may yet provide political guidance in the modern age—or more 
precisely, once the modern age of the nation-state has come to naught.

Though Brunner relied on earlier German historians for his material 
and on the ideas of other völkisch theorists and conservative jurists such 
as Schmitt for many of his ideas, the issues raised are hardly unique, pace 
Brunner, to Germanic culture. The Roman notion of the gens—family, 
clan, tribe, community, but also premodern race, with the sense of a line of 
descendants (as in Stamm) and a territorial region (as in Brunner’s Land ), 
and with deeper roots in the Greek notion of the household community, 
or oikos (house, temple, household, household property and economy, fam-
ily, servants, race, home)—is crucial for nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
Western culture, and in particular to its conception of alternatives or resis-
tance to the consolidation of hegemony by bureaucratic, capitalist nation-
states.18 In Ancient Law (1864), British legal historian H. S. Maine makes 
the essential argument connecting (1) the premodern family, as opposed 
to the modern individual; (2) premodern “forms of reciprocity in rights 
and duties which have their origins in the Family” and are supplanted by 
the notion of “Contract”; and (3) the premodern “Village Community,” 
which is formed “on the model of an association of kinsmen” and should 
be compared less to the “Roman Family” than to the “Roman Gens or 
House,” that is, “the family extended by a variety of fictions of which the 
exact nature was lost in antiquity.”19 Though politically conservative, Maine 
agreed that the passing of the old gentes and village communities was good 
for civilization’s progress. Drawing on Barthold Georg Niebuhr’s History 
of Rome (1827–1828) for descriptions of the gens and on Baron August 
von Haxthausen’s The Russian Empire (1847–1852) for the likeness of vil-
lage communes in Russia and India, Maine believed that the persistence of 
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Haxthausen’s village and land-based communities had no direct parallels in 
the West, and he largely followed Herbert Spencer’s argument that homo-
geneous societies necessarily evolved into heterogeneous ones.

But not all who followed Maine’s reasoning about the historical signifi-
cance of the gens were convinced that its passing was either necessary or 
entirely good. Drawing on his travels in Russia, Haxthausen went in a dif-
ferent direction, adopted by völkisch thinkers, which was guided by nostalgia 
for a time when nobility and serfs were one people united by common 
ancestry in a particular soil.

Formerly, when the nobles were not so numerous,—when they still con-
stituted one people with the serfs, little differing from them in manners, 
education, and ideas,—when serfage comprised solely the cultivation of the 
soil,—before the old village communes, in which lies a great principle of 
true and regulated freedom, were broken up by the partitions that dissolved 
and destroyed them,—serfage was no unnatural, destructive, or unsuitable 
condition; perhaps indeed, for the political development of Russia, it was 
necessary.20

After Maine, this nostalgic elaboration of household and community, Land 
und Leute, would be developed by American anthropologist L. H. Morgan 
in Ancient Society (1877), which would have a decisive influence on Karl 
Marx’s late work and Friedrich Engels’s investigations of family and state.21 
Morgan thought he had discovered reproductions of the Roman gentes in 
North America’s Iroquois Confederacy (following upon the work of Numa 
Denis Fustel de Coulanges). Morgan’s may be the first and most significant 
post-Darwinian, evolutionist account of the gens as civilization’s point of 
origin—a primal, clan-based, and communal institution more foundational 
than the patriarchal households of ancient civilizations, though evolved be-
yond the savagery and promiscuous horde posited by earlier nineteenth-
century thought.

Although Morgan believed that Iroquois society was a preterritorial 
“social organization, founded upon gentes, phratries and tribes” predating in 
evolutionary terms “political organization, founded upon territory and prop-
erty,” his account of the gens is at times indistinguishable from Brunner’s 
discussion of feud, self-help, household, people, and land.22 Morgan’s gens, 
which Brunner understood as medieval Landrecht based on household sov-
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ereignty, also entailed “reciprocal obligations of help, defense, and redress of 
injuries.”23 Whereas the modern individual looks to the state to maintain his 
rights, with a “corresponding abatement of the strength of the bond of kin,” 
the individual in the gens finds there “a powerful element for mutual sup-
port. To wrong a person was to wrong his gens.”24 Where Brunner empha-
sized the ethnic relevance of a pre-liberal-state confederacy of “individual 
territories” in medieval Austria to the emerging post-liberal-state triumph 
of the Third Reich, the more Hegelian Morgan believed that the pre
state Iroquois Confederacy could be a salutary model for a post–Civil War 
America: “a revival, in a higher form, of the liberty, equality and fraternity 
of the ancient gentes” would serve as antidote to the “dissolution of soci-
ety” that threatened when “property is the end and aim.”25 Morgan was no 
more a socialist than was Maine, but it is easy to see why Marx and Engels 
were attracted to his work. Morgan’s ideas also responded to the recently 
destroyed plantation economy of the American South, where the clans and 
gentes had been precisely the conceptual basis of regional agrarian life free 
from the dictates of the nation-state and soon enshrined in the myth of the 
lost cause. Both Brunner and Morgan argued that pre-liberal-state social 
organization, based on household and tribe, clan and gens, could repair or 
supplant the liberal nation-state.

In Land und Herrschaft, the nostalgic conceptions of ancient and primi-
tive societies developed by Haxthausen and Morgan (as well as by Engels) 
play no role in Brunner’s thinking, despite obvious points of convergence. 
Brunner refers only once, in a footnote, to the work of Maine and Tönnies, 
whose Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft is the grand synthesis of the previous half 
century of social theory in this vein and who reproduces Maine’s distinc-
tion between status and contract, village commune and liberal nation-state. 
This neglect is perhaps not surprising, given the socialist aura surrounding 
the work of Morgan and Tönnies, especially if we accept the reasonable 
observation that Hegelian historicism, which envisioned modern, constitu-
tional society as a dialectical outgrowth of primitive collective institutions, 
split into two factions in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In Law-
rence Krader’s formulation, the right wing stressed the earlier collectivity 
“as the womb of the nation” (providing a basis for what has been called a 
“primordialist” theory of national origins), while the left wing insisted on 
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collectivity “as the womb of all mankind,” thus implying internationalist 
socialism.26 

Brunner’s notions of Land and Herrschaft were putatively specific to Ger-
manic political theology. He reproduced the conservative nationalism of 
earlier historians such as G. L. von Maurer and Otto Gierke, even as he 
challenged Gierke’s view that the medieval “association” was the precur-
sor to a modern juristic personality or corporation (LL, 196; LH, 271). In 
contrast, socialists such as Karl Kautsky, Karl Wittfogel, and Eduard Ber-
nstein treated the primitive collective as the basis for international col-
lectivism. This sort of neat dichotomy will take us only so far, however; it 
breaks down completely in certain important cases. Morgan, though ad-
mired by Engels, thought his work had a special national relevance for the 
United States; the political implications of Tönnies’s work were notori-
ously ambiguous; and even the late Marx himself, in his notes on Mor-
gan, “somewhat unexpectedly . . . inclined towards those of the Narodniks, 
who believed that the Russian village community could provide the basis 
of a transition to socialism without prior disintegration through capitalist 
development.”27 The idea of the gens proved to be particularly malleable 
after Maine and Morgan, informing a range of political perspectives despite 
Brunner’s conceit that his medieval social forms were peculiarly Germanic 
and proto-Nazi.

What Brunner added to earlier European and American discourse on 
the meaning and perhaps recovery of the ancient gentes was his focus 
on the Land, an element that had received only superficial attention. The 
“village commune” of Haxthausen, Maine, and the Narodniks was obvi-
ously agricultural, but the terra itself had none of the deeper political theol-
ogy it would acquire in Brunner’s text. Moreover, each territory within the 
collection of Germanic territories functioned as a Land in its own right, 
and for Brunner this meant that the standard historical account by which 
various fragments of an inchoate region were united under—and because 
of—personal dominion, or “unitary territorial lordship,” was incorrect. In-
stead, the association of disparate lands in the hands of one “count,” as in 
the Tyrol, was simply one side of a more complicated process. “The docu-
ments of 1282 show quite clearly that there had been a process of fusion 
which had reached the point of creating something new, not a lordship 
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(dominium) but a Land (terra). For from 1289 [1282 in the 1943 edition] on 
we find frequent references to the Tyrolean territorial law and above all 
to a community living by it—‘the community of the county of Tyrol,’ the 
‘people of the Land’ (landleute; terrigenae), the bearers of Tyrolean territorial 
consciousness” (LL, 190; LH, 262). In each territory, it was “judicial power 
in territorial law, not the lordship of a prince, that created a Land” (LL, 193; 
LH, 267). The legal order of a Land was the “Good Old Law,” that is, a view 
of right that “identified positive law with the moral and religious order,” 
so that the individual’s “subjective sense of his rights became his ‘justice’ 
and ‘honor.’ In such a world sovereignty could not be an issue, for Right 
transcended ruler and people, territorial prince and territorial community” 
(LL, 195; LH, 270). Individuals lawfully resorted to self-help—the feud—to 
settle disputes; even the execution of justice in a court of law was often 
resolved by the parties themselves. 

At the heart of the seigneurial domain was the house, or rather the 
household, with its extensive network of ties extending beyond family into 
the larger clan and dependent subjects. The oath of loyalty binding lord and 
subject, the Treue, created mutual obligations and duties (Max Weber called 
them “liturgies”28) as well as personal ties based on a sacred order: “the 
peasant thereby entered into a definite condition or ‘status’ that involved 
the whole man in a bond sanctioned by religion” (LL, 217; LH, 301). This 
Treue is no “contract,” in the modern sense, and it can be legitimately dis-
solved by either side for failures to observe it; it is a sacred bond that cannot 
be conceptualized adequately in modern legal terminology. Brunner refers 
in a footnote to Schmitt’s, Maine’s, and Tönnies’s distinction between sta-
tus contracts and the contracts of bourgeois liberal society in general (LL, 
217–218n71; LH, 310n2). But Brunner remains convinced that the sacred 
order of the Treue and the household emerges from the unique nature of 
medieval Germanic consciousness and the Land supporting it.

There were, however, two exceptions to the bond between lord and sub-
ject and to the broader sacred bond uniting those who cultivated and ruled 
the land with the land itself. These were the “resident aliens” (Gäste), people 
who lived on the Land but were not of the Land (“ohne zum Lande zu 
gehören,” without belonging to the Land ): Jews and those who were “in 
transit on the roads” (LL, 314; LH, 436). Excluded from the “customary law 
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of the Land” as non-Christians, the Jüdischheit had no sovereignty over the 
land and no political rights. They enjoyed “limited toleration,” due only to 
the protective power of the prince, to whose fisc (treasury) they belonged as 
property (LL, 314; LH, 436). The second group was more diverse, since many 
were classified among “the underworld of ‘dangerous people’ and vagrants” 
and were seen as a direct threat to the peace of customary law (LL, 315; 
LH, 437). Christian pilgrims, traveling merchants, and itinerant minstrels or 
“gleemen” had legal recognition. In one sense, the protection afforded Jews 
and vagrants was no different from that extended to those subject to church 
authority or to the burghers and administrators of market towns—all nomi-
nally enjoyed the prince’s protection. But whereas some “protection” was 
part of the customary law of the Land, with its reciprocal duties and obliga-
tions guaranteed by the Treue for Christians who actually belonged to the 
Land, the protection afforded Jews and vagrants (in the latter case, it is im-
possible not to read “Gypsy” or “Romany” behind Brunner’s Landstreicher) 
was merely a function of the prince’s and the community’s generosity, since 
Jews were subject to “extraordinary taxation pushed to the limit of their 
ability to pay,” and vagrants considered dangerous “were subject to capi-
tal punishment whenever they were captured” (LL, 314–315; LH, 436–437). 
(Hamsun’s 1927 novel, Landstrykere, captures the existential spirit of his own 
itinerant, rootless existence as a young man, something very different from 
what Jews and Gypsies experienced but bearing the same label.) The rel-
evance of the medieval Austrian constitution to the Third Reich crystallizes 
only at this point, in two brief paragraphs of a five hundred–page book with 
few signs of overt anti-Semitism or racism in its picture of the customary 
“peace” achieved by Land und Leute.

Brunner’s argument sharply rebukes the “estates” perspective of pre-
vious scholarship—the idea of a divinely prescribed order of men, as in 
Aquinas’s tripartite division of optimates (highest rank), populus honorabilis 
(better or honorable people), and vilis populus (common people) in Italian 
city-states, and in the “clergy, knights, and peasants” of medieval sermons 
(LL, 329; LH, 457–458). The fundamental order for Brunner was not that 
of the estates but of “church and world, the distinction between the eccle-
siastical and secular orders, each of which, however, comprised all mem-
bers of Christian society” (LL, 330; LH, 459). This medieval constitution 
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held until the sixteenth century, when lordly power became something to 
be limited, as if it were a tyrannical imposition on people and territory, so 
that the collective or individual resistance offered by the feud came to be 
understood instead as a struggle against absolute authority. “Collective re-
sistance now meant something else, namely a claim by the community that 
the rights of sovereignty lay with it and not with the prince—something 
close to the radical Calvinist doctrine of resistance to tyranny” (LL, 363; 
LH, 502–503). For Brunner, the historical triumph belonged to princely 
absolutism, to a modern order of justice in which the absolute right to 
legitimate violence lay with the sovereign alone, whether prince, mon-
arch, or national assembly. The commonwealth of Thomas Hobbes origi-
nates in this transition to the liberal nation-state. The “Good Old Law” 
of the land—and the underlying “religious order, identical with ‘justice’ 
(Gerechtigkeit )” that obligated the members of the Land-community—dis-
appeared. The “peaceful ‘civil’ (bürgerlich) society” that superseded it hence-
forth denied “legitimate coercive power” to all but the absolute sovereign 
(LL, 364; LH, 503), and the modern nation-state, with its sharp distinction 
between private society and public politics, was born.

In its emphasis on historical rupture, Brunner’s argument opposes that of 
Ernst Kantorowicz’s The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Medieval Political The-
ology, which appeared in 1957, two years before the revised fourth edition 
of Land und Herrschaft. Kantorowicz’s political theology posits an unbroken 
history of doubled sovereignty, simultaneously metaphysical and physical, 
based on the incarnation of a divine, eternal Christ in human, mortal form 
and running from the Middle Ages through the Elizabethans, with vestiges 
that can still be found in the time of Louis XIV and George III. Though 
Kantorowicz does not treat postmonarchical political orders, he does 
imply that modern abstractions such as “the state” or “the corporation” 
share many characteristics of Frederic Maitland’s “twin-born majesty”; his 
study demonstrates “how, by what means and methods, certain axioms of 
a political theology which mutatis mutandis was to remain valid until the 
twentieth century, began to be developed during the later Middle Ages.”29 
The conservative Kantorowicz, some of whose early work had itself found 
favor in National Socialist circles, seems to have the “horrifying” political 
theologies of the twentieth century in mind in his preface, where he sug-
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gests that “the idols of modern political religions” may be illuminated by 
his medieval scholarship.30 Kantorowicz’s history is a theory of continuous 
secularization, however uneven and potentially reversible it may have been 
geographically. By contrast, Brunner’s history after the sixteenth century 
is largely the story of an anomaly or mistake: the disintegration of a once 
whole Landrecht into the class conflicts of a liberal nation-state ill suited to 
Germanic consciousness.

What remains vaguely legible in the body of his revised text is clear in 
Brunner’s purged conclusion. The difficulty in creating a unified German 
nation-state in the nineteenth century was itself the surest sign that the 
German people “did not want and could not give up on the Germanic 
roots of the German social order. . . . For Reich and Land (territory) are 
original forms of Germanic political alliances. It seems to me questionable 
whether we have today gained fully sufficient insight into the inner struc-
ture of the Reich. Ultimately this depends on the essence of the idea of the 
Reich itself, which retains the ability to spread beyond its original core and 
to form narrower and wider layers” (LH 508). This Germanic Sonderweg—
the fact that the “pre-state society of the tribe . . . contains the germ of the 
nation as institution”—is the reason for the “political superiority of the 
Germanic peoples as compared to the other Indo-Germanic peoples such 
as the Slavs” (LH, 511–512). “Des christlichen Universalismus” is a central 
part of this superiority and its expansion, though universalism also threatens 
to become “boundless” (Grenzenlose) (LH, 514–515).

For the Germans of the National Socialist era, the great nineteenth-
century question of the “‘state as institution’” (Staat als Anstalt) is meaning-
less, dependent on the false assumption that the German nation found its 
origins only in the liberal opposition between state and society (LH, 518). 
What actually happens with the rise of the modern nation-state is the cre-
ation of a bureaucracy designed to administer territory within an absolutist 
political framework. While Brunner acknowledges that the modern Ger-
man Reich could itself be seen as an administered territorial state, with a 
state apparatus managing its political order and presenting all the dangers of 
statism—a special irony, given how often the Third Reich has been seen as 
an example of statism—he insists that the modern Reich is rather an “alli-
ance state” like that of medieval Austria, where the people and not the state 
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are the true bearers of the Reich (LH, 519–520). Brunner’s conception of 
the Reich as an alliance of peoples resistant to an institutional state bureau-
cracy definitively separates his work from the Hegelian conception of the 
state as the unified, rational/dialectical representation of the eternal spirit of 
a people, a conception that had its fullest flowering in J. G. Fichte’s Addresses 
to the German Nation (1808).31 Brunner’s rejection of this Hegelian unfold-
ing of spirit into nation-state complements his rejection of the nineteenth-
century consolidation of liberal, capitalist Germany itself. The shift from 
alliance state to institutional-territorial state is the great historical drama of 
Brunner’s research, one that also involves a shift from barter to monetized 
(that is, capitalist) economy.

Brunner’s modern Reich is constituted by a multitude of territories, 
from the northern Germanic peoples to Austria and the east, and the idea 
of the German Reich includes its ability to spread itself politically. “It seems 
to me that both the impulse to expand and the bond with the most in-
timate circles of the homeland are original functions of the Germanic 
nature” (LH, 523). This Germanic nature persists despite the lack of any 
institutional-state continuity because of the bond between people and land 
that underwrites all Germanic sovereignty. “The perhaps historically most 
operative factor is Germanic loyalty, which is no less essential for us today, 
just as it pervades all older formations” (LH, 525). If Brunner acknowledges 
that returning to the medieval formula of Land und Herrschaft is not fully 
possible for the modern Reich, it is only because of the degree to which 
industrialism has supplanted agriculture. “Yet the basic political concepts of 
the Third Reich, leadership and ethnic community, are finally to be understood 
only on Germanic foundations” (LH, 526). Brunner’s political theology is 
the historical framework within which these “germanischen Grundlagen” 
acquire their meaning.

though brunner’s account of the Landrecht of medieval Austria was 
designed to provide a basis for the political theology of the Third Reich, 
his understanding of the actual political structure of Nazi Germany left 
much to be desired. I want to emphasize instead the degree to which 
Brunner’s representations of the Volk, of the greater Land they considered 
their rightful place in a divine order, and of the forms of justice they con-
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sidered to be rightfully at their disposal, were elements of a detailed and 
scholarly historical conception that allowed otherwise extremely accom-
plished intellectuals—Brunner among them—to support the indisputably 
institutionalized state racism and violence of Nazism.

However, Brunner’s Nazi affiliation arose not simply from ideological 
misconception. Though Hitler’s patience with völkisch philosophers de-
creased markedly with the war effort, and though he skillfully manipulated 
old racial prejudices, it would be wrong to call German xenophobia, anti-
Semitism, and resentment over the humiliations of WWI and its aftermath 
the invention of political elites bent on causing havoc. Brunner’s research 
did not merely respond to a gang of newly risen demagogues. Rather, his 
work illuminates a powerful and persistent family of historical concepts 
organizing his argument: Land, Haus, Herrschaft, Fehde, Treue, and finally 
Recht (especially the unwritten divine right and law built into the nature 
of things). Whatever Germanic uniqueness Brunner imagined his key con-
cepts to have, and however much he slighted or ignored the trans-European 
and American work of Niebuhr, Haxthausen, Maine, Fustel de Coulanges, 
Morgan, and Tönnies before him, his cluster of primal social realities had 
an almost equal power over the imaginations of non-Germanic thinkers 
by the middle of the nineteenth century. The “household of the soul” that 
formed putatively indissoluble sacred bonds among soil, family, gens, and 
finally nation was not originally “Germanic,” and it is hardly Germanic 
today. But it was a German writer—Friedrich Nietzsche—who provided 
the most trenchant account of what “homecoming” might have meant for 
modernity. “Individual philosophical concepts are not anything capricious 
or autonomously evolving. . . . [Philosophers’] thinking is, in fact, far less a 
discovery than a recognition, a remembering, a return and a homecoming 
to a remote, primordial, and inclusive household of the soul, out of which 
those concepts grew originally: philosophizing is to this extent a kind of at-
avism of the highest order.”32 The Platonic character of Nietzsche’s insight 
is linguistic—he finds a “family resemblance” in Indian, Greek, and Ger-
man philosophizing—but it is also racial: “The spell of certain grammatical 
functions is ultimately also the spell of physiological valuations and racial 
conditions. So much by way of rejecting Locke’s superficiality regarding the 
origins of ideas.”33 Nietzsche’s dark comedy aside, his claim that thinking 
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eternally returns to a philosophical urtext or Grund—a sacred topography—
is quite tragic in the case of Brunner. Nietzsche’s claim is equally tragic 
in the afterlife of political theology in Brunner’s mode since 1945. But in 
neither case was this homecoming uniquely German.

Modern nation-states have derived legal citizenship either from a no-
tion of consanguinity ( jus sanguinis, or right of blood) that may include the 
right of return for descendants abroad, as was the case in Germany up to 
the year 2000 and in much of Europe, or a notion of geographical origin 
or birthright ( jus soli, or right of the soil), as in France, the United States, 
Canada, and much of Latin America.34 (Increasingly, it is some combina-
tion of both, as in the UK, Australia, and New Zealand.) But most modern 
nation-states, of whatever sort, combine such legal foundations with cultural 
assumptions of a dominant religious tradition, however much tolerance or 
intolerance of other religions they may exhibit. (France’s republican laïcité is 
more rigorous in subordinating church to state than American secularism, 
for example, yet its tolerance of religious pluralism is also less thorough
going.) Whole “civilizations”—European Christendom, the Islamic world, 
the Hindu subcontinent, the Orthodox Slavic peoples, the Buddhist East—
are sometimes invoked as distinct entities, regardless of the bases of citi-
zenship within given nations. Whatever method is used to establish legal 
citizenship, ethnicity is rarely ignored. Race and religious difference have 
been invoked to deny civil rights to those possessing citizenship by birth-
right (as in the case of Jews throughout Europe and African Americans in 
the United States); even citizenship derived from consanguinity has been 
challenged by prejudices based on communal affiliation, religious confes-
sion, seemingly minor ethnic differences, or all three (as in the birth of the 
Irish Republic, dividing northern Scots-Irish Protestants from southern Irish 
Catholics). Brunner’s vision of a medieval Austria opposed to the absolutist 
territorial bases of the modern nation-state posits a Land, a Volk, and a reli-
gious tradition underlying the “Good Old Law” that refuse the distinctions 
defining and often troubling the liberal state. For Brunner’s premodern Aus-
tria and postmodern Reich, not only does modern “citizenship” not exist 
but differentiating between consanguinity and birthright, “blood” and “soil,” 
makes no sense. Opposed religious traditions cannot create tensions within 
a shared Landrecht, since there is neither a religiously plural civic commu-
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nity nor the possibility of community itself outside a specific religious tradi-
tion. Yet, to a remarkable degree, the integrated society Brunner recuperates, 
where land, people, and religion are organically inseparable, did not at all 
disappear as one might have expected in the wake of the Nazi debacle.

One of the first advisory resolutions (181) approved by the General As-
sembly of the United Nations recommended the partition of Palestine 
(then a British mandate), thus establishing a modern political sanction for 
the State of Israel. (Israel unilaterally declared its independence soon after, 
obviating efforts to implement resolution 181, which was largely ignored 
thereafter.) The vote was an understandable (though hardly unanimous) re-
sponse by the newly created community of nations to the Holocaust, but it 
resulted in an ironic and unintentional reaffirmation of much of Brunner’s 
political theology all the same. Israel is a modern nation-state built upon a 
sacred, scripturally authorized connection between Volk and Land, based on 
a sense of Recht that emanates equally from text and Land; on a recupera-
tion of the rural household and gens, accomplished initially through the 
rural-socialist ideal of the kibbutz and later through the rural-populist no-
tion of settler communities; on an attempt to fill in the aporia between the 
positive law of the liberal state and the religious law of the ethnie by giving 
the rabbinate a large say in family and sumptuary regulations; and on a be-
lief that the ethnie belongs to the land in ways that alien or transient groups 
(most obviously Palestinian Arabs) do not. The “feud” has not reappeared 
as part of Israel’s internal politics—though the settler community’s politi-
cal relationship to the state and the assassination of Yitzhak Rabin point in 
this direction—and the degree of attachment to land and to religion varies 
considerably within Israel’s population, however much the governing elite 
honors them. Nevertheless, since 1948 Israel has lived in a state of feud with 
its neighbors, in which the irreducibility of state-versus-nonstate violence 
has been accepted on all sides. One of the most torturous and lasting effects 
of the problem of völkisch thought in the first half of the twentieth century 
has been the seemingly intractable return to völkisch solutions in the wake 
of its putative demise.

Only with the recent uprisings in Tunisia, Egypt, Bahrain, Yemen, and 
Libya have the patron-client regimes of much of the Arab-Islamic world 
been challenged, and the consequences are far from clear. Much of the 
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region has been mired for decades in conditions that seemingly offer a 
choice only between decadent dynasties and dictators serving Western in-
terests and a fundamentalist return to the medieval Landrecht animating 
Brunner’s critique. On the one hand, the umma (global Muslim commu-
nity), the greater part of which is not Arab at all, theoretically transcends all 
modern nation-state boundaries. The traditional theological understanding, 
widely accepted in the West, holds that Muslims are a people of the book, 
not of a specific territory, and are ideally detached from any sense of Land 
or Landrecht, just as the advent of Islam is routinely conceived as politically 
supplanting an earlier Bedouin tribal life-world. In reality, the pre- or anti
state, communally legitimated Fehde, attached to a specific understanding of 
Arab-Islamic Land, has been central to the political life of radical Islamist 
thought since the demise of socialist pan-Arabism, the entrenchment of 
repressive despot regimes, and the failure of the nation-state ideal in Islamic 
regions, whether nominal “republics” such as Egypt or dynastic monarchies 
such as Saudi Arabia.

Recent scholarly work on the medieval beginnings of various Arab-
Islamic polities challenges the received view that Arab nationalism’s at-
tachment to specific territories was no more than an eighteenth-century 
consequence of colonial Arab societies emulating the West, a view em-
braced in the work of Bernard Lewis among others.35 Zayde Antrim has 
demonstrated, for example, that the notion of a “homeland”—or watan, 
a word that initially expressed Bedouin “affective attachment to land” in 
Arab-Islamic literature from the ninth and tenth centuries—also occurred 
in the literature of twelfth- and thirteenth-century Syria “in conjunction 
with statements of political loyalty and religious belief and, in so doing, 
referred to plots of land other than and broader than birthplace, ancestral 
home, or residence.”36 It is a word that remains embedded in the modern 
concept of wataniyya (nationalism). Nevertheless, it may be that Antrim’s 
tentative suggestion of continuity between her broader conception of me-
dieval Arab-Islamic notions of homeland and the modern nation-state is it-
self vulnerable to Brunner’s critique. The political theology of twelfth- and 
thirteenth-century Arab-Islamic attachments to territory may be significant 
and opposed to conventional views of the political primacy of an expand-
ing Islamic umma (rather than ancestral territory) in this period, while still 
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representing a political affiliation distinct from, and perhaps contrary to, the 
modern nation-state. From the Taliban to al-Qaeda to a multitude of related 
groups, modern expressions of a divinely sanctioned Landrecht by radical 
Islamists opposed to the Western nation-state emulated by Kemal Ataturk in 
Turkey and Gamal Nasser in Egypt are less an incoherent “terrorist” anom-
aly than a recursion to a medieval political theology that Brunner’s work 
does much to clarify. The “war on terror” is an awkward response to the 
initiation of a religious/territorial feud on the part of militant Islamists who 
are, as Osama bin Laden made abundantly clear, concerned with notions 
of sacred Land and Landrecht (however inconsistent these may be with the 
nonterritorial umma) that have been violated by Western militaries and are 
deeply opposed to the nation-state ideal.

The persistent open wound of stateless Palestinian refugees, who seem to 
have had a Land, in Brunner’s sense, built around clans, gentes, tribes, lords, 
and a sense of Landrecht, but never any recognizable state, has generated a 
near-permanent condition of Fehde that has been generalized in the region. 
While agents of this feud have taken refuge with the Taliban in a nonstate 
called Afghanistan and in the tribal areas of Pakistan—itself a failed nation-
state anachronistically designed as a religious Land for a religious Volk—
their militancy is of a piece with Selbsthilfe, with the violent, nonstate, yet 
“legitimate” redress of wrongs. Whatever formal theology may decree, Land 
and the sense of right that accompanies it are at the material heart of what 
has been mistakenly called a “clash of civilizations.” As the case of Brunner 
makes clear, Western Christian civilization has been just as willing as mili-
tant Islam in the modern period to embrace and at times violently defend 
its sense of a distinct and religiously anchored Landrecht.

The idea that modern Islamist jihad is based in part on pre-nation-state 
notions in which positive law and religious Landrecht do not conflict, and 
in which non-Muslims would be subject to the same proscriptions as non-
Germanic peoples in Brunner’s account (including transient populations 
who have no rights at all), is supported in the description of dhimma pro-
vided by Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na‘im.

According to the dhimma under traditional interpretations of Shari‘a, when 
Muslims conquer and incorporate new territories through jihad, People of 
the Book (mainly Christians and Jews) should be allowed to live as protected 
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communities upon submission to Muslim sovereignty but cannot enjoy 
equality with Muslims. Those who are deemed to be unbelievers by Shari‘a 
standards have not been permitted to live within the territory of the state 
at all, except under temporary safe conduct (aman). The pretext of necessity 
(darura) is often cited to justify the failure to enforce such Shari‘a principles, 
but the rationale for that notion is limited and short-term. Those who claim 
that justification must also strive to remove whatever conditions force them 
to fail to observe what they believe to be Shari‘a obligations. They cannot 
invoke necessity as a permanent justification for their failure to enforce the 
dhimma system.

I am not, of course, suggesting that this system should be applied today, 
but I wish to show that it is now so untenable that even the most ardent ad-
vocates of an Islamic state do not seriously consider applying it in the present 
local and global realities of Islamic societies. The recent case of the Taliban in 
Afghanistan is perhaps the exception that proves the rule.37

The special tax on Christians and Jews—jizya (poll tax)—under the dhimma 
system, levied in return for “protection,” replicates the tax levied on Jews 
in the Christian territories of Brunner’s medieval Austria, while those “un
believers” who were not “people of the book” are treated no differently 
than Brunner’s vagrants (and the Third Reich’s Gypsies).38 Idealizations of 
the umma as a “people of the book” (and not of the land) may seem op-
posed to Brunner’s notions of sacred territory, but An-Na‘im has no dif-
ficulty assimilating the Taliban to notions of dhimma that precisely capture 
Brunner’s sense of Land and Landrecht.

The long-standing incommensurability between state and Landrecht in 
the region, between liberal bureaucracy and patron-client networks that 
are often religiously defined as well, is often the consequence when em-
pires retreat. It is surely one of the intractable conditions that allow groups 
such as the Taliban fertile ground for survival. The superposition of a faux 
Rechtstaat on a religious-tribal order, based on its own political-theological 
Landrecht, became more or less commonplace in the Arab-Islamic world, in 
Syria under the Assads, Egypt under Mubarak, Libya under Qaddafi, Iraq 
under Saddam Hussein, and in the dynastic rule of the Saudi families. This 
is not to say that a new Rechtstaat, a new liberal nation-state, will never 
succeed in places such as Iraq. But it does imply that Western nation-states 
have persistently misrecognized a different mode of “justice” in such re-
gions as no more than irrational or criminal violence.
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There is now substantial research to show that terrorist activity itself 
is often feudlike in its triggers: the terrorist’s desire for “justice” has been 
sparked by the politically instigated death of a relative or friend, a fellow 
member of his gens, or, as the “black widows” of the Caucasus region have 
shown, a husband. John Horgan has argued, based on studies of terrorist acts 
committed by the Irish Republican Army and al-Qaeda, that the perpetra-
tor generally believes that the violence is inherently lawful and not crimi-
nal; that the violence often has internally prescribed limits; and that the 
support of a larger group or gens, often kin, is usually needed to complete 
the act.39 I certainly do not wish to suggest that all such violence, whether 
it emerges from radical Islamism, from the Catholic-Protestant struggles 
of Northern Ireland, or from the neighbor-against-neighbor conflict that 
characterized so much of the Balkan wars in the 1990s, can be reduced to 
the concept of “feud” as defined by Brunner or to the friend-foe opposi-
tion described by Schmitt as the basis of the political. In such cases, it would 
be impossible to ignore the effects of centuries of imperialism and modern 
nation-state geopolitics—including the “terror” that nation-state militaries 
can rain down on defenseless populations—as root causes, or to excuse the 
self-serving manipulation of strong religious and tribal affiliations by liberal 
nation-states (as in the US-Soviet proxy war in Afghanistan in the 1980s). 
But much that appears simply “criminal” or part of the abstract and nearly 
meaningless politics of “terror” from the perspective of the liberal state may 
be following the logic of a certain internal political theology that should 
not be ignored.

Finally, it would not be hard to apply much of what Brunner discusses to 
the rise of an arms-bearing, antistate, Landrecht-inspired, self-help-oriented, 
religious, and clannish figure such as Sarah Palin in American politics. Re-
gional resistance to the central state originating in colonial America has 
acquired, since the Civil War, a racial character in the idea of states’ rights, 
a resistance embodied most recently by gun-toting “Tea Party” adherents 
whose ideas of self-help neatly echo Brunner’s emphasis on Selbsthilfe. It 
is only partially accurate to categorize the growth of rural, religiously in-
fused, and often racist resistance to secular federal bureaucracy over the past 
half century as one more example of American faux populism, as though 
we fully understood what the term “populism” itself meant, or what lon-



The Case of Otto Brunner    

ger historical narratives have to tell us about the nature of rural political 
resistance in Western nations. Michael Kazin has persuasively argued that 
the transformation of left-populism to right-populism in America occurred 
with the end of WWII—the patriarch of radio populism, Father Charles 
Coughlin, began by supporting Roosevelt’s New Deal and ended by sup-
porting Huey Long and Hitler.40 But like most historians of the United 
States, Kazin does little to link this shift to deeper currents of European 
thought that are echoed all too well by the history of American notions of 
Landrecht, especially in the American South and West, both before and after 
the Civil War.41 (American historians, in this sense as in so many others, 
have often been more than willing to grant America its own Sonderweg.) 
Unlike much of the völkisch thought of his time, Brunner’s work is anything 
but mystical or obscurantist. It is highly rational and informed, and that 
is what makes it useful for grasping what twentieth-century conservative 
populism represented in its deeper recesses and over the long haul, even in 
the United States.

The most important academic lesson to be drawn from Land und 
Herrschaft, however, concerns our current understanding of “political the-
ology” itself, which, especially in leftish Western academic appropriations 
of Schmitt’s work after 1945, has been embraced as proof of the contra-
dictory nature of the liberal nation-state, as the key to explaining why its 
putatively secular and rational foundations always and necessarily return 
to their underlying religious, authoritarian, and violent roots. From Walter 
Benjamin’s “Critique of Violence,” which rejects both the earlier natural 
law tradition and the positive law of the nation-state, to the work of Gior-
gio Agamben, for whom the inevitable denouement of the nation-state is 
totalitarian Nazism, to the “Red Tory” revanchist theology of John Milbank 
and the delirious Christian Stalinism of Slavoj Žižek, a certain strain of 
academic theory has emphasized that the nation-state after Hobbes rests on 
an absolutist basis—a monopoly on violence—that its own constitutional 
presumptions must constantly disavow.42 Ironically, Brunner’s own deeply 
conservative, National Socialist thinking is in complete agreement with 
such indictments. Yet what Brunner demonstrates at the same time, albeit 
unintentionally, is that the attempt to find a final solution to the aporia of 
the liberal state’s political theology—its seemingly endless and irresolvable 
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process of secularization—may be far worse than the aporia itself. For just 
this reason, Brunner’s book should not be relegated to the dustbin of out-
dated historical projects. Nor should it be dismissed as another example of 
mystical Blut und Boden claptrap. It is neither. It is, instead, a roadmap that 
orients us in the present, seemingly exceptional, historical moment as if this 
moment were neither a small, dialectical glitch in the inexorable progress of 
rationalization and modernization nor just more disavowed evidence of the 
eternal repetition of a religious history we should, yet cannot quite, escape, 
but rather an example of what Martin Heidegger called Verwindung (and 
Gianni Vattimo tendentiously translated simply as “secularization”): history 
as a process of distortion, one that is also a “going-beyond” and perhaps 
an acceptance, but always a consequence of errant gestures of recollection, 
transformation, and (on occasion) emancipation that represent the deeper 
story of modernity’s often disturbing theological politics.43
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“ t h e  p o l i t i c i z a t i o n  o f  h e a v e n ”

Wilhelm Stapel’s Political Theology of Nationalist Sovereignty

christoph schmidt

Point, Line, Sphere: From Theogeometry to Theobiology 

“When God passes over man, it is like a sphere rolling over a straight line. 
The sphere only comes into contact with the line at a mathematical point, 
and this point carries the entire sphere but does not encompass it. Through 
revelation, the divine touches humanity at one point, but humanity does 
not encompass the divine in revelation.”1 With this geometrical image from 
the 1518 treatise “Resolutiones disputationum de indulgentiarum virtute,” 
Luther describes the relationship between God and man, salvific and human 
history, which initiated a revolution in the church of his age. Four hundred 
years later, the theologian and journalist Wilhelm Stapel (1882–1954) picks 
it up as a vivid image for his revolutionary program against modern lib-
eral Lutheran theology, the secular idea of culture, and the democratic idea 
of the state. The aim of this “conservative revolution” is the restoration of 
dogmatic Lutheran kingdom theology,2 which Stapel wants to achieve on 
racist-biological foundations. If, according to Luther’s image, revelation and 
history intersect at only one point, without salvific history ever turning into 
real history, then God and the kingdom of God move, at first, an infinite 
distance away from one another—beyond ethics and politics. It is not hard 
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to see that Stapel juxtaposes this emblem of theological geometry against 
modernity, in which the kingdom of God and human history are supposed 
to merge into one another at a utopian telos.3 The vanishing point of their 
modern conversion can thus only be another point of contact, in which the 
sphere of God will roll over the line of human history.

One could say, then, the journalist speaks here as an eschatologist: Wil-
helm Stapel, similar to the radical right-wing Protestant theologians Fried-
rich Gogarten and Emanuel Hirsch,4 recognizes in the project of modernity, 
which he describes with the term “secularization,” an implicit political the-
ology that frees itself from orthodox Protestant theology and its church but 
also articulates the claim that it can realize the true ethical-humanistic con-
tent of this religion, Christian love of neighbor, in a this-worldly kingdom 
of God free from all domination. The equation of this “secular messianism” 
does not balance because the utopian idea of a kingdom of God on earth 
presupposes a political state of Herrschaftslosigkeit (state without domination), 
which the brutal violence of the First World War factually contradicted, but 
is ideally and principally based upon an illusionary anthropology of the 
“good man.” Stapel now wants to contrast this implicit political theology of 
the Enlightenment conception of secularization with an explicit political 
theology, which derives from the orthodox dogmatic premises of Protestant 
theology (the absolute sovereignty of God and the insurmountable original 
sin) first the “realistic” and then the biological political consequences for a 
theory of sovereignty. Against secularization as the ideological principle of 
Herrschaftslosigkeit, Stapel wants to erect an “antisecular front,” which actu-
ally marks the ruling agents who set secularization as the enemy of theol-
ogy and politics.

Stapel, who had been publishing the monthly journal Deutsches Volkstum 
since 1919, had early on “exposed” the idea of Jewish theocracy behind this 
secular messianism, which he simply denounces as the ideal of a merely 
this-worldly political theology within a long, modern philosophical tradi-
tion.5 Stapel attributes this idea of theocracy to a Jewish racial instinct in 
order to construct the Jewish racial enemy, who only wants to advance 
its own desire for dominance behind a display of criticizing sovereignty. 
It can be shown that this Jewish enemy actually is an image of the liberal 
Jesus who, undogmatized and humanized in the liberal theology of the 
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nineteenth century, becomes the representative of a universal ethics of au-
tonomy but, by being historicized, now belongs to the Jewish people and 
represents its political messianism.

Against the modern synthesis of rational theology and universal politi-
cal ethics, of the kingdom of God and society, which is symbolized in the 
political ethics of the liberal Jesus, Stapel now not only constructs a political 
theology on the basis of his own Germanic racial identity but also pur-
sues political theology in general to its supposedly biological-racial roots. 
In this manner his political theology constitutes both an explicit strategy 
against the concealed politics of secular theocracy and itself executes, be-
hind the setting of its antisecular rhetoric, precisely what Stapel accuses the 
enemy of: secularization. Here, however, theology is no longer transformed 
through ethics but through biology into exclusively secular politics—that 
of racial sovereignty. This secular politics now constructs itself as an absolute 
vanishing point of the conversion of salvific history and human history as 
eschatological goal of all history: kingdom theology becomes the political 
theology of the Führer-state.

In the following account of Wilhelm Stapel’s political theology on ra-
cial foundations, I pursue this implicit transformation of theology through 
politics to biology. This countersecularization is always based upon the cor-
relation of Führer and enemy so that Stapel’s biopolitical theology entails 
the construction of the Jewish enemy as a theological, political, and biologi-
cal enemy. This enemy indeed bears the conspicuous traits of that liberal 
Jesus who so “angered” the theologian Stapel. The liberal Jesus as universal 
ethicist, who emerges from the ranks of the Jewish people, symbolizes for 
Stapel this Jewish enemy and elucidates the role Stapel attributes to the 
Jewish enemy in his construction of secularization.

The reconstruction of Stapel’s antimodernism as the form of a funda-
mentalist countersecularization and his politicization of Paul’s theology 
on radical right-wing foundations are significant in the context of cur-
rent discussion about secularization, especially the rediscovery of Paul’s po-
litical theology. Against Nietzsche’s discovery of the political dimension of 
Paul’s theology as “typical Jewish-rabbinic” and especially aimed against the 
Roman Empire,6 Erik Peterson has theologically turned Nietzsche’s nega-
tive critique into a positive one and thereby essentially shaped the contem-
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porary discussion about the political theology of Paul from Jacob Taubes 
to Giorgio Agamben.7 Thereby, the dark chapter of the radical right-wing 
politicization of Paul, characteristic of Wilhelm Stapel, Friedrich Gogarten, 
and Emanuel Hirsch, has tended to be neglected, even though it seems to 
overshadow at each step the contemporary political theology of Paul.

The Antisecular Front

“I will force this age to return to God or to perish” (CS, 211), Stapel pro-
claims with the same pathos that he so admires in Johann Gottleib Fichte’s 
Addresses to the German Nation.8 Stapel, after all, was a member and sup-
porter of the Fichte Society. Similarly to how his role model, after the Prus-
sian defeat of Napoleon, draws the German nation as a genuinely national-
linguistic ethnos from the baptismal font, which is supposed to represent 
the true spirit of freedom since Luther, Stapel, in the historical moment of 
the Wilhelmine Empire’s catastrophic defeat, wants to remind the German 
nation of its political-theological mission, which he now links to the name 
of Luther. “Great victor over the nations, noble Germania, you will ascend 
to the audacious throne, ruling over all kingdoms. Then truth will return 
with great glory. . . . You will lead us again to the highest sovereignty, and 
the holy Trinity will sanctify the Germans” (CS, 7). Stapel wants to erect 
an antisecular front against the liberal culture and its ideology in order to 
revive the Prussian-Protestant kingdom theology, and he evokes a bizarre 
comparison: “One will respond to the dream of an empire . . . with this 
objection: it is a dream of impotence; it is wishful thinking with which the 
subjugated unaccountably intoxicates himself. . . . Theodor Herzl also did 
not dream the Zionist dream at the climax of Jewish history. He seized this 
thought in an hour of humiliation” (CS, 7). 

On the basis of salvific providence, Stapel finds the salvation of the 
political nation actually prefigured for the first time in an exemplary way 
in Jewish history: “When Israel abandoned Yahweh, God punished Israel, 
as one can read in the Old Testament. When we abandon the Reich, God 
punishes us, as German history shows. That is the German testament” (CS, 
10). However, Stapel identifies modern secularization with that univer-
sal and antinational ethics that weakened the political-theological potency 
of the German Reich-nation; indeed, he senses in it a form of political 
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messianism that he has always ascribed to the assimilationist Jewry. “Our 
question is posed at a time when the secularization of the state, schol-
arship, art, culture, morality, law, etc., has been carried out, and indeed 
at a time when one can see through this process of secularization” (CS, 
12). “Secularization”—Stapel can recognize it only as a monolithic block 
that will develop its own discursive imperialism—in reality amounts to a 
conspiratorial political-theological strategy, which pretends to transform 
the principle of Christian love of neighbor and enemy into the political 
constitution of a humanist global society but in truth implements a Jewish 
this-worldly theocracy. This theocracy is supposed to be the ideological 
mask of the secularizing and assimilating Jewry against the German Reich, 
its theology, and its sovereignty. Whereas the Zionist acts as a role model 
of political-theological reflection on national-collective foundations, the 
assimilating German Jew represents the double plot of the enemy: he al-
legedly wants to eliminate the ethnic difference of Germans by himself 
assuming a leading role in the secularization and liberalization of culture. 
“The social instincts of Jews aim at a theocracy that tries to expand itself 
over all of humanity. God’s justice, the messenger of which Jewry is, is 
supposed to order and define all of humanity. For in areligious Jewry the 
theocratic disposition lapses, but the social instinct stays the same. . . . God’s 
justice turns into the justice of man, not the justice of the state or even of 
a lord (as among the Germanic peoples)” (AS, 96).

Thereby, Stapel has “seen through” the occluded sense of secularization 
in order to now establish his own plan of action for an antisecular front in 
three steps: (1) The restoration of Protestant-dogmatic theology is a pre-
requisite for (2) the restoration of ethnic differences, the sense of which 
it is to substantiate the political primacy of the German people, which is 
destined for dominion over the other European peoples because of this 
political-theological disposition, in order to (3) eliminate the principle of 
Jewish theocracy, which competes with the German kingdom theology, 
on the basis of this correlation of theology and nationhood. To the ex-
tent that Stapel transforms his political theology on racial foundations into 
a political biology, his distinction between Zionist-nationalist and assim-
ilationist-antinationalist Jewry, occasionally present in National Socialist 
circles, recedes completely, insofar as “Zionism . . . wants to bring about 
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the kingdom of heaven on earth, understood as a kingdom without war, 
through propagandistic dissemination of Jewish morality.” The either-or 
of a religious worldview and secularization is finally transformed through 
the either-or between German kingdom theology and Jewish theocracy 
into an either-or between two national racial principles. “Race is soul and 
spirit; therefore it is also blood and body. For the racial spirit constructs the 
racial body for itself. . . . Race exists. Because it exists, it also determines 
the way in which religion appears” (CS, 17). If the foundation of religion 
therefore always has to be sought in biology, then this does correspond to 
Stapel’s own account of secularization and his attempt to adjust this theo-
biology to the requirements of the National Socialist party program. Also, 
the oscillation between theology and biology through the gate of politics 
is always aimed not only at biologizing theology for the National Socialist 
case of emergency but also at facilitating the retreat into “pure” theology. 
Thus, after the war, Stapel will appear in the Federal Republic as a serene 
theologian who directs his reflections “On Christianity” exactly in the sol-
emn, trivializing tone of the liberal Lutheran theology of Friedrich Daniel 
Schleiermacher “to the Thinking among Its Despisers.”9

A Trinitarian Analogy:  
From the Love of Neighbor to the Obedient Victim

If the critique of sovereignty, which is inherent to secularization, amounts 
to a concealed will to power of the Jewish people, then Stapel demands a 
“serious discussion” about the principle of sovereignty. In principle, Stapel 
detects only the ambivalences in the term “secularization,” which are always 
inherent to it, but in fact Stapel hypostasizes, distorts, and apocalyptically 
inflates them to stark antitheses. Man’s “leaving his self-caused immaturity,” 
already postulated in the German Enlightenment—above all by Gotthold 
Ephraim Lessing and Immanuel Kant—designated detachment from the 
sovereignty of the orthodox-dogmatic theology of Protestantism and its 
church, as well as the claim to erect the true eschatological content of reli-
gion, the kingdom of God, on the basis of the love of neighbor.10 A second 
ambivalence has always been inscribed into this ambivalence, insofar as the 
foundation of the kingdom of God was assumed to presuppose either a 
utopian or a realistic anthropology. In its utopian version, represented par-
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ticularly by Lessing, the principle of original sin would be abolished with 
the end of sovereignty.11 In the more realistic version, represented by Kant, 
overcoming the “radical evil” in human nature could only be imagined as 
a never-ending fight over the kingdom of God.12 Insofar as enlightenment, 
in the end, always already constitutes a political theology of the kingdom of 
God on earth, it comprehends itself as the third gospel, following the Old 
and the New Testaments. However, a third ambivalence has always already 
been designated: Which role were Jewry and Christendom supposed to play 
precisely in this eschatology of the Enlightenment? When Lessing, with the 
succession of the three realms of Jewry, Christendom, and the Enlighten-
ment, establishes a doctrine of succession through respective suspensions, 
he simultaneously wants to balance it through the spiritualist principle of 
the transmigration of the soul,13 so that every human being is supposed 
to be Jew, Christ, and enlightened at the same time. In this manner, Jewry 
and Christendom at least intentionally act as equal agents of this modern 
eschatology. In contrast, Immanuel Kant stated a radical difference between 
these two religions, which considers, so to speak, their respective “secular-
ization capacity.” Whereas Judaism aims only at an external political-legal 
theocracy,14 Christianity symbolizes a religion of the “heart” and of pure 
inner ethical revolution, in which Kant recognized the presupposition for 
all external historical revolutions.

Stapel’s either-or constructs his antisecular front against the backdrop of 
these ambivalences of the Enlightenment, when he now articulates, against 
the third gospel of Enlightenment, his national “German gospel” as explicit 
political theology, which discards the utopia of the kingdom of God on earth 
along with its utopian anthropology as a political construction of Jewish ra-
cial theocracy. Thus, if the symbiosis of society and the kingdom of God, and 
thereby the German-Jewish cultural symbiosis, is to be destroyed, Stapel dis-
solves this symbiosis into its premodern elements and substances. Church and 
state are dissociated from one another, and Jewry and Germanness are differ-
entiated as original national substances and are to be separated from now on.

Stapel’s revision of modern circumstances thus aims at clarifying factual 
power relations. The term “sovereignty” is at first substantiated from the 
theological perspective in order to then derive from it the actual politi-
cal consequences. “Like Jesus, so Paul, too, recognized and called upon the 
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Roman Empire’s legal sovereignty, whose citizen he was. Moreover, Paul 
gave a metaphysical justification of state power as such (Rom. 13:1), trans-
lated very felicitously by Luther as Obrigkeit, and thereby obligated Chris-
tianity once and for all” (CS, 33). According to Romans 13:1, it is supposed 
that the Obrigkeit “is from God” and that the state, as far as it is sovereign, 
cannot be evil. Thus, sovereignty is “good,” and its goodness involves not 
only domination of “evil,” “sin,” and “hostility” but also that it definitely 
may be “non-Christian,” that is, for Stapel, “pagan sovereignty.” If man stands 
“in his totality under original sin,” then Stapel overstates the principle of 
original sin in the sense of the Protestant tradition as a case of insurmount-
able indignation against God in order to reject the autonomy of ethics and 
morals as such a rebellion. For these ethics of secular modernity always pre-
suppose a moral conscience of the autonomous human being, who reckons 
on being able to elude the law of original sin in this way—as if conscience 
“was not expelled from paradise” (CS, 21). Each this-worldly alternative to 
sovereignty over sin necessarily succumbs to the totality of sin, so the func-
tion of a true law can only be sovereignty over sin. In such an unequivocal 
attribution of the law, it does not matter, for Stapel, which law or which 
state facilitates the sovereignty over the sin. Sovereignty as such comes from 
God. “Paul . . . derives the rights of the Obrigkeit from the rights of God; he 
gives reasons for the duty to obey the state . . . , because it protects the good 
on earth in the interest of God . . . , and imposes a just punishment on the 
evil. . . . The Roman state he looks at officially had a pagan religion, and 
therefore the believers, who actually see evil only outside their own cross, 
are supposed to venerate a divine in it” (CS, 38–39).15

Indeed, the commandment of love of neighbor and, in its wake, the 
commandment of love of the enemy are supposed to rank so highly and 
heavenly that they cannot have anything to do with worldly law and state 
order. As pure and sublime expressions of otherworldly salvation, both stand 
above and beyond each law and political principle of order that govern 
the matters of this world under the scepter of sovereignty. The Protestant 
radicalness of the theology of grace, which negates any justification through 
human work and law, is not only turned over, according to Stapel, in a radi-
cally secular way, but simultaneously entails a devaluation of the Jewish law 
as a purely political law and a valorization of heathen law, which as such 
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can fulfill the requirements of sovereignty and order. In this context, Stapel 
develops his own tenet of nomos, which he unfolds, according to Paul and 
Luther, in its political consequences. Being instituted by the worldly Obrig-
keit, nomos is an instrument against the uproar, indignation, and enmity of 
man, and it thus always articulates what Stapel and Carl Schmitt called the 
political principle of the distinction between friend and enemy.16 Any form 
of human sovereignty already fulfills the requirements of a defense against 
the enemies of the God-given order.

In this way, religion and politics are at first radically distinguished from 
one another. Love of neighbor no longer functions as a basic principle of 
a utopian constitution; however, at the same time, this separation initiates a 
new form of legitimizing politics through theology: each form of govern-
ment, even the completely secular-pagan one, is from God. Thus, love of 
the enemy needs to be removed from fusion with political circumstances 
when this relies on the distinction between friend and enemy. Stapel wants 
to prove these correlations by dint of Schmitt’s explanations of the terms 
“public enemy” and “private enemy” in the case of Jesus’s Sermon on the 
Mount.17 “With regard to the term ‘love of the enemy’ one usually disregards 
that Jesus does not speak about the political enemy, the ‘polemos,’ but about 
the private enemy, the ‘echthros’” (CS, 41). Already for Schmitt, this philo-
logical operation serves to radically criticize the attempt to elevate love of the 
enemy to a principle of universal “politics of friendship.” As is well known, 
according to Schmitt, the sphere of the political works only in compliance 
with the principle of distinction between friend and enemy and thus always 
already comprises the church itself, insofar as the church necessarily acts pub-
licly as political power. Stapel, however, even deprives the principle of love of 
the enemy of its private license insofar as love of the enemy is supposed to 
count only for the kingdom of heaven or the immediate discipleship of Jesus.

The martyrdom of Christ becomes the absolutely singular case of love 
of the enemy, which may be of importance only in a theological drama-
turgy without any political implications. On earth, it cannot be effective; in 
heaven, it becomes superfluous. Thus, love of the enemy becomes effective 
only at the unique moment when earth and heaven touch each other, at 
the cross. Even here, religion and politics are to be torn so far apart from 
one another that Christ’s death on the cross becomes important only to 



Wilhelm Stapel’s Political Theology    

inner salvation and the beyond. Though the martyrdom of love occurs in 
the midst of political circumstances, it may no longer have anything to 
do with these circumstances. It factually designates only that “geometri-
cal point” at which revelation and human history touch each other, with-
out any transformation of human history to be expected from this event. 
Therefore, Christ’s death on the cross at first corresponds only to the inner-
Trinitarian logic, according to which the Son of God subjects himself to 
God the Father out of pure love. “Here, however, the will of God and thus 
also that of the Son was that the Son of God be subject to Pilate, that he be 
sentenced by him . . . , die and resurrect” (6K, 28).

With this translation of the crucifixion into the immanent heavenly dy-
namics of the Trinity, not only is Pilate degraded to an instrument of the 
Trinitarian dramaturgy who does not possess any free will, but this interpre-
tation unveils very quickly a highly concrete and eminently political sense. 
The Son of God’s obedience out of love corresponds to the inner-Trinitarian 
correlation, and Stapel recognizes in the religious correlation between Fa-
ther and Son the original pattern of political obedience: “And even the Son 
of God does not stop recognizing the Father as Lord, for Father and Lord 
are the same. The Son of God is not identical with God the Father, and he 
also is obedient to him” (CS, 48). When Stapel further confirms this state-
ment with Paul’s Epistle to the Philippians 2:8, “He became obedient unto 
the death of the cross,” he implicitly always aims at a political-theological 
analogy of God’s sovereignty and political sovereignty, but he exaggerates 
this analogy over the inner-Trinitarian correlation, which loses any ambi-
guity in the context of the following explanations about Luther’s compre-
hension of Obrigkeit. If Luther’s theory of the state actually presupposes a 
“metaphysics of paternity,” Stapel reasons that the political “leaders, beyond 
right and law,” always are “fathers ( patres)” (CS, 97). When Stapel excludes 
agape, love of neighbor, and the enemy from the political sphere and thereby 
rejects any utopian dimension to the political sphere, he simultaneously in-
stitutes this love again as a political principle of absolute obedience. Whereas 
Ludwig Feuerbach attempted to secularize the Trinity of God, Son, and 
Holy Ghost in the sense of an ideal dialogical-communistic community,18 
Stapel proposes a secularization with the opposite premise, which constructs 
the Trinity as drama of absolute subordination.
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Similar to how Christ subjects himself to the Father and thus becomes 
the model of political obedience, the political, which as counterprinciple 
is contrary to the love of neighbor and thus constitutes the principle of 
the distinction between friend and enemy, eventually also changes into the 
political role model of a religious analogy: “Like the state fights with its 
enemies, God would fight with his heavenly hosts” (CS, 170). The political 
distinction, which ought to be valid only for the profane sphere, is now it-
self metaphysically-theologically hypostatized such that the state that is or-
ganized in a sovereign manner is supposed to serve what Stapel designates 
as the “politicization of heaven.” “Because now the contrast between friend 
and enemy mirrors the metaphysical contrast between heaven and hell, on 
the one hand, the first falling away from God has quasi-politicized heaven, 
and, on the other hand, the falling creation breaks apart into contrasts. For 
this reason, the falling away and the breaking apart cannot be effected by 
man, but only by God. Thus, all human attempts to moralize away the con-
trast between friend and enemy, to depoliticize the world . . . are a sign of 
corruption. The expelled creature who has fled, who has concealed (secu-
larized) herself from God and now believes that there is no God, arrogates 
herself in her pride to achieve what is up to God” (CS, 171).

Therefore, the political enemy is not only the enemy of the existing 
order, or the enemy of enmity, who has secularized love of the enemy, but 
he is always already the theological, absolute enemy whom a state that is 
designed according to the principles of a political anthropology of origi-
nal sin does not only have to recognize, to distinguish from the friend, 
and to fight against, but also to annihilate. Thus, Stapel writes: “By want-
ing to become the friend of all human beings, he becomes God’s enemy” 
(CS, 171).

Here, the suspicion is confirmed that the political theology Stapel strives 
for executes, against the secular messianism of the kingdom of God on 
earth, its own countersecularization, which transforms the commandment 
of love of the enemy into a model of absolute obedience and institutes this 
obedience as divine judgment over the liberal forms of secularization. An-
timodernity proves again to be an alternative secularization, a secularization 
with a reversed premise, if now the state actually becomes the eschatologi-
cal judgment over believers and unbelievers. “Thus, we have accounted for 
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the metaphysical element of the state, which is falling away from God and 
by virtue of which the state is brought under that judgment to which every 
creature is subject” (CS, 131). Indeed, humans can be atoned for only by 
God, but practically, the state itself becomes more and more a sacrosanct 
institution of judgment and atonement through liberal secularization. The 
victim of Christ turns into the model of political violence; the state, into 
the institution of the last judgment.

This secularization of the theology of original sin is supplemented with 
the theological tenet of eros and nomos, which Stapel tries to deduce from 
Paul and from an orthodox Lutheran perspective. With the removal of the 
actually divine love, agape, from the circle of creation, postlapsarian cre-
ation would have had to fall back into nothingness and chaos had God 
not provided worldly love, eros, in lieu of heavenly agape. Eros comprises 
sexual love, friendship, and communal instinct. “Thus, man and woman did 
not fall out with one another, but eros kept them together. Thus, broth-
ers and friends did not fall out with one another, but brotherly love, philia, 
kept them together. Thus, also, the community of the state became possible, 
namely, by dint of the nomos” (CS, 173).

Eros, philia, and nomos are the ordering powers of creation, given after the 
fall, which are to take the place of the spiritual-heavenly agape. From now 
on, all human acting is subject to these natural principles that Stapel tries to 
substantiate by appealing to Luther. “If there were not father and mother, 
husband and spouse, who bring forth and educate children, the state could 
not exist. Thus, out of the house the city spreads, which is nothing else 
than a lot of houses and families. The families turn into a principality, and 
the principality into a Reich” (CS, 87). This naturally forming order of the 
political is always already depicted in language, morals, and the history of 
a people, which develops a kind of “cult community” and articulates its 
specific “law of life.” In this reduction of the political to the conditions of 
creation and nature, not only is a genuine moment of pagan-cultic religios-
ity supposed to have developed, but also the subsumption of these natural 
conditions under the term “law of life” poses a necessary delineation of, and 
a possible enmity between, the different “laws of life.” Moreover, the term 
“law of life” always already facilitates, beyond its anchoring in an exegesis of 
Pauline theology, a biological-racial foundation of the political.
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“The nomos, as Paul says, has arrived, . . . it has been added for the sake 
of sin (Rom. 5:21).” Insofar as each community constitutes its law of life, 
based upon eros, philia, and communal instinct, so it marks a difference to 
the other laws of life but is valid especially against the backdrop of this dif-
ference and thus, on a basic level, at first without any difference. There is no 
difference between nomos and nomos. Against the backdrop of the Lutheran 
critique of justice through works, no salvific function at all can be attrib-
uted to any nomos, and thus also not to a Jewish nomos. Likewise, all nomoi 
receive their dignity by facilitating social and political order. Certainly, God 
proclaimed “the law of life to one people personally,” namely, “to the peo-
ple of Israel at Mount Sinai” (CS, 174), but insofar as this law, like all laws, 
can be erected only against sin, it is not different from the other laws of life 
in any way. According to Stapel, nomoi receive their proper dignity by ori-
enting themselves toward the “birth of the Son of God,” that is, toward ful-
fillment in Christ. “Thus, the non-Jewish Christ does not need the Jewish 
law, because one can also become aware of one’s sin and impotence without 
the Jewish law” (CS, 178). The “difference without differences,” by virtue of 
which the merely political validity of the nomos is established against every 
salvific function, thus creates immediately a new, fundamental difference 
between the nomos that is oriented toward Christ and the nomos that cannot 
orient itself toward Christ, or rejects this orientation because it wants to 
fulfill itself in a secular or theocratic manner. “Paul erects grace against the 
law. However, he does not say that the law is without any significance for 
becoming Christ. It contains a dikaioma since it is from God.” This dikaioma 
designates the justification that the law receives by virtue of guaranteeing 
order, but especially by being oriented toward the face of God and not 
wanting to fulfill itself. The law that forms itself from eros to the nomos is 
necessarily the law of life of a particular people, whereas the law of agape, 
of the love of neighbor and the enemy, is transcendental law, which can be 
fulfilled only through God or, for Christians, through Jesus Christ. (There-
fore, it is subject to the dynamics of a radical politicization as a principle 
of obedience and subordination to God the Father, as noted earlier.) Since 
there can be no continuity from eros/nomos to agape, any attempt to derive 
an ethics of universal completion from agape and the love of neighbor des-
ignates a rebellion against the sovereignty of God. On the basis of this radi-
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cal antithesis of eros and agape, both the peculiar double legitimization and 
the degradation of the Jewish law follow. As merely political law, it cannot 
become a “messianic” or universally ethical law; the attempt to nonetheless 
elevate it to such a law amounts to a false usurpation of salvific history, the 
hidden sense of which can only be the deployment of its own sovereignty 
beyond the borders of its own law of life.

However, the racial retreat to the nomos as a particular law of life, if it 
simultaneously orients itself toward the “face of Christ,” is indeed supposed 
to open up this racial law of particular sovereignty for the possibility of a 
universal mission of sovereignty over all peoples, because one people that 
orients itself toward the face of Christ is supposed to disclose to other 
peoples not its own law but only the universal dimension of sovereignty 
through transcendence. By becoming Christ, the nomos receives its “meta-
physical consecration” as dikaioma zoes, which Stapel translates with Paul as 
“eternal justification of life through Christ.” The metaphysical consecration 
of the political nomos at first consists in limiting the nomos to the dimension 
of the people and in its opening for Christian transcendence, which is sup-
posed to now assign to the particular nomos the mission of sovereignty over 
the world. Whereas the Jewish law thus confuses the orders of politics and 
transcendence and wants to universalize its own particular law, the Chris-
tian-justified nomos is supposed to set another order of immanence and 
transcendence, which facilitates, especially since it insists on the particular-
ity of the nomos, universal sovereignty through transcendence, without the 
other particular laws needing to be suspended.

Thus, Stapel’s tenet of the nomos proves to be the core of an anti-Judean 
political theology, which, even before it constitutes itself biologically, pos-
tulates a basic theological conflict between legal interpretations, the actual 
sense of which lies in a putative will to sovereignty over the world. The 
German nation denies to the Jewish nation its putative will to sovereignty 
over the world, which it deems to be able to recognize in the assimilation-
ist form of Jewry as a conspiracy against the national German Volksgeist 
(spirit of the people), in order to now institute for the German nation the 
rights of its own mission as Reich and its sovereignty over Europe.

When eros as principle of creation becomes the basic element of nomos 
and of the law of life of people and the state, it becomes the basic principle 
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of the political in the sense of a distinction between friend and enemy. This 
basic principle receives its final consecration from a Christology that, as we 
have seen, has revealed its actual political function in the confession to the 
subordination of the Son to the Father, of the people to the sovereign. Thus, 
eros symbolizes an opening for agape, which, understood in a Christological 
way, appears in Stapel’s work as judgment over the enemy and corresponds 
to the Trinitarian analogy as well as to the “politicization of heaven.” At the 
same time, however, the creationist principle of eros always already discloses 
the option for a last secularization as biological principle. Stapel’s theol-
ogy proceeds via the “politicization of heaven” increasingly to the sphere 
of worldly secularity: with a radical anchoring of all human circumstances 
in the totality of creation and original sin, which is characteristic of Stapel, 
Stapel’s theology can be transformed into a political biology. In the defini-
tion of the law of life, especially in the dikaioma zoes, which Stapel reads in 
Paul, such a biological transformation of the term “life” is always already 
implied. Only secular science can biologically misunderstand this religious 
and metaphysical term of “life”; only the secularist Stapel can carry out this 
“turnaround” of theology into biology as a basic racial principle. Indeed, 
here too, Stapel prepares this secularization through the term “the politi-
cal.” The more unequivocally Stapel articulates the political consequences 
of his theology of sovereignty and original sin, the more unequivocally the 
former becomes biologically convertible. However, this always already cor-
responds to his freeing of the state and of sovereignty from any theological 
obligation: the state can indeed be non-Christian; it can be, as Stapel has ex-
tensively expounded with regard to Romans 13:1, a pagan state. It is nomos 
and sovereignty that theologically legitimize this state.

This process of biologizing the political thus occurs in parallel with the 
politicization of the theological. The way Stapel now employs, again in a 
completely unhistorical manner, Luther’s theory of the state for his politi-
cal purpose of legitimizing the Führer-state is blatant. On the basis of the 
concealed Trinitarian analogy, Stapel expands, by using Lutheran terms, the 
parallels between Father and Son in the sense of a doctrine of the Father as 
Lord and Führer. When “the political” is always already thought from the 
perspective of sovereignty in terms of personal domination and is supposed 
to consist of three elements, “power of the order, struggle, and authority,” 
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Stapel repeatedly invokes Luther’s legitimization of the absolute kingdom 
as paternity. The king as father is not only the lord of the law; he always 
already stands above the law, in order to reign over his subjects as “father,” 
not only according to the wording of the law but also according to grace, 
which goes beyond law.

Stapel quotes Luther to explain the correlation of sovereignty and order 
from a Christian theological perspective: “In the state, one has to be espe-
cially certain that there are good and prudential men rather than that laws 
are made” (CS, 87). However, not only this prudence, which is oriented to 
the law, is required for the father to live up to his task of bringing his subjects 
to reason, which again means that his subjects do not attack one another like 
“wild animals” and cause chaos. The king also stands above the law in order 
to factually “make human beings out of wild animals” and preserve human 
beings “so that they do not become wild animals.” Both moments, the ab-
solute sovereignty above the law and the domination over the anarchical life 
of the subjects (and the wildness attested to the latter by Luther) constitute 
in Stapel’s reconstruction a higher entity in which “the political” is united 
with a unique total will. By virtue of exercising “authoritarian power over 
the minds, the will of the political lord appears as will, which fulfills a divine 
task” (CS, 128); however, it amounts to that volonté générale (general will) the 
lord represents because the people “does not know what it wants.” With di-
rect regard to Adolf Hitler, Stapel articulates the law of life of the people as 
symbiosis of life and will, whereby the people “only [have] the instinct,” but 
the “Führer knows what the people want” (KCSH, 17).

Whereas Stapel’s rhetoric at first stays within the framework of a theol-
ogy of paternity, which is supposed to institute the Führer as God given, 
this rhetoric of the Führer takes on a life of its own when it describes the 
Führer as charismatic original fire. “Such people are a flame that consumes 
the powerless, the rotten, the putrid” (CS, 187). The father turns into the 
Führer only through his unfathomable magic “of grace,” which “makes 
human beings bend down before him” (CS, 187–88). Increasingly, the theo-
logical and biological perspectives merge in the “blessed” figure of the Füh-
rer, when eros and agape unite in him as the same divine-human principle 
of sovereignty. In the erotic-intimate symbiosis of people and Führer, which 
then also has already transcended any nomos, unity is brought about that 
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Christologically proves to be the libidinous subordination of the son and 
the people under the father and Führer. This erotic-agapean symbiosis cor-
responds to a theology that is completely reduced to life and the law of life. 
As the father becomes the Führer, so the son becomes the wild animal to 
be subjected, which experiences its erotic attachment in the instinctive self-
sacrifice for power, sovereignty, and violence. Stapel now consequently sub-
stitutes a “biological term of wildness” for Luther’s theological-apocalyptic 
formula of the “wild animals.” “The constitutional term ‘sovereignty’ and 
the biological term ‘wildness’ relate to one another in a close spiritual rela-
tionship” (CS, 221).

Now, Stapel refuses the theogeometry that he had adopted from Luther 
in the first place: by virtue of carrying out secularization on its own, his 
political theology also orients itself toward a historical vanishing point of 
the conversion of theology and biology, which takes the place of the uto-
pian conversion of God’s kingdom and society. The sphere of God, which 
was supposed to touch the history of humankind only in a single point, 
here too coincides with a vanishing point of the Führer-state and its escha-
tological war. At the same time, the secularization practiced here functions 
in both directions: as heaven transforms the political earth into a drama of 
sovereignty, in order to be itself grasped by this drama in the “politicization 
of heaven,” biologizing theology also already always corresponds to the-
ologizing biology. On the one hand, “the soundness of ethics” consists “in 
the appropriateness of the ought to the biological state of the community.” 
On the other hand, this soundness of the biological law of life exactly cor-
responds to what Paul (Titus 1:13) would designate as “soundness of faith.”

In the end, the Trinitarian model thus functions as a racial-biological 
principle of sovereignty and obedience. The father as Führer and the people 
as loyal son constitute the merely biologically (instinctively) determined 
totality and identity of a will to violence, which “consumes all the power-
less, rotten, putrid,” in order to fulfill in this consumption the law of life of 
the people. This totality follows only the “energetic imperative” of a con-
centrated instinct, the sense of which is supposed to be “separation” and 
“shaping the Gestalt.” “The power of separation is not actually creative, but 
it alone can shape the Gestalt of a community by discarding the unassoci-
ated, that is, the hostile. The paternal cannot realize itself without separating 
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the foreign from one’s own house and servants.” Political biology proves to 
be, in the last instance, the blind violence of homogenizing life as violence 
against all that is not homogeneous. Biological life is identical with the 
political principle of the annihilation of the enemy. The Führer, so Stapel 
already writes in 1932, “must set limits and defend, create space and an-
nihilate. For a life lives only through the annihilation of another life. This 
implies mastery of feelings and nerves” (CS, 187).

The Enemy

Erecting the antisecular front against liberal theology and culture defines 
the secularist from the beginning as enemy of God and the people. If the 
Führer/father is now supposed to be destined to take action against “moral 
corruption,” that means at first nothing other than that he is supposed to 
remove secularization. “Moral corruption, however, is by its nature nothing 
else than secularization, i.e., secularization of the sacred, rationalization of 
the metaphysical” (CS, 187). This moral corruption designates, purely for-
mally, the transformation of the secularization into a “secular messianism,” 
which transforms the principle of Christian love of neighbor into a uni-
versal ethics, on the basis of which a utopian politics is to be set into mo-
tion and at the end of which God and the people are to be dissolved into 
an ideal society of freedom without sovereignty. Stapel writes: “Therefore, 
denying one’s own nationhood is always basically godlessness” (AS, 17). The 
secularist, so Stapel writes in another context, wants to substitute advocacy 
for war, discussion for weapons, negotiation for battle, and he proves to be 
the prototype of a theocracy of eternal peace. However, this theocracy is 
then immediately attributed to Jewish theology, which itself is supposed to 
correspond to a racial-Jewish instinct, which serves Stapel as the point of 
departure for his own secularization from theology to biology. Attributed to 
Jewry is a racial/antiracial instinct that needs to be annihilated because it is 
supposed to be the law of life.

Exactly at this point, one needs to ask how this clear-cut attribution of 
secularization to Jewish theocracy comes about, especially since the Enlight-
enment is, above all, the enterprise of the secularizing German Protestant 
intelligentsia of the eighteenth-century bourgeoisie, represented by the likes 
of Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Georg Christoph Lichtenberg, and Immanuel 
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Kant. That is not to say that there was no Jewish enlightenment, but it took 
place, since Moses Mendelssohn, in the framework of the Leibniz-Wolffian 
enlightenment and then in the wake of, especially, the Kantian enlighten-
ment.19 Therefore, it is indeed necessary to take Stapel’s double reproach 
“literally,” that the secularist universalizes the principle of Christian love 
of neighbor but wants to eliminate God and the people, in order to unveil 
a “theopsychology” that is effective and is able to elucidate this delusional 
identification of secular enmity and Jewry. One may assume that this theo
psychology, before being completely translated into the biological, roughly 
corresponds to what Stapel calls “instinct,” in order to then conceptualize 
on its basis his own theobiology against the theobiological enemy of Jewry. 
If, at first, one takes Stapel’s double reproach seriously, it contains an impor-
tant cue to a central moment of secularization. So, for example, after pub-
lishing the theologically critical writings of Hermann Samuel Reimarus,20 
Lessing moved the person of Christ into the center of his own theoretical 
writings about the Enlightenment in order to initiate, through the radi-
cal dedogmatization of the classical Christology, a process of humanizing 
Christ, at the end of which Jesus the Man is “revealed.”21 Jesus was to be 
emancipated from the constructions of the Christian dogma, which now 
was attributed to Greek myth, in order to elevate his emphasis on love of 
neighbor to the basic law of radically humanistic ethics for all people, the 
ultimate sense of which was liberation from sovereignty and authority. This 
transformation corresponds not only to a this-worldly politicization, uni-
versalization, and eschatologization of Jesus’s message, a secular messianism, 
but also to the simple historical deed: Jesus takes off his metaphysical double 
nature as God-man and now is discovered in a rational-historicized incar-
nation as Jewish rabbi. Reimarus himself has tried to completely interpret 
the Jewish Jesus against the backdrop of the Jewish messianism of his age, 
differentiating between the faith of Jesus and the accounts of the evange-
lists: “Therefore, it was not his intention to suffer and to die, but to erect 
a worldly kingdom and to redeem the Jews from their bondage . . . and 
therein, God has abandoned him.”22 Lessing’s distinction between the belief 
“in Jesus” and the belief “of Jesus” is similar to the differentiation between 
the Christology of suffering and the ethical-political interpretation of the 
self-understanding of Jesus.
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The accusation that secularization is a secular messianism thus results 
from an enlightened Protestant critique of the gospels and the late Leben-
Jesu Forschung, which elevates the figure of Christ to the medium of a uni-
versal ethics of human rights; Christ thereby wanted to found “a worldly 
kingdom,” indeed, a theocracy in conformity with a Jewish-messianic un-
derstanding. This humanization and secular universalization finally entail, 
by radicalizing and increasingly dedogmatizing, a historicization that com-
pletely merges Jesus with the specific Jewish context of the time before the 
destruction of the Second Temple. This connection of universal antinational 
ethics and national-Jewish foundations of liberal Protestant theology now 
obviously creates a tension, which Stapel “detects” as the nature of secular-
ization and as its “fundamental” contradiction, and which he retrojects to 
a specific Jewish theopsychology. Through precisely this political theocra-
tization, secularization fulfills the denial of the people and of God. Since 
Christ, the Son of God, becomes the man Jesus, he loses his divinity and 
becomes a Jew, who proclaims an ethics beyond “ethnic difference” but in-
terprets the latter in the sense of a specific Jewish theocracy.

Before the attack on secularization turns into an attack on the Jewish 
people, it is an attack on the liberal Jesus, so the Protestant Enlightenment, 
which moves the Jewish Jesus into the spotlight of epochal attention, can 
be discarded. The liberal Jesus is, as it were, the “missing link” by virtue of 
which “secularization” becomes the hidden work of “the Jew,” who wants 
to come to power through enlightenment. It suffices to read the following 
lines from Stapel’s “Six Chapters about Christianity and National Social-
ism”: “If you, gentlemen, regard Jesus as the son of a Jewish father, as the 
corporeal son of the carpenter Joseph of Nazareth, then you will not be 
able to circumvent this consequence: And then piety comes, which despite 
all racial doctrine does not want to abandon Jesus, and looks for histo-
riographic and ethnographic excuses of such a kind that, in Galilee as an 
area that a lot of peoples traversed, there was a lot of Aryan blood so that 
Jesus’s appearance and teachings exhibited many un-Jewish traits” (6K, 15). 
By “abducting” Jesus as the central figure of identification for the German 
Wilhelm Stapel with the Jewish people and withdrawing him from Ger-
man fantasy, the Jewish people, which brought forth this Jesus, becomes the 
inevitable enemy who turns out to be the hidden profiteer behind secular-
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ization. Love of neighbor as ethical principle becomes a genuinely Jewish 
complot, a conspiracy, and explains why the assimilationist, secular Jew is 
elevated to an ultimate enemy—because he is the actual profiteer of the 
secularization and humanization of the liberal Jesus, who himself repre-
sents a Jewish, cosmopolitan ethics. Like the liberal Jesus, the assimilationist 
speaks a double language: he speaks of universal ethics, but now he means 
his own ethnic power.

Thus, the antisecular front necessarily aims to redogmatize Christ and to 
fight assimilationist Jewry; both fronts are aspects of the same project of an 
antisecular front. Redogmatizing Christ corresponds to the concept of the 
assimilationist Jew as ultimate enemy. After his reflections about the dan-
ger of historicizing Jesus, Stapel then claims: “However, we Christians have 
been taught by the gospels and the apostles that Jesus is the Son of God. 
It is the premise of the New Testament that Jesus does not have an earthly 
father, but only an earthly mother. . . . If, however, Jesus is born from the 
Virgin Mary, the Son of God, he is not the son of a Jew” (6K, 15–16). This 
political theology of virginity uses the antiethnic formula of classical or-
thodox dogmatics as a foundation of racial-ethnic politics! Whereas Jesus, 
in this classical doctrine of dogmatics, no longer wants to be the son of 
his mother or the brother of his brothers, but calls every human being his 
mother and brother, and thereby revolutionizes all biological-ethnic rela-
tions, Stapel perverts classical dogmatics, as he does in the case of the Trin-
ity, in order to deploy it as a weapon in his fight on the racial-ethnic front 
against secularization.

If the identity of the liberal Jesus with the figure of the liberal Jew results 
from the double structure of universalism and ethnic affiliation, which is 
common to both, for Stapel, both cases illustrate a double strategy of deny-
ing ethnic national difference, wherein the affirmation of one’s own ethnic 
difference is articulated. This double strategy corresponds to doublespeak: 
secularization changes in Stapel’s orthodox theological fantasy into original 
sin, which he symbolically aligns with the snake from the Garden of Eden 
in a mythical way. “In the Enlightenment, the snake crept out of the leaves 
of the forbidden tree; in the end she devours the Word of God and in-
flates herself: I am the true Christ and proclaim peace” (6K, 21). The snake 
as allegory of doublespeaking secularization is a theological symbol of an 
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actual biological law of life, which Stapel deploys to describe seculariza-
tion as a process of retransformation of the cross, which God the Father 
erected against the principle of the snake and original sin but now changes 
again into the principle of the snake. Against the elimination of the snake 
through the cross, secular modernity as double strategy designates the Jew-
ish enemy as such: the suspension of the cross through the snake.

“Permeated by the thoughts and feelings of liberal justice I left the 
university as a friend of the Jews. . . . And look: does not the Jew help 
you to judge yourself thoroughly, to judge you or rather to batter you? 
So that you constantly need to feel embarrassed about your own insuf-
ficiency?” (AS, 6). At that time, the liberal philo-Semite Stapel wants to 
find in his conversations with Jews a heavy spiritual problem, which made 
him slowly recognize the “underground fight between Germanness and 
Jewry” (AS, 7), the deed that “Jews often deny, even though they do not 
admit it to themselves, the difference from the Gentiles, which is not only 
fortuitous but essential, because they do not belong to their own, but to 
another people” (AS, 16). Here, too, it is true: Different from the Zionists, 
who “affirm a self-contained Jewish people” and “do not want anything 
other than a Jewish state in Palestine, so that their people have a home and 
a state structure in the world,” the assimilationist is said to deny his racial 
identity and thus to try to unconsciously impose a strategy of his own 
displacement upon the German people. However, by doing that, he can 
follow only an instinct, the theocratic root of which the assimilationist 
himself cannot grasp and on which Stapel wants to throw light. Whereas 
the liberal Christ still embodies the bridge between enlightenment and 
secularity, which makes the “contradiction” between universality and Jew-
ish particularity transparent, these correlations in the secularized assimila-
tionist consciousness are effective only in a concealed way; they function 
“according to the instinct,” and that means at first on the basis of an un-
conscious theopsychological vitality. Stapel’s theory of the instinct always 
presupposes this form of a “messianic unconscious” and a “theocratic vi-
tality” by dint of which the explicit politics of displacement of the ethnic 
identity of assimilationist Jewry can become comprehensible for the first 
time. In Stapel’s view, the “instinct” of denying the people is so unique and 
typical for the Jews that, for him, it is only explicable through the theo-
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logical dimension that the secularized assimilationist himself can no longer 
understand. He acts blindly and instinctively, as only a secularized people 
can act. “The social instincts of the Jew aim at a theocracy that is to spread 
over all of humanity. The justice of God, of which Jewry is the messenger, 
is supposed to order and determine all of humanity. Indeed, in areligious 
Jewry, the theocratic disposition disappears, but the social instinct stays the 
same” (AS, 93).23

From the Roman Empire of the German Nation 
to the “Imperium Teutonicum”

Führer and enemy form a phantasmagoric correlation, which condition 
and exclude one another in the construction of two absolutely compet-
ing visions of history. The vanishing point of the secular utopia of history 
is thus not only rolled over by the sphere of the dogmatic construction of 
Lutheran salvific history but indeed replaced by another secular vanish-
ing point. Where, in emancipatory modernity, ethics and theology, soci-
ety and kingdom of God are supposed to converge in the telos of history, 
Stapel poses his own version of a secular conversion of theology and biol-
ogy. Instinct-driven secular messianism conditions the instinct-driven king-
dom theology that replaces and eliminates it. Each represents functions of 
a fundamental law of life and of an instinct that, because each is absolutely 
determined by nature and biology, can only confront one another in a war 
of extermination.

For this reason, the Führer is the ultimate principle of racial sovereignty, 
which accomplishes its mission in the absolute “political” separation of 
friend and enemy that now means in a biological act of “discipline” and 
“selection”: “May in our nation gather together the natures that are harsh 
and willing to be disciplined and push the powerless and undisciplined into 
contempt that they deserve” (CS, 223). It is the “proud lads,” the “marching 
troops” (CS, 277), that Stapel wants to address directly and encourage at 
the end of his antisecular appeal to the German nation when he holds out 
to them the prospect of sovereignty over the world under the Führer: “In 
your bitterness, the future ferments. God must reward your pride with the 
Führer, who will make you lords over large territories that you are destined 
to dominate” (CS, 228).
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When Stapel draws, again and again, on the classical kingdom theol-
ogy, which, according to him, begins with the medieval Catholic “Holy 
Roman Empire of the German Nation,” and the continuation of which he 
recognizes in the Wilhelmine Empire of German-Protestant sovereignty, so 
he himself has already long inscribed this kingdom theology into a secular 
eschatology in contrast to secular messianism. The first medieval Roman 
Empire transitions through the second Wilhelmine Empire of Protestantism 
into the Third Reich of the sovereignty of the Führer, in which Protestant 
theology secularizes itself, whereby it puts to work its eschatology of an 
absolute conversion of theology and biology. However, the Führer-state is 
not a simple state but, in terms of the doctrine of nomos, an imperium, and 
as such the completion of the occidental eschatology in the Third Reich. 
With the Führer-state, the “German people” becomes what it has always al-
ready been by nature: “an imperial people” (CS, 228). From the beginning, 
the Germans “took direction not toward a state, but toward a Reich” (CS, 
228). Stapel’s review of the German idea of the Reich from Charlemagne 
through the collapse of the Wilhelmine Empire in the First World War is to 
be understood as a preview of a restoration of the Reich on the basis of the 
theobiological synthesis that he calls “Imperium Teutonicum.” “One na-
tion needs to elevate itself highly and brightly above the others; one nation 
needs to consolidate its authority over the others; one nation needs to set 
an imperial law and a European nomos” (CS, 253).

Theological Postscript: or,  
The Liberal Jesus as Savior and Redeemer

After the war, Wilhelm Stapel was integrated into the new democratic state 
of the Federal Republic with the help of his theological outfit, now elimi-
nating its biological, secularized form. Following Friedrich Daniel Schleier
macher’s “On Religion—Speeches to Its Cultural Despisers” (1799),24 
Stapel published a book called “On Christianity—To the Thinking among 
Its Despisers” (1951). In the preface, he writes about himself as author from 
the distant perspective of the third person, who demonstrates to an entire 
generation how a National Socialist casts off his skin and turns into a dem-
ocratic citizen: “He did not belong to any political party. Therefore, he also 
declined the exhortations to join the National Socialist German Workers 
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Party and bore the consequences. . . . The author wrote the present book 
in the Second World War and finished it at Pentecost in 1943. He wrote it 
when he was assured that the political power wanted to abolish Christian-
ity after the hoped-for victory” (ÜdC, 9). This biographical reconfiguration, 
which was followed by exculpation through the denazification process, pre-
sented Stapel’s own political career in the light of an apolitical neutrality, 
according to which Stapel resisted, in a quasi-heroic manner, the request 
to join the party, at which point he became a victim of the Führer-state 
through the ecclesiastical politics of Hitler. It is not difficult to show that 
Stapel by this time had quite unequivocally changed his political theology 
into the political biology that he had always already presupposed implicitly 
in his prolegomena to the sovereignty of the Führer, and thus remained 
faithful only to his own law of life of oscillation between theology and 
politics. Earlier, Stapel had published numerous confessions to racial biology, 
which also corresponded to his membership (since 1936) in the Institute of 
the Reich for the History of the New Germany, directed by Walter Frank, 
and to his collaboration (since 1939) with the Institute for the Explora-
tion and Removal of the Jewish Influence on the German Ecclesiastical 
Life. Even after 1941, Stapel published a monumental endorsement of racial 
biology, “The Three Estates—Attempt of a Morphology of the German 
People,”25 in which he writes: “The biological type of the human race ac-
tually is the connection of predator (individual) and herd (community). 
This peculiar connection of dominance and herd instinct, this accumulated 
dominance, this alternating double form of life has made man fear all co-
creatures. . . . However, dominance and a spirit of fellowship together lead 
man to great heights. Each is valuable through the other, and each refines 
itself through the other” (DDD, 301). The theological term “co-creature” 
is a rhetorical pledge of a biological mechanism that has taken off its theo-
logical mask in order not to ascribe to itself an “art of writing” in an “age 
of persecution.” 

Stapel’s biography functions like so many other German biographies 
after the Second World War, as attempts at exculpation, but it is more than 
only opportunistic adaptation. What distinguishes it from its beginnings, the 
oscillation between theology and biology, Stapel now deploys as a strategy 
to initiate his own biological-political self-assertion under the guise of a 
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theologian. Politics is the bridge on the basis of which Stapel can transform 
his theology into biology and his biology into theology at any time. Stapel 
himself recognized that point early: “That, however, was the peculiarity of 
the religious worldview, which emerged out of the thought of the divine 
right of kings,” he writes in “The Fictions of the Weimar Constitution—
Attempt of a Distinction of Formal and Functional Democracy,”26 “namely, 
that it corresponded to the biological matter of facts. In order to clarify the 
analogies, we have expressed the religious as much as possible in biological 
terms” (FWH, 73).

In his book “On Christianity,” Stapel now positions himself on the side 
of a Christianly substantiated reason, which pretends to be “occidental” and 
“European,” in order to condemn the Bolshevist revolution and the “Na-
tional Socialist terror” in the spirit of the theory of totalitarianism at that 
time. The “total war,” Stapel writes, was not accidentally the war of “purely 
pagan magic, the most merciless and most fanatic of all wars” but, as such, 
“the war of an age that degenerated from the height of Christianity” (ÜdC, 
182). Retrospectively, Stapel deplores the “inner corrosion of Christianity, 
the striving to create a particularly racial religion” as “symptom of the de-
cline of Europe” (ÜdC, 205).

At the same time, the word secularization emerges as a neutral sociological 
category through which the theologian, now cleansed, explains that “Eu-
rope would not have come into being without Christianity” (ÜdC, 182). 
Stapel has made his peace with liberal theology and now begins a short 
biography of the “historical Jesus” into which he introduces the dogmatic 
parameters of classical dogmatics that he had once distorted and deformed 
because of his National Socialist ideology, as time-bound historical forms 
of a theological consciousness. “We will not fail to recognize the historical 
fact that these ideas are bound by the worldview of their age. The present 
worldview (which also is not final, but still in a state of flux, which is often 
forgotten) is reluctant to accept such things as reality or expression of a 
deeper truth” (ÜdC, 107). Besides, the liberal theologian stands out because 
of his knowledge of the Hebrew language, with the help of which he re
locates the dogmatic Jesus into his originally Jewish landscape in the tradi-
tion of the Leben-Jesu-Forschung: “It is remarkable that already in Hebrew 
the name ‘Jeschua’ ( Jesus) contains the notion of Savior and Redeemer. 
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‘Jescha’ means help, salvation; ‘jascha’ means to help” (ÜdC, 110). The same 
liberal Jesus that angered the National Socialist Stapel—whatever this secu-
larized Jesus may have kept as salvific forces—has indeed “redeemed” and 
“saved” the National Socialist Stapel after the war.

Translated by Simon Kerwagen
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The Problem of Modern Political Theology

j. kameron carter

As the guns fell silent in 1918 with the conclusion of the First World War, 
it was unknown at the time that what in fact was being concluded was but 
the first, painful episode in what one historian has called, summarizing the 
first half of the twentieth century, an era of “total war.” It was then, with 
the First World War, that “the great edifice of nineteenth-century civilization 
crumpled in . . . flames” and a new framework for carrying out the West-
ern civilizing mission started to arise phoenixlike from the ashes.1 With the 
Treaty of Versailles, the old form of domination through imperial dynasties 
was giving way to a new political form of Western hegemony: the nation 
or, more accurately, the nation-state. Indeed, the term “nation” itself was em-
bedded in the name of one of the chief products of the postwar settlement: 
the League of Nations.

With the First World War and its aftermath as a reference point, I inter-
rogate in this chapter the theological architecture of secular modernity with 
special attention to the problematic eschatological kingdom-community it 
has sought to create and the utopian figure as its stabilizing center. This is 
the figure of Western Man who has operated as an imperial God-Man. In 
my analysis, I situate the issue of imperialism and the racial imagination at 
the center of the problem of modern political theology. Insofar as this impe-
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rial Man projects a certain kind of divinity—what we might call “imperial 
divinity”—that legitimates his claim, in the Hegelian sense, to be Master, 
he functions as a messianic or a Christ figure at the center of an economy 
of “redemption.” As such, Western Man is a new instance of what in clas-
sical Christian theology is called “the Christological problem” in that the 
problem of imperial Man is in fact the problem of the imperial God-Man. 
He carries out a “soteriological” or “missionizing” project of salvation—the 
civilizing mission of the West—aimed at ruling the world. My claim is that 
it is precisely this configuration of the human that came into crisis in the 
flames of war in the second decade of the twentieth century, and arguably, 
it is this form of the human that has been working to reconstitute itself, its 
world, and its divine prowess ever since.

I consider the problem of the imperial God-Man through the eyes of 
two vitally important twentieth-century intellectuals, who, to my knowl-
edge, have never simultaneously been engaged on the particular issue of 
modern political theology (or, more broadly, on any issue). They are the 
African American intellectual W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963), a figure well 
known in diaspora and literary studies and across other fields in the human-
ities, and the Swiss-German intellectual Karl Barth (1886–1968), one of the 
most consequential Christian thinkers of the twentieth century. I do not 
suggest that there was a direct collaboration between Du Bois and Barth, 
as they were unknown to each other in their virtually overlapping lives. 
Instead, I will identify a convergence of their ideas—or an analogical col-
laboration between them—on the problem of modern political theology.

These two thinkers wrote from within different social landscapes but 
the same world situation—the crisis of the First World War and its after-
math. One was a humanist intellectual trained as a historian and ultimately 
working as a wide-ranging social theorist of the modern condition from 
the position of modernity’s underside; the other was a theological heir of 
nineteenth-century European humanistic traditions—particularly that 
of Kulturprotestantismus (cultural Protestantism)2—who worked within the 
bourgeois climate of the Western metropoles of Germany and Switzerland. 
Yet Du Bois and Barth converged in considering the modern condition and 
the contemporary problem of the human. This convergence lay in their di-
agnosis of their historical moment as being located inside a wider theologi-
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cal or theo-political crisis. For both men, then, modernity was a theological 
problem. It was the theological problem of the White, Global Masculine, the 
problem of imperial Man—a figure that needed to be reimagined if a just 
society was to be realized. In light of this problem, both attempted to rewrite 
the terms of modern anthropology and the vision of religion internal to it. 
By historicizing and theorizing the work of both Du Bois and Barth in terms 
of the problematic just sketched, I shall call specific attention to the form of 
the human that their work identifies as anchoring the West’s theo-political 
project of attaining its social fantasy of an eschaton—a project that they seek 
to disenchant or demystify.

Nationalism, Social Fantasy, Representation

For purposes of this essay, I understand “fantasy” in terms similar to those 
employed in Benedict Anderson’s description of the “nation”—thus of 
nationalism—and even more similar to Étienne Balibar’s analysis of the 
“nation-form.” There is nothing natural about a nation. Rather, it is, as An-
derson remarks, an “imagining.” It is a created or invented phenomenon. 
Therefore, what distinguishes nations is “the style in which they are imag-
ined.”3 This style has everything to do with the myth of origins or of begin-
nings mobilized to sustain nations. What is the form by which identity—or 
the formation of a citizen, homo nationalis—comes into being and is sustained? 
That form is imagination, where the fantasy work of subject formation or 
“nation building” takes place. Imagination is the psychic space between the 
state and the constitution of the citizen as a subject of and within the nation; 
it is the domain in which subjectivity is nationalized and a subject is formed 
as bound to “the community,” the ethnos, “the people.” Subjectivity, then, is 
that space where internal and external relations of force meet, and it is at 
this meeting point that nationalization occurs. Therefore, while the nation is 
enacted at one level at the political conscious, it is enacted at a deeper level 
at the “political unconscious.”4 It is here that “the effect of unity by virtue of 
which the people will appear, in everyone’s eyes, as ‘a people,’” is produced.5

Balibar offers an interesting analogy for the homogenizing processes of 
subject formation and the production and binding of a subject to a people. 
He likens the universality of nationalism in the production of the citizen-
subject or “the national” to the universal theological or soteriological pro-
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cess by which a Christian is formed as bound to Christ’s body and the 
social form that is church (or, in an earlier era, Christendom). Balibar sug-
gests, in other words, that the making of a national has its analogue in the 
making of a Christian: citizen-subject formation is analogous to conversion 
and discipleship.

For Balibar, however, the processes involved in the making of a national 
or a citizen and those involved in the making of a Christian or a disciple 
are more than simply analogous. A defining feature of the modern situation 
is that these processes represent two aspects of a singular, Janus-faced social 
process: the subject formation of the citizen and that of the Christian have 
been articulated to each other. Being caught up in the one entails being 
caught up in the other. Balibar makes this point when, speaking of the na-
tionalization of religious identity in the secular French context, he writes 
that “national identity [has] more or less completely [integrated] the forms 
of religious identity.”6 If this is considered not just in the French context 
but also in the context of the history of the United States and the ongoing 
effects of its Puritan religious legacy, one sees that the reverse can also be 
true: religious identity can predominate, absorbing national identity in the 
making of nationals as well. It is precisely this problem of the articulation of 
citizen subjectivity and religious subjectivity to each other as a signal feature 
of the nation-form—with one being more pronounced than the other, de-
pending on the national context and the historical moment—that Du Bois 
and Barth discern as the symbolic foundation of modern subjectivity.

One final aspect of Balibar’s understanding of subject formation within 
the modern configuration of the nation-form is worth noting. He argues 
that at the articulating joint between citizen-subject formation (i.e., the con-
struction of a national self ) and religious-subject formation (i.e., the making 
of the “converted” self ) in the establishment of peoplehood and (kingdom) 
community stands the mediating notion of “fictive ethnicity.” Because “no 
nation possesses an ethnic base naturally,” its unity as an ethnos must be gen-
erated—hence, the “fictive” aspect of fictive ethnicity.7 It is against this back-
ground of “fabrication,” Balibar writes, that (national) belonging in the sense 
of “what it is that makes one belong to oneself and also what makes one 
belong to other fellow human beings” is enacted. This fabrication is the 
constant production and reproduction of a people.8 As Alys Weinbaum has 
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noted, this is the “race/reproduction bind.”9 As it is religion that houses the 
race/reproduction couplet in the making of modern subjects, this is nothing 
less, in my view, than the bind of religion.

The other aspect of fictive ethnicity at which Balibar hints but does not 
develop—an aspect that is quite important to my effort to clarify the role 
of religion in making modern subjects—is the notion of an ideal figure of 
the nation, a persona ficta, a “concrete universal” who anchors the process 
and thus secures the nation’s anthropology. As in the assertion in the US 
Declaration of Independence that “all men are created equal,” this anthro-
pology aspires toward universality. Nationalization entails the process of ap-
proaching or approximating a concrete universal figure in striving toward 
subjectivity and visibility, that is, toward nationality. In this way, by serving 
as a kind of godlike image (imago dei ) that represents the ideality of the na-
tion, the concrete universal acts as a fictive mediator.

The relationship between this fictive mediator and those striving for citi-
zenship is mimetic; it is a relationship-in-imitation or in-repetition. With 
regard to this point, I supplement Balibar’s analysis with insights from criti-
cal theorist Rey Chow, who observes that “the image is, ultimately, not the 
problem; the act of imitating, of copying, is.”10 Echoing the theological no-
tion of imitatio Christi, mimesis puts forward the White Man as the original, 
national figure, the exemplar of a citizen. At the first level of mimesis, one 
strives to reproduce model citizenry within oneself by imitating the (white) 
original. When one succeeds, whiteness is a fait accompli in the self. As 
subjects mimetically approximate the ideal figure or image of the concrete 
universal, they are bound together into a national community—indeed, 
into a “family” with this mediator, one might say, as fictive patriarch. Thus, 
the nation becomes “fatherland” for its subjects as they speak its “mother 
tongue” and exemplify its “culture.”

When the process of imitating the (white) original succeeds, success-
ful nationalization, that is to say, whiteness, is accomplished. The problem 
arises when colonials (and postcolonials) enter into the mimetic process of 
citizen-subject formation. Rather than whiteness being fully accomplished, 
they often produce within themselves an inferior copy of the (white) 
original that yields failed or suspect citizenship. This failure is then rep-
resentationally linked to them or becomes visually signified as their racial 
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difference. Indeed, their racial-ethnic difference is precisely what is being 
produced in this moment of failure to reach universality/nationality. In 
many ways, this dynamic underlies the current and historical immigration 
debates both in the United States and in Europe.

For my purposes, the lesson to be learned is that the concrete univer-
sal of whiteness, which has served to ground many Western nationalisms, 
cannot be imagined without the accompanying “failed” nonuniversal, non-
white particulars. Much, therefore, turns on the figure of the mediator as 
the concrete universal and the racialized nationalism necessarily linked to 
this figure: what we discover are the workings of racialization as a feature of 
social fantasy and subject formation in the making and sustaining of nations. 

At a theoretical level, my concern is precisely with this mediating figure, 
the social imaginary constituted around him, and his imaginary work of se-
curing an eschatological kingdom-community (the nation in global relation-
ship to the West). My specific concern is to examine the West as an eschaton 
that a false mediator, a Christ figure, secures. For, changes notwithstanding, 
the ideal and utopian figure of a mediator continues to function as the one 
toward whom “salvation” as a social process aims in the making of modern 
subjects. Mediation still works on bodies. In approximation to him, subjec-
tivity arises, the citizen is made, or—if subjectivity is denied—citizenship is 
refused. Extending Balibar’s analysis, we face this wider problem of political 
theology, a project that requires both the quest for a kingdom-community 
and a certain form of the human (Balibar’s “fictive ethnicity”) to anchor it. 

Considering this problem from the vantage point of its historical display 
in Germany further develops my argument and provides a transition to my 
engagement with Karl Barth. Germany’s fantasy of nationalism was long in 
the making and came into crisis in 1914. Five years later at Versailles, when 
Germany was stripped of its colonial holdings, Germans took themselves to 
have been emasculated or “feminized” as a Western nation (especially in re-
lation to the victors in the war, Britain, France, and the rising global power, 
the United States). This sense of crisis was, as historian Claudia Koonz dem-
onstrates in The Nazi Conscience, a crisis of masculine national strength, and 
Adolf Hitler seized upon it in the 1920s to propel himself to power in the 
following decade.11 Hitler promised to restore Germany’s cultural strength 
by “defeminizing” the nation and restoring its masculine prowess.
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The significance of Germany being stripped of its colonial possessions 
as a result of the war cannot be underestimated, for the rise of Germany as 
a modern nation in 1871 is paired with its virtually simultaneous establish-
ment (within a mere thirteen years) by Otto von Bismarck of colonies 
in southwest Africa, Togo, Cameroon, East Africa, and the Pacific. As these 
colonies were taken away, so too was part of Germany’s national manhood. 
To appreciate this loss of national manhood is to appreciate not only Ger-
many’s emasculation by its powerful opponents but also its being treated 
as a colony itself: Germany watched as stronger powers divided its terri-
tory—its colonial holdings in Africa and its borders in Europe—among 
themselves. Thus, Germany received the humiliation that it had previously 
doled out as a colonial power at the Berlin conference in 1884.

Intellectuals like Immanuel Kant, Friedrich Schleiermacher, and G. W. F. 
Hegel (to name but a few from the worlds of theology and philosophy) par-
took in this cultural obsession with colonies, which was a central element 
in the forging of German national identity. The figure that they created was 
decidedly virile and racially white. Germans imaged a German masculine 
subject in competition with the other white European subjects who ruled 
globally and internationally. This figure also ruled in the domestic sphere 
of the bourgeois family, the seat of the nation’s reproduction “at home.” In 
both spheres, at home and abroad, as Zantop shows, this figure was a man 
of war, a bourgeois warrior subject. The “colony”—in both its global and 
domestic/bourgeois registers—was a kind of “blank darkness.” That is to 
say, “the ‘colony’ . . . became the blank space for a new beginning, for the 
creation of an imaginary national self freed from history and convention—a 
self that would prove to the world what ‘he’ could do.”12

In turning first to Barth and then to Du Bois, I demonstrate that this 
process was also a theo-political one built on a specific religious anthropol-
ogy. It was (and, to a large extent, remains) one in which the constitution of 
the White Masculine as imperial Man was tied to his assuming a messianic 
and mediatory role in the world, as he accumulated divinity for himself. 
As imperial Savior, he functioned by “divine right” to establish a utopian 
kingdom—a kingdom of whiteness, we might say—as the kingdom of God. 
Those who enter this kingdom can be saved. Yet to be saved is to be made 
“religious” in the proper way within a properly ordered secular space; those 
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who cannot or who refuse to enter this “order of things” must be anni-
hilated for the sake of the kingdom. In this chapter I develop this claim 
and start to delineate the specific deformation within Christianity’s social 
imagination that has given the Western civilizing project its Christological 
and eschatological or, more simply, its theo-political energy.

Karl Barth, Eschatology, and the Imperial God-Man

From almost the first day of his time as a pastor in Safenwil, Switzerland, 
in the first decade of the twentieth century, when as the “Red Pastor” he 
worked with unions to improve working conditions for people in the com-
munity and in his congregation, Karl Barth was deeply concerned with the 
religious dimensions of European bourgeois culture and civilization. Over 
time he came to see a connection between the events of 1914 and the in-
equality and exploitation of workers that he took so seriously as part of his 
pastoral work. The significance of the war was that it started to clarify for 
him some of the ways in which a deformed Christian world outlook func-
tioned as the unseen architecture of modern bourgeois culture. Thus, the 
war, as Barth saw it, was a theo-political and theo-social phenomenon, un-
seen for what it was because it was shrouded in the illusion of religion. For 
this reason, the war and the emerging postwar world had to be demystified. 

In a letter to his friend, fellow pastor, and theological conversation partner 
Eduard Thurneysen, written but a month after the war started, Barth was al-
ready beginning such demystifying work. As if testing out his ideas before his 
friend, he suggested in the letter a connection between the war and the dis-
course of theology. “The unconditional truths of the gospel,” he wrote, have 
with the war been subjected to a kind of state of exception.13 That is to say, 
they had been “simply suspended for the time being and in the meantime a 
German war-theology”—or a theology working in conjunction with or as 
the conceptual complement to war—“[had been] put to work, its Christian 
trimming consisting of a lot of talk about sacrifice and the like.”14

Looking back on this period in an essay that was published in 1922 
(“The Righteousness of God”), Barth further developed the point he had 
made to Thurneysen by connecting the war and capitalism in modern lib-
eral society: “Is it not remarkable that the greatest atrocities of life—I think 
of the capitalistic order and of the war—can justify themselves on purely 
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moral principles,” he asks, on the basis of a “religious righteousness” that 
“take[s] flight to Christianity”—in short, on the basis of the one we call 
God?15 Barth is clear who this “we” is: “all the distinguished European and 
American apostles of civilization, welfare, and progress, all zealous citizens 
and pious Christians” (22). The war, he observes, has been a kind of per-
verted religious ceremony, with these “apostles of civilization . . . and prog-
ress . . . falling upon one another with fire and sword” (22). Moreover, 
writes the young Barth—who in 1921 had recently become a theology 
professor at the University of Göttingen—the absurdity of this religious 
worship, of warfare as social regeneration, is not lost on the non-Western 
world, for “the poor heathen in India and Africa” look on in “amazement 
and derision” (22). While we rightly fault Barth for his use of the prob-
lematic language of “heathenism” in connection to India and Africa, it is 
important nonetheless to note that he is positioning the crisis of the West in 
the interwar years within the frame of global imperialism—this being the 
frame in which “heathen” and “civilized” have discursive cachet—even if he 
had yet to develop fully the structures of this frame. 

For present purposes, this limitation should not detain us. What is criti-
cal to appreciate is Barth’s insight about what is operative inside that “re-
ligious righteousness” that is the hallmark of the “distinguished European 
and American apostles of civilization . . . all zealous citizens and pious 
Christians.” Barth understands that what animates “the righteousness of 
men”—the specificity of the phrase is vital, as he is speaking of Western 
Man—is the name of the one whom they call “God.” It is this God who 
underwrites the present social arrangement of the righteousness of capital-
ist society that is at war, thus making this a kind of sacred arrangement. As 
a young scholar, Barth set for himself the agenda of decoding the identity 
of this God. In The Word of God and the Word of Man, first published in 1924, 
he demystified this God as “really an unrighteous god,” a god for whom 
“it is high time for us to declare ourselves thorough-going . . . atheists in 
regard to him” (22).

From his time as the Red Pastor of Safenwil, to the time of his authorship 
of the Barmen Declaration in the 1930s, to the period from the 1930s to the 
1960s during which he wrote the multivolume Church Dogmatics, Barth is si-
multaneously engaged in two tasks. On the one hand, he is reconceptualizing 
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Christianity’s theological imagination so as to overcome “the ‘embourgoise-
ment’ of theology.”16 On the other, he is performing theology as ideology 
critique, as a critique of modernity’s false gods that had come to be reified as 
“our human righteousness, morality, state, civilization, or religion” (22).

Between the 1914 letter to Thurneysen and the 1922 essay “Righteous-
ness of God,” Barth wrote the book in which he would begin diagnos-
ing this great problem of the war and its aftermath—such diagnostic work 
would continue throughout his life—and in which he would examine the 
spiritual or religious side of capitalist civilization and the logic of the the-
ology on which it rests. Described as a bombshell that exploded on the 
intellectual playground of theologians and Bible scholars alike and written 
in two versions (the first edition of 1919 and the completely overhauled 
1921 edition), Barth’s commentary on Saint Paul’s epistle to the Romans 
shook things up in a way that a commentary on scripture rarely does. Why 
did that usually innocuous document, a scriptural commentary, written by 
a pastor as he sat under a tree, provoke such responses—both favorable and 
unfavorable—across the intellectual landscape? I contend that the reason 
is that Barth’s book demystified the religious operations of the West and, 
with the second edition, began to discern how the forces that lead to war—
the forces of a false eschatology and a yearning for utopia after catastro-
phe—were reconstituting themselves already with the Versailles Treaty and 
continuing into the Weimar Republic. With his Römerbrief, Barth uttered a 
resounding Nein to these operations.

Barth found himself caught inside nationalizing and imperial whiteness. 
Although he did not fully grasp the shape of this system, he nevertheless 
made great strides in demystifying one of its central features: its religious 
anthropology or, more specifically, the deeply troublesome theological sub-
strate of this anthropology. Barth discerned that Western Man functioned 
as a replacement Christ figure or as a problematic “divine” mediator who 
routed all subjectivity through his being. He was also beginning to under-
stand how Christian theology as a discursive practice had come to speak of 
Western Man in its God-talk. Barth’s Romans commentary is consumed by 
this ethical problem:

We suppose that we know what we are saying when we say “God.” We assign 
to Him the highest place in our world . . . we press ourselves into proximity 
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with Him . . . [but] secretly we are ourselves the masters in this relationship. 
. . . And so, when we set God upon the throne of the world, we mean by 
God ourselves. . . . God Himself is not acknowledged as God and what is 
called “God” is in fact Man.17

From the opening pages of his Romans commentary, Barth’s critique is 
focused, particularly in the section of the first chapter titled “The Night” 
(which he subdivides into a meditation on “Its Cause” and “Its Opera-
tions”). Taking his cue from the language of Romans 1:18, Barth explicates 
“the wrath of God.” This wrath is God’s No, which Barth reads as targeted 
at the course of this world. The presentism Barth extracts from passages such 
as Romans 1:18 leads Mark Lilla in The Stillborn God to interpret his com-
mentary as contributing to the political theological sensibility that would 
eventuate in and legitimate National Socialism.18 This reading of Barth, I 
submit, is misguided: Barth’s claim is not that God was the active agent of 
either the war or the postwar realities that would lead to National Social-
ism, the formation of a Nazi conscience, and finally to Nazi theology. Barth 
does not, in other words, give divine sanction or warrant to either the war 
or the postwar situation. He is clear on this point: the wrath of God is God’s 
protest against “the course of the world” (43), a course marked by unrigh-
teousness. Indeed, God’s protest, in Barth’s view, unveils what lies at the root 
of the problematic course of the world—human resistance to God.

Barth employs a much-talked-about distinction—more precisely, a dia-
lectic—between time and eternity in order to capture the nature of this 
resistance. It is with a time-eternity dialectic more than anything else that 
Barth sought to unmask how the West was functioning as an eschaton or a 
utopia. This utopian vision was driving the “course of this world”; it stood 
behind the war and the emerging postwar situation in Germany and the 
West and in the emerging revolutionary Russian East.

Barth used this dialectic to make the point that the new world of God, 
which for Barth is uniquely disclosed in the person of the resurrected, but 
first crucified, Jesus Christ, is not to be confused with the old world of 
fallen humanity. The former, centered in Jesus Christ, is God’s eschatol-
ogy, God’s eternity; the latter is that false eschatology of “world history” 
and its accompanying political theology of time. This false eschatology of 
world history is centered in Europe and conceives of those culturally out-
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side Europe as people without history and thus outside time (Hegel). Thus, 
this false eschatology of world history constructs “anthropology and its ob-
jects” in such a way that the West is conceived of as both path and goal 
of the eschaton, or as the “end of history.” “End” here does not mean that 
history has stopped. Rather, it signals the privileging of one current, as it 
were, within the stream of history (in this case, the Western current) as the 
measuring stick of history, the benchmark of evaluation for the other, lesser 
streams. In this way, the West and its modernity define History (with a capi-
tal H to match the capital C of Civilization).

However, Barth saw the West not only dominating and defining events 
in worldly time but also legitimating its domination by appropriating eter-
nity. For when time seizes eternity—thus defining eternity within the series 
of creaturely objects and concepts—the world has no Other. The result, as 
a matter of realpolitik, is apocalypse or catastrophe. It is Barth’s contention 
that because of a confusion between time and eternity—with time storm-
ing the gates of eternity in an effort to divinize itself as “righteous” and 
thus stabilize the instabilities of creation and the contingencies of time—a 
politics of apocalyptic crisis arises. According to Barth, this is the problem 
of “the course of this world”—or, put differently, the problem of modern 
political theology.

The goal of the Römerbrief was in significant part to name this problem 
of eschatology and the West’s efforts to construct itself as an eschatological 
kingdom-community. Moreover, Barth sought to rearticulate the relation-
ship of time and eternity and to reconceive the identity of Jesus Christ 
beyond being an anchoring, messianic symbol to stabilize time in the social 
processes and production of the West as eschaton or Civilization (with a 
capital C ). Much of this project is reflected in the well-known passage from 
the preface to the second edition of the Römerbrief:

If I have a system, it is limited to a recognition of what Kierkegaard called 
the “infinite qualitative distinction” between time and eternity . . . “God is 
in heaven, and you are on the earth.” The relation between this God and this 
human, and the relation between this human and this God, is for me the 
theme of the Bible and the sum of philosophy in one. Philosophers call this 
crisis of human knowing the Prime Cause. At the same crossroads, the Bible 
sees Jesus Christ.19
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It is against this background that Barth probes the war and the postwar 
situation as the question of “the course of this world,” or, put differently, as 
the question of what happens when creatures resist the fact that God is God 
and the creature is the creature. Resistance takes the form of the creature 
stepping into the place of God. The one who is not God, the “No-God” 
(Nicht-Gott) strives to be “like God” (sicut deus), where Godness manifests 
itself as lordship-mastery. Thus, the course of this world is one now marked 
by another dialectic—that of mastery-slavery, with divinity itself (eternity) 
as that which must first be mastered or subjected. Barth was pressing the in-
sight that this theo-logic animates modern nationalism and drives the social 
fantasy or imaginary of the course of this world. It is this theo-logic that has 
been introjected into the self in the making of modern subjectivities. This 
is the theological side of what Foucault has called “the invention of Man.”20

Such a social fantasy, which Barth came to see as central to the catas-
trophe of the world, represents a breakdown in the social performance of 
Christian doctrine, a breakdown that has significant ramifications for dif-
ference and identity. Thus, when God becomes a projection of Man, the 
positive relationship of difference between God and creation is lost; God, 
the “Wholly Other” (to use Barth’s Kierkegaardian language), is now as-
similated into a homogeneous totality. As a result, time as “world history” 
now gets envisioned as a totality, as a false universal, and having become one 
of the elements in the world system, “God” and the language related to this 
God—that is, theology—function to legitimate and stabilize a world that is in 
fact unstable and contingent. That God becomes an element of the world re-
flects the will of this world toward homogeneity and “universality.” It follows 
from this fact that, with God as nothing more than a creaturely projection 
within the totalizing or universalizing structure of the world, those who now 
seemingly control or own this God wish to present their project as if it were 
the single will of God. Where creation does not adhere to this will, those in 
power will be engaged sometimes in benevolence, sometimes in antagonism, 
to bring about obedience to the will of God so that what is deemed “aber-
rant” or heterogeneous is stamped out. Thus, as a false God, the dominant 
remake the world in their image. In short, the breakdown in the Christian 
doctrine of God that, following Barth, I am describing—which is also a 
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breakdown of Christian eschatology—is a breakdown of (theological) ethics 
that manifests, among other things, as political catastrophe.

Later in the Römerbrief, Barth redescribes this ethical catastrophe, this 
situation of conflict or “crisis,” using the language of death: 

Death is the supreme law of the world in which we live. . . . [It] is engraved 
inexorably and indelibly upon our life. It is the supreme tribulation in which 
we stand. In it the whole riddle of our existence is summarized and focused; 
and in its inevitability we are reminded of the wrath which hangs over the 
man of the world and the world of man. So completely is death the supreme 
law of this world [oberstes Gesetz dieser Welt], that even that which, in this 
world, points to the overcoming of and renewal of this world, takes the form 
of death.21

But what lies at the heart of death? What is its deeper law, its spiritual or 
hidden side? For Barth, the principles of sin lie inside death. It should be 
noted that Barth does not understand sin in a pietistic, sentimental, or indi-
vidualistic sense. Rather, sin is a matter of the political. It is a matter of po-
litical theology inasmuch as sin and sovereignty are linked. Sin is “power—
sovereign power,” Barth says (167). It is “an especial relationship of men to 
God; and it derives its [false] sovereign power, and even its existence, from 
this relationship” (167–68).

What is this relationship? Echoing Du Bois’s language (as discussed later), 
it is theft: “Sin is a robbing of God” (168). More specifically, it is “a rob-
bery which becomes apparent in our arrogant endeavour to cross the line 
of death by which we are bounded” (168)—the line, in other words, of our 
creatureliness. “In our drunken[ness]” on the booze of divinity, on the wine 
of the will to power as the will to be like God, we have “blur[red] the dis-
tance which separates us from God” (168). With the blurring of this distance, 
Western Man took on the characteristics of the divine, functioning like a 
God-Man. Herein lay the origins of homo religiosus. 

It is in this theoretical context and historical situation of the unfolding of 
bourgeois/capitalist culture that we must hear Barth’s critique of the ideo-
logical system of Western Man as a religious figure:

Wherever the qualitative distinction between men and the final Omega is 
overlooked or misunderstood, that fetishism is bound to appear in which 
God is experienced in birds and fourfooted things, and finally, or rather pri-
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marily, in the likeness of corruptible man [Romans 1:23] . . . and in the 
half-spiritual, half-material creations, exhibitions, and representations of 
His creative ability—Family, Nation, State, Church, Fatherland. And so the 
“No-Go” is set up, idols are erected, and God, who dwells beyond all this and 
that, is “given up.” (50–51)

Barth demystifies the fetishes of “Family, Nation, State, Church”—in short, 
the Fatherland—that work in relationship to the Western (religious) self. He 
sees that what makes the fetishism work as it does is representation (what 
Chow identifies as mimetic reproduction) that aids and abets misrecog-
nition. Mystification works through representation, through visual image 
(re)production. These images—and here we recall Balibar’s theorizing of 
the nation-form—posit an ideal in relation to which subjectivity is formed 
through mimicry of the ideal and inside of which subjection occurs. As 
Barth insightfully understood, the image operating as the ideal—that is, as 
the Beautiful and thus as the master over the grotesque, to put it in aesthetic 
terms—is tied to the making of a slave: “The images and likenesses, whose 
meaning we have failed to perceive, become themselves purpose and con-
tent and end. And now men have really become slaves and puppets of things, 
of ‘Nature’ and of ‘Civilization,’ whose dissolution and establishing by God 
they have overlooked” (51; emphasis added).

With this insight, Barth has penetrated deeply into the order of things. 
One wishes that he would have meditated longer on the problem of mas-
tery and slavery—especially the slavery side of the problem—in executing 
his theological project of demystification at this early stage of his thinking. 
Had he done so, Barth might have seen the global designs—and eventually 
he does come to see them, as his critiques in the posthumously published 
Church Dogmatics fragments (volume 4, part 4) of capitalism’s post–World 
War II transformations suggest—tied to the production of Western Man as 
an imperial God-Man.

It is precisely at this point that Du Bois provides assistance, for he too 
saw the problem of a will to divination—a will to righteousness—as cen-
tral to the making of imperial Man as an imperial God-Man. He too in-
terpreted the war in theo-political terms. But because he interpreted the 
situation from the viewpoint of a diasporic or transnational, black Atlantic 
intellectual and thus from modernity’s underside, Du Bois saw with a clar-
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ity at crucial points beyond Barth how the problem of modern political 
theology is bound up with the performance of whiteness. Moreover, he was 
able to link this problem to Christian supersessionism and to the closely 
related Christological question of the identity of Jesus Christ as Mediator. 

Du Bois and the Political Theology of Whiteness

Between the publication of the first and second editions of Barth’s Römer-
brief, the African American intellectual W. E. B. Du Bois assembled and 
published a set of writings in various genres—history, sociology, autobi-
ography, poems, and novellas—that sought to interpret the war and its im-
mediate aftermath. This text, Darkwater: Voices from within the Veil (1920), 
was completed after his return from Paris in the summer of 1919 as the 
global powers met at Versailles to remap the world.22 Like Barth’s Römer-
brief, Darkwater offers a counternarrative of the origins of the war and of the 
West but also a counternarrative of the origins of the United States within 
a broader framework of Western Man’s will to rule the planet. In other 
words, Du Bois’s text positions the United States within a global ideological 
system. What is critical for my purposes is that like Barth, Du Bois inter-
preted this broader system in religious terms that at once complemented 
and supplemented Barth’s analysis in ways that throw into sharp relief what 
Barth himself was going after at this early stage of his intellectual output.

At the center of the reimagined cartography by which Du Bois renarrates 
the past that has been overlaid, if not erased, is Africa.23 That this is the case 
is most evident in the chapter titled “The Hands of Ethiopia” (previously 
published in 1915 in Atlantic Monthly under the title “The African Roots of 
War”). This chapter roughly coordinates with Barth’s letter to Thurneysen 
in 1914 in which, as noted previously, Barth too struggled to come to terms 
with the meaning of the war. Unlike Barth, however, Du Bois lodged the 
war within an imperial framework with Africa, not the North Atlantic world, 
at the center. The chief cartographic metaphor in Darkwater is just that—
water—but modified by the important adjectival qualifier dark. Du Bois will 
tell the story of the current world situation from a “tower, above the thunder 
of the seven seas” (74); that is, he will consider the war as it relates to the 
darker peoples of the planet whose identities were once tied to slave ships 
and are now tied to warships. 
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Du Bois thus insists that the story of the war precedes 1914. Its more re-
cent history can be traced to the scramble or the race for Africa, which was 
greatly intensified in the 1880s and into the opening decade of the twentieth 
century. Yet the story goes back even further. Invoking now the extended 
history of the war, Du Bois states:

For four hundred years white Europe was the chief support of that trade in 
human beings which first and last robbed black Africa of a hundred million 
human beings, transformed the face of her social life, overthrew organized 
government, distorted ancient industry, and snuffed out the lights of cultural 
development. Today instead of removing laborers from Africa to distant slav-
ery, industry built on a new slavery approaches Africa to deprive the natives 
of their land, to force them to toil, and to reap all the profit for the white 
world. (80–81)

This new slavery, which is “the beginnings of a modern industrial system” 
(85), drives “a new imperialism—the rage for one’s own nation to own the 
earth or, at least, a large enough portion of it to insure as big profits as 
the next nation” (71). This quest to own the earth on the part of the Eu-
ropean nations is what marks the new imperialism: “If the slave cannot be 
taken from Africa, slavery can be taken to Africa . . . menaced and policed by 
European capitalism” (86).

But it is not just the earth in general over which the European powers 
worry. Africa in particular was the source of their conflicts; therefore, there 
cannot be an adequate understanding of the present world crisis, Du Bois 
claims, without an understanding of its African roots: 

There are those who would write world history and leave out this most mar-
velous of continents. Particularly today most men assume that Africa lies far 
afield from our present problem of World War. Yet in a very real sense Africa 
is the prime cause of this terrible overturning of civilization which we have 
lived to see; and these words seek to show how in the Dark Continent are hid-
den the roots, not simply of war to-day but of the menace of wars tomorrow.24

What does one see in this mayhem of the white world? Du Bois’s answer 
is telling—particularly for my argument about his convergence with Barth 
on the problem of modern political theology. The mayhem is religious 
(73) inasmuch as the war manifests “the utter failure of white religion”: 
“a nation’s religion is its life, and as such white Christianity is a miserable 
failure” (60–61).
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Now we encounter a further task of Darkwater : by carrying out a carto-
graphic renarration of the war and the world it created, Du Bois intervenes 
in the social fantasy of the West. He presents this war as the latest drama-
turgical scene within what he calls the “religion of whiteness on the shores 
of our time” (56). Explaining the creed of this religion and, in doing so, 
possibly alluding to a messianic passage from Second Isaiah (“For he shall 
grow up before him as a tender plant, and as a root out of a dry ground: he 
hath no form nor comeliness; and when we shall see him, there is no beauty 
that we should desire him” [Isaiah 53:2, King James Version])—Du Bois 
asks: “‘But what on earth is whiteness that one should so desire it?’ Then 
always, somehow, some way, silently but clearly, I am given to understand 
that whiteness is the ownership of the earth forever and ever, Amen!” (56). 
On what basis can Du Bois make this claim as part of his explanation of 
“the souls of white folk”? Playing on the Genesis stories of the creation 
of human beings, Du Bois declares himself to be “bone of their thought 
and flesh of their language.” Du Bois can diagnose the pathology plaguing 
the souls of white folk, in other words, because he is, in many ways, a prod-
uct of that pathology and thus a mirror to white folks who “created” him as 
the Black or “the Negro.” 

With his clairvoyance, Du Bois declares that at the heart of “personal 
whiteness” is a will to rule the earth. Moreover, this will to world rule 
finds its authority in a fundamental and problematic theological act: in a 
Promethean gesture, white folk who claim divinity assign righteousness 
to themselves at the same time that they assign unrighteousness and evil to 
the wretched of the earth. In two compressed sentences that invoke the 
imagery of lynching, Du Bois states: “Back beyond the world and swept 
by these wild, white faces of the awful dead, why will this Soul of White 
Folk,—this modern Prometheus,—hang bound by his own binding, teth-
ered by a fable of the past? I hear his mighty cry reverberating through the 
world, ‘I am white!’ Well and good, O Prometheus, divine thief !” (74). It is 
precisely at this point that Du Bois and Barth converge in their diagnosis 
of the modern situation. Where Du Bois names the self-assertion of the 
Western Masculine and the ethical situation of religion in the West as a 
“Promethean gloom” (74), Barth uses the language of “final solution” (a full 
decade before its use by the Third Reich!): “God does not live by the idea 
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of justice with which we provide Him. He is His own justice. He is not 
one cause among many; He is not the final solution which we propound to 
the problem of life” (76).

Their convergence does not stop here: not only do both issue a No to 
this ethical situation but also both reimagine Christology. More specifically, 
both reimagine Jesus as that sociopolitical reality that interrupts the political 
regime of the No-God, the imperial God-Man, and thereby intervenes to 
redirect the political trajectory of the West. At this point, it is useful to con-
sider Du Bois’s Christological intervention in more detail—for in reimag-
ining the identity of Jesus as interrupting imperial and racial longings, he 
reconceives politics and community at the site of death. In “Jesus Christ in 
Texas,” the short story at the structural center of the book, Du Bois unpacks 
this reimagining of Christianity’s central figure as no longer assimilated to 
Western Man and his imperial and political-theological ambitions. 

Published originally in 1911 as “Jesus Christ in Georgia” but revised for 
republication in Darkwater, “Jesus Christ in Texas” is a life-of-Jesus story. Yet 
unlike the nineteenth-century lives of Jesus that used the tools of mod-
ern historical criticism to reconstruct the historical Jesus—a Jesus who was 
often a de-Judaized exemplar of Western civilization—Du Bois imagined 
a Jesus who arrived nameless and unknown, a stranger and a foreigner in 
Waco, Texas. Recently acquired in 1845 as a result of the US-Mexico War, 
turn-of-the-twentieth-century Texas becomes for Du Bois an imagina-
tive site at which to dramatize Western imperial designs. Indeed, I suggest 
that Du Bois’s story is a modern retelling of the life of Jesus as recorded 
by the New Testament insofar as it is a story in which Jesus interrupts 
and confronts a world structured by racial and imperial domination and 
in which death becomes the new sociopolitical space of life. Working out 
what Ronald A. T. Judy has called a “thanatology” or a “writing of annihila-
tion that applies the taxonomies of death in Reason (natural law) to enable 
the emergence of the self-reflective consciousness of the Negro” of black 
writing, Du Bois recasts death to be a productive (rather than merely a con-
stricting) space of negativity, a site from which to engage in “the horrible 
labor of self-recognition.”25 Thus, Du Bois’s life of Jesus culminates with the 
cross of Easter and with a reworked vision of atonement or salvation that 
moves beyond the vision of stratified social relations that marks Western 
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civilization and its will to own the earth. Du Bois presents his Texan Jesus 
as illegitimate, and—drawing on Barthian imagery—as “God’s Revolution,” 
though largely unrecognized as such. 

This theme of recognition is crucial, for the story is built around a series 
of recognitions and misrecognitions of Jesus, the “stranger,” who appears 
out of nowhere at a prison to confront the guard and eventually the prison 
owner, a man given no name but only a military title—“the colonel.” Du 
Bois’s American prison system, which functions as a surrogate for the system 
of Western imperialism in relationship to the non-Western world, is not the 
slave system of old. Rather, it is a new form of slavery built on the crimi-
nalization of black bodies.26 As the guard says to the stranger in the opening 
lines of the story in speaking of one of the black convicts, “But that nigger 
there is bad, a born thief, and ought to be sent up for life” (136). But im-
mediately we see that these black convicts are really laborers within a system 
of white profit. “‘The convicts,’ [the colonel’s business partner] said, ‘would 
cost us $96 a year and board. Well, we can squeeze this so that it won’t be 
over $125 apiece. Now if these fellows are driven, they can build this line 
within twelve months. It will be running by next April. Freights will fall 
fifty percent. Why, man, you’ll be a millionaire in less than ten years’” (ibid.).

In the corner stands the stranger, softly questioning the colonel—just as 
the Jesus of the synoptic gospels questioned the scribes and Pharisees—and 
asking if the prison arrangement is good for the convicts. Feeling com-
pelled to defend himself, the colonel turns to address the stranger; though 
he does not know who the stranger is, he is struck with a sense of familiar-
ity. By contrast, when the black convict “raised his eyes and they met the 
eyes of the stranger,” a moment of liberation ensues. He recognizes him and 
“the hammer fell from his hands” (137). 

Although further episodes of recognition and misrecognition take place, 
the only one among the white folks who recognizes the stranger is the 
colonel’s “little girl.” It is she who jumps “into his lap and together they 
conversed in low tones all the way home” (138). The colonel and his wife 
puzzle over who he is, unable to glimpse him because the lights are low. But 
when the nurse comes to care for the little child, she switches on the light 
and “with one accord they all looked at the stranger.” They were incensed, 
because their “practised eyes knew” he was not white. He was “a mulatto, 



W. E. B. Du Bois and Karl Barth    

surely; even if he did not own the Negro blood. . . . He was tall and straight 
and the coat looked like a Jewish gabardine. His hair hung in close curls far 
down the sides of his face and his face was olive, even yellow” (139). 

This scene marks the moment of disruption, a key moment in Du Bois’s 
envisioning of a reimagined Jesus. What is critical for my purposes is that 
Du Bois does not present a black Christ here; to present a black Christ 
at this moment would be to present a Christ whose identity could be 
construed as a cultural reflex of whiteness, as performing “the blackness 
whiteness created.”27 Rather, Du Bois gestures toward a reclamation of the 
Jewishness of Jesus. 

Yet Du Bois presents a quite complex picture, for he identifies the garb 
of the stranger as Jewish and his body as racially ambiguous. Being neither 
black nor white but “olive” and “even yellow,” as if Asian, the flesh of this 
Jesus is mulatto and thus occupies an in-between zone at the outskirts of ra-
cial purity and its logic and politics. Mulatto functions less as a racial marker 
and more as a point of ambiguity and even a breakdown of racial classifica-
tion within the apparatuses of biopower. Although there is no incarnation 
scene in Du Bois’s Jesus story, this moment of Jesus’s mulatto identity is 
ripe for interpretation in relationship to the New Testament birth narra-
tives. These narratives are stories of the ambiguity of identity located at the 
crossroads of the relationship, framed in terms of love, between Mary of 
Israel and YHWH, the God of Israel and the Gentiles. As such, these nar-
ratives rewrite the relationship between Creator and creature as a positive 
relation; it is only Joseph—the masculine principle, shall we say—who is set 
aside. They are stories of a new or re-created relationship between God and 
humankind—and thereby of the relationships within the social world—that 
takes place in the birth of Jesus. Re-creation takes place precisely by God 
judging, setting aside, and decentering a relationship of domination as cen-
tered in the masculine. In this act, the relationship-in-difference between 
Creator and creature and, as a result, the relationships-in-differences within 
a heterogeneous creation and among human beings are reestablished. The 
stories of the birth of Jesus Christ, then, present a vision and ethics of love. 

Jesus’s status as mulatto in Du Bois’s “Jesus Christ in Texas” embodies the 
same impulses precisely in this Jesus’s strangeness. In lodging Jesus’s mulatto 
body—a body “that did not own the Negro blood” but with a face that 
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“was olive, even yellow”—inside “Jewish gabardine,” the story points to 
one whose identity disregards the boundaries established in relationship to 
ideal nationality and fictive ethnicity. He ignores them because he mediates 
a reality in which no such boundaries exist. This reality constitutes his life 
as a Jew. It also constitutes his strangeness, a strangeness that lies in his being 
the interruption of the imperial politics of racial and national purity. He 
interrupts, in other words, the identity-as-homogeneity that is central to 
the formation of imperial subjectivities (both colonizing and colonized). 

Du Bois’s Jesus is one who embraces the despised and rejected in the 
story—or, in the language of the New Testament, the tax collectors and 
sinners. Dressed in Jewish clothing, he is not known in himself; he is no 
Ding-an-sich (thing in itself ). Rather, he is an intersubjective being who ex-
ists in his being-with—not his being-over or being-against—others (in this 
case, black folks). He is not just near them—although such nearness is itself 
significant—but, indeed, with them: he is open to, responsive to, and shares 
in their suffering. He does so precisely because he shares in their finitude 
and creatureliness. In other words, his ethics does not begin from sameness 
as the basis of human being, but from the ability to respond (responsibility) 
in love and as Neighbor to the suffering that calls out to him from them. 
This is the content of his being with them as their Neighbor. Having re-
conceived the identity of Jesus in this story and in this way, Du Bois suggests 
that such a Jesus can have only a fringe existence within the order of things. 
He exists as a being-in-responsibility toward the other, even the stranger, 
in their suffering. This mode of being human is a being-in-love, a new and 
disruptive form of social and political life, a new politics of theology.

But can this disruptive and marginal mode of existence signified by 
Du Bois’s (and for that matter, the New Testament’s) Jesus be further speci-
fied? I think it can. The interstitial zone for this disruptive mode of new 
life is, in fact, death outside the gates of the city, outside the place where 
boundaries and borders are operative and where identity is performed 
as enclosure. The death in view in the story of the New Testament Jesus 
is death on Golgotha, death at the very fringes of a world structured by 
the violence of purity or homogeneity. Du Bois signals this as well at the 
dramatic conclusion of his story. Again, it is a scene of misrecognition, this 
time both aural and visual.
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A farmer’s wife has just prepared supper for her husband and gone out 
from the house to visit “a neighbor.” But the scene raises the question of 
whom we take to be a neighbor. On the way home the white wife sees “a 
dark figure on the doorsteps under the tall, red oak. She thought it was the 
new Negro until he said in a soft voice: ‘Will you give me bread?’ Reassured 
at the voice of a white man, she answered quickly in her soft, Southern 
tones: ‘Why, certainly.’” Because of his voice, the stranger is mistaken for 
a white man. The white woman befriends, talks with, and gossips to him 
about her neighbors. The stranger asks her, “Do you like them all?” She 
hesitatingly says yes, “there are none I hate; no, none at all.” The stranger 
probes further, “You love your neighbor as yourself ?” (144–45 [1920]). As 
she is offering an affirmative response, the stranger directs her gaze to the 
cabin where there were black folks living. Refusing to recognize them as 
neighbors and thus as bound to her, she quickly rises up to get away from 
the stranger and his invasive questions. And as she lights the lamp, she sees 
that the stranger himself has a dark face. Startled, she runs away in horror 
and in her mad dash bumps into a black convict who is running away from 
the chain gang. Her husband, who sees only the end of what has transpired, 
accuses the black man of attacking—code for sexually assaulting—his wife. 
The episode then quickly becomes a lynching scene, triangulated between 
the strange Jesus, an about-to-be-lynched black man, and a white woman, 
whose domestic purity has been supposedly violated. 

A mob quickly assembles to lynch the black man while the white woman 
is escorted to the safety of the domestic sphere, the symbolic home front of 
the nation. While in the sexual and reproductive space of her bedroom, she 
looks out of the window at the dangerous outer world beyond the home 
where nonwhites dwell and where white men must keep the peace—or 
make the world safe for democracy when things get out of order and Civili-
zation and Freedom are under assault. As she looks out of her window, gaz-
ing upon the black man as he hangs from the tree with his body no doubt 
doused with fuel—in a similar scene Richard Wright in his poem “Between 
the World and Me” calls this the moment of “baptism by gasoline”—he 
is set ablaze. His burning body lights up the night sky in the shape of “a 
great crimson cross.” Gazing at the emblazoned sky, the woman sees the 
stranger between her and the burning body. Just then, at the moment of 
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the black man’s death, there is recognition and thus possibility. In a moment 
that holds the possibility of a different kind of mediation, one that does not 
mimetically repeat the logic of the concrete universal and the failed, ethnic 
nonuniversal, the stranger stands between her and the burning man, his sil-
houette made one with the outstretched, torch-lit body of the black man. 
She mouths to herself inaudibly, “Despised and rejected of men” (allusion 
to Isaiah 53:3), and then through superimposition she sees “the stranger on 
the crimson cross, riven and bloodstained, with thorn-crowned head and 
pierced hands” (146). The strange Jesus did not hear her wailing; he is look-
ing at the lynched and crucified black man. His back is to her as “his calm 
dark eyes, all sorrowful, were fastened on the writhing, twisting body of the 
thief, and a voice came out of the winds of the night, saying: ‘This day thou 
shalt be with me in Paradise’” (146; cf. Luke 23:43).

This strange Jesus is free of the fear of death. In looking at the dying 
black man, he embraces his own death symbolically, for he too is seen as 
nonwhite. By his embracing his own death in nearness to the dying man 
on the cross, the possibility of a different future is opened up: this is a Jesus 
who does not fear or shrink before death. Thus, he is free for a future be-
yond the constraints of what Orlando Patterson has called “social death” so 
that he can enact a different strategy of death, as Zygmunt Bauman might 
put it.28 His death-work is nothing less than the death of death. Were there 
space, I would theorize this in a Fanonian direction as the affirmation and 
instantiation in this strange Jesus of a violent, which is to say violating, 
order of love. Hence, the significance of the words of this strange Jesus in 
Du Bois’s story, words that echo the New Testament (Luke 23:43; KJV): 
“This day thou shalt be with me in Paradise.” 

Conclusion: Atonement’s Future after Political Theology 

In having the strange Jesus utter these words as he faces the one who has 
just been lynched (and thus as he also faces the mob who has just carried 
out the deed), Du Bois constructs a Jesus who exists beyond death-bound 
subjectivity and thus beyond colonized subjectivity. This Jesus is the one 
who ever looks at and exists into a new life-death strategy of existence. He 
is the one who looks symbolically into his own coming death by looking 
into the lynched, colonized, or otherwise subjugated subjectivity of the 
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story’s black man. The light that is thrown off the burning body casts light 
on him, and the mob will no doubt see what the white woman saw: the 
stranger is not white. This strange Jesus thus sees his own death in the death 
of the lynched black man. He sees his own being as a being-in-response or 
a being-in-response-ability to another. In this highly compressed conclud-
ing scene of the story, we see that something survives modernity’s imperial-
ized death contract.

The futurity that concludes “Jesus Christ in Texas” and functions as the 
basis of a politics of hope puts this story beyond the pale of the false es-
chatology or vision of utopia that animates the religious logic that has ani-
mated Western civil society and that I have meditated on in this chapter. 
This moment of future potentiality from within the space of death extends 
a tradition of African American writing that goes from the slave narratives 
all the way through to the writings of authors such as Richard Wright and 
Toni Morrison. Drawing on the work of Jacques Lacan but bending Lancan 
toward the position of blackness, shall we say, Abdul JanMohamed has dis-
cerned within these writings a “future anterior” for postcolonial subjects. 
JanMohamed brilliantly articulates what this means:

From a psychoanalytic viewpoint, the perspective made available by the struc-
ture of the future anterior plays a crucial role in the “cure” of the patient and 
in freeing him from the tyranny of external determination. And it does so, 
according to Lacan, because of its function in determining the identity of 
the subject: “I identify myself in language, but only by losing myself in it like 
an object. What is realized in my history is not the past definite of what was, 
since it is no more, or even the present perfect of what has been in what I 
am, but the future anterior of what I shall have been for what I am in the 
process of becoming.” According to this view, the “truth” of the analysand’s 
life is not simply determined in a mechanical fashion by past events; rather, he 
is brought by the analyst to a point where he can acknowledge that this truth 
also depends on the future, the nature of which is governed by his evolving de-
sires, knowledge, commitments, and investments and, above all, by his choices. 
The efficacy of the subject’s past history is determining, but that determina-
tion is drastically modified and, hence, in turn, determined by the subject’s 
present and future choices and actions.29

Here, says JanMohamed, is the “kind of trajectory that [one] who just has 
experienced his symbolic-death must take up in order to overcome his own 
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determination by the culture of social-death” or the culture set in place by 
imperial Man (296). 

This notion of the future anterior can help us rethink salvation and 
atonement as a social process that entails rethinking the identity of Jesus as 
uncoupled from or as crucified unto the West. In other words, the notion 
is a caesura within the religious logic of the West and of the modern world. 
Indeed, it is just this caesura or rupture in civil society and in the political 
ontology or structural order of the West that Aimé Césaire and Frantz Fanon 
call “the end of the world” and that the latter theorizes under the rubric 
of “violence.”30 I want to suggest that Barth’s interpretation of the “shalt” 
in his reflections on “Thou shalt love thy neighbor” (a phrase that appears in 
Romans 13:9) accords with Du Bois’s closing scene and with JanMohamed’s 
use of the “anterior future” and further still with Césairean and Fanonian or 
decolonial eschatology. Barth writes in his Romans commentary:

Love is “eternal, levelling righteousness” (Kierkegaard). . . . Love is not the 
eros that lusteth ever, it is agape that never faileth.

For this reason, then—Thou shalt love thy neighbour. Understood strictly 
as the action of the new man, love is duty; and as such, it is protected against 
caprice and disappointment and misuse. In this Thou shalt every divine Thou 
shalt not—not commit adultery; not kill; not steal; not covet (Exod. xx.13–17, 
Deut. v.17)—is summed up! . . . In this Thou shalt! there is manifested the 
flaming sword of death and of eternity. Therefore love is in itself perfect: it 
is the new doing, the new doing, which is the meaning and fulfillment of 
all “not-doing.” Love is the breath we breathe when, in the realm of evil, we 
have no breath left.31

Barth elaborates on how living into this love means living by a future that 
disrupts and reorients the present: “Love, because it sets up no idol, is the 
demolition of every idol. Love is the destruction of everything that is—like 
God: the end of all hierarchies and authorities and intermediaries, because, in 
every particular man and also in the ‘Many,’ it addresses itself, without fear of 
contradiction—to the One.”32 In short, love is the “protest against the course 
of this world,” and Jesus Christ, argues Barth, is the telling of this tale that 
“has occurred, does occur, and will occur.”33 A statement such as this lies at 
the heart of Barth’s effort to rework Christian eschatology in the Römerbrief 
to counter the false, post–WWI utopianism built on a “progress” grounded 
in the West as eschaton (both as goal and path), an eschaton secured by the false 
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mediation of Western Man as an imperial God-Man. “A Christianity,” Barth 
writes, “that is not eschatology, completely and without remainder, has abso-
lutely nothing to do with Christ” (314; translation modified).

More work certainly remains to be done in developing this line of argu-
mentation, particularly in rethinking social sacrifice or atonement (to use a 
more strictly theological vocabulary) and further interrogating the eschato-
logical imaginary internal to modernity’s political imaginary. I hope that I 
have provided an impetus for such future work.34 
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The Promise and Perils of Political Theology in  

The Souls of Black Folk

jonathon s. kahn

There was a time, a recent time, when the idea of confronting W. E. B. Du Bois 
in a volume on race and political theology would have seemed absurd. Du 
Bois has long been characterized as lacking a serious religious dimension. The 
best twentieth-century scholarship on Du Bois—work by David Levering 
Lewis, Arnold Rampersad, Shamoon Zamir, and Adolph Reed—pronounced 
Du Bois and his writings as somewhere between unreligious and antireli-
gious.1 For most scholars, Du Bois stood as a twentieth-century ideal type for 
Weber’s secularization narrative: As a child Du Bois came under the influence 
of religion, but as he matured into an adult, he put an end to his childish ways 
(as the scripture goes). There has been little room for the notion that Du Bois 
had something theological to offer; there has been little room for the notion 
that his theology affects his political vision; thus, there has been little room for 
thinking of Du Bois in terms of political theology.

Times have changed. Scholars of the early twenty-first century have 
begun radically reappraising the role and place of religious sensibilities, 
moods, rhetoric, and modalities in Du Bois’s writings.2 What has emerged 
is a Du Bois whose work is thoroughly inhabited by religious resources—
a rich world of biblical rhetoric, religious virtues, invocations of Christ, 
and prayers. I’ve argued elsewhere that Du Bois’s religious sensibilities were 
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distinctly heterodox, deeply uncomfortable with religious institutions and 
their normative creedal commitments.3 Du Bois’s religious imagination was 
decidedly antimetaphysical, resisting at every turn questions about the af-
terlife, antecedent realities, or God’s nature and power to effect change. 
As it was for Nietzsche, a certain type of God—imperious, authoritative, 
historically determinative—was dead for Du Bois. Du Bois’s God lacked 
the power to intervene in history and actively shape it: “I do not believe 
that there is a personal conscious King of the world who will, upon fitting 
petition from me, change the course of world events to suit my needs or 
wishes.”4 For Du Bois, God was distant and opaque.5

Do not think, however, that because God for Du Bois is remote and 
hidden that Du Bois does not have a theology: “The argument for keeping 
God at a distance is itself a theological argument about where God resides, 
about the whole.”6 Do not also think that a hidden God has no political 
ramifications. Du Bois wrote about and used, to devastating political and 
moral effect, a historically ineffectual God. Du Bois persists with God-talk 
in order existentially and rhetorically to instill a proper sense of depen-
dence and humility, and that, in turn, fires the appropriate type of moral 
and political activism and reform: “Remember with us tonight, O God, the 
homes that own us all. Make us true to the fathers and mothers of these 
children here—true to their hopes and ideals.”7 Paradoxically, God’s very 
reclusiveness and obscurity direct Du Bois to the human communities that 
give our lives shape. Du Bois uses notions of Godly justice and sacrifice to 
begin to inspire fallible human efforts to create human modes of justice and 
moral sacrifice. In other words, honoring the theological reality of God’s 
reclusiveness and obscurity is, for Du Bois, a primary political virtue. 

The first goal of this essay, then, is to assert Du Bois as a political theolo-
gian, and to do this, I have to argue for a reformed notion of political theol-
ogy, one that is distinct from theocratic political theology with its desires to 
give the nation over exclusively to God’s anointed, whoever they may be. My 
attempt to do this gestures to George Shulman’s distinction, in this volume’s 
final essay, between antidemocratic forms of prophecy that cling to redemp-
tive narratives and democratic prophetic voices that eschew redemption and 
instead urge us to see acknowledging finitude as a modern moral virtue.

The second goal is to give an account of the political theology of Du Bois’s 
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most renowned text, The Souls of Black Folk. My central claim is that Souls 
intervenes in the religio-political tradition of American exceptionalism. This 
dominant tradition of American political thought assumes that sui generis 
God favors the American experiment, that America is a place of unique re-
ligious destiny. Herman Melville captures this spirit exactly in claiming that 
“America is the Israel of our time; we bear the ark of liberties of the world.”8 
Traditionally, scholars have enfolded or assimilated African American uses of 
jeremiadic religious rhetoric into this tradition.9 African Americans, so this 
line of thinking goes, did not contest the religio-political myths about Amer-
ica as a new Jerusalem and a shining city on the hill; they simply wanted to 
be an equal part of it. Against this, I argue that the political theology of Souls 
dramatically resists the bald exceptionalism of white America by claiming 
that American exceptionalism is itself a form of white supremacy. In this way, 
the work that I see Du Bois doing in Souls leads directly to this volume’s 
essay by J. Kameron Carter on Du Bois’s internationalist critique in Darkwater 
of “the White Global Masculine, the problem of Imperial Man.” 

Finally, the third effort deals with the peculiar role that Jews play in 
Souls. As scholars of Souls know, the original 1903 edition contained eight 
references to Jews. All of them were derogatory, trafficking in classic Euro-
pean anti-Semitic stereotypes. Jews in Souls are “shrewd,” “unscrupulous,” 
and “enterprising” and reliant on “deception and flattery . . . cajoling and 
lying.”10 As scholars of Souls also know, Du Bois eliminated these derogatory 
references to Jews for the 1953 Fiftieth Anniversary Jubilee Edition. I am in-
terested in these references not because I seek to indict Du Bois or Souls as 
anti-Semitic. Instead, I am interested in asking questions about the political 
theological work done by the presence or absence of Jews in the text. How 
do Du Bois’s references to Jews affect the text’s larger political theological 
project of rewriting divinely sanctioned American exceptionalism? 

A Note on Political Theology

There is a secularist vein of liberalism—Richard Rorty and John Rawls are 
fair representatives11—that finds the very idea of political theology anathema. 
In this vein, theology and anything that smacks of the transcendent do not 
belong in democratic politics; politics and theology are structurally op-
posed. Properly understood, democratic politics, following Hannah Arendt, 
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renounces the authority of absolutes and rests solely on the practice of hu-
man-made promises and agreement.12 In this view, theology always recurs to 
transcendent anchors whose authority is unquestioned and unquestionable. 
Because democracy demands corrigible authority, theology is fundamentally 
incompatible with democracy. A syllogism underwrites this logic: Political 
theology is exclusively the way of theocrats, theocracy is inherently anti-
democratic, and therefore political theology is against democratic practices. 

This is a faulty syllogism. I will grant that all theocrats practice anti-
democratic politics. Jeffrey Stout succinctly captures the necessary conflict 
between theocracy and democracy: “The ideal of a democratic republic 
holds that political power is to be shared by the entire citizenry and that no 
one is to be denied citizenship simply because of his or her religious beliefs 
or lack thereof. Theocracy holds that God’s representatives on earth should 
rule everyone else. Democracy and theocracy are therefore at odds.”13 But 
if theocratic politics are not welcome within democracies, political theolo-
gians are. There is nothing incompatible in either holding theological com-
mitments or using theological language and democratic practices. The list 
of Americans committed to democracy who held theological commitments 
or relied on theological language is near endless. Not all political theol-
ogy or political theologians are theocratic.

This points to a further problem with the logic of secularist liberals: the 
assertion that all authorities in democratic life must be corrigible. Democ-
racy does not demand this. The lesson of Tocqueville’s Democracy in America 
is that citizens in a democracy can and will rely on any sort of authority 
they like. Tocqueville, in particular, found the ways in which Americans 
recurred to God to be essential to the success of the young American de-
mocracy. Tocqueville teaches that all democratic citizens should expect that 
(1) not all citizens will rely on the same sorts of authorities, (2) holding po-
litical office does not require believing in a certain sort of authority, (3) any 
citizen has the right to question the authorities used by other citizens, and 
(4) common “habits of the heart” among citizens are necessary for a de-
mocracy to work well.

Americans of all religious and political stripes like to gnash teeth over 
these habits, despair that they are eroding, and issue calls for statements of 
principle and belief.14 But it is a mistake to think that “habits of the heart” 
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are necessarily beliefs; they rarely are. They are practices—doings, which do 
not rely on fully articulated theoretical explanations. Talal Asad writes of reli-
gious belief: “It is a modern idea that a practitioner cannot know how to live 
religiously without being able to articulate that knowledge.”15 Something 
similar can also be said about the democratic citizen; she can know how 
to live democratically solely by engaging in democratic practices without 
needing to verbalize their nature abstractly. In other words, the corrigibility, 
which is to say the intelligibility, of authority is often not the issue within 
democratic life. The practices we engage in often are. Americans have long 
learned to live with neighbors whose beliefs they find false and untruthful 
yet with whom they find common grounds for principled political practice. 

Shulman’s American Prophecy powerfully argues that American prophets 
for racial equality—from Frederick Douglass to Henry David Thoreau to 
Martin Luther King Jr.—make a crucial distinction between justifying and 
enacting theological truth. Justification seeks to secure logical, theological 
proof—with the hope of convincing others of the theological truth itself. 
Enacting theological truth seeks social practices “without which a form of 
life is unimaginable and impossible.”16 The political theology of prophets 
for racial equality was “not epistemological in character . . . [did] not ad-
dress ‘knowing’ God as a problem to be solved” but demanded “conflict 
about constitutive practices,” practices that did not respect uncompromis-
ing notions of human equality or human dignity.17 Think of the way King 
constantly sketched evocative visions of an America that treated the races 
equally; he wasn’t trying to convince America to believe in God but was 
using his belief in God to shift the patterns, habits, and, yes, laws by which 
Americans lived. The language of God points not to God but to unjust 
social conditions. This emphasis on forms of life—on doings that build the 
sorts of communities and practices that we cannot do without—reframes 
matters from the apodictic to the social. 

At its base, then, political theology is simply the use of religious sensi-
bilities to inform political vision. As Mark Lilla writes, “When human be-
ings have reflected on political questions they have appealed to God when 
answering them. Their thinking has taken the form of political theology.”18 
Oliver O’Donovan’s account of political theology refines matters further: 
“The name ‘political theology’ is generally given to proposals . . . which draw 
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out an earthly political discourse from the political language of religious 
discourse.”19 O’Donovan helps close the captious gap between religion and 
politics; religious language is often already political. Most important, note 
what political theology is not in these accounts: It is not the attempt to bring 
the rule of the City of God on earth; it is not the attempt to make humans 
live according to God’s laws. In this vein, O’Donovan emphasizes that “the 
proper goal of political theology is [not] to describe a set of political institu-
tions; for political institutions are anyway too fluid to assume an ideal form.”20

Seeing Du Bois as a political theologian, then, does work on two impor-
tant fronts. In terms of political theory, Du Bois helps us better understand 
the way religion and democracy interact virtuously. And in terms of poli-
tics, Du Bois helps us argue against the new atheists’ pernicious claims that 
all God-fearing folk are illiberal theocrats. At the same time, Du Bois (along 
with any number of other American prophets) stands as an example for 
those God-fearing religious folk who worry that the pluralistic demands of 
democracy are incompatible with holding religious commitments. 

My crucial point is this: It is past time that democratically minded citi-
zens claim “political theology” for themselves. To be sure, political theology 
is not innocuous. Amid their cant and vitriol, new atheists such as Chris-
topher Hitchens and Sam Harris do raise legitimate fears about the con-
nections between religion, violence, and viciously illiberal forms of politics. 
But there is nothing necessarily threatening to democratic life in political 
theology. Those of us interested in racial justice need to come to terms with 
what appears to amount to the historical necessity of political theologies in 
American life: “To face race in America is to be compelled toward proph-
ecy.”21 How do political theologies instantiate the political project of pro-
tecting all citizens, of “remed[ying]” the American “systemic derangement 
about what (and who) we count as real”?22 Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk 
is a good place to search for answers. 

The Souls of Black Folk and 
Rewriting American Exceptionalism

Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk was published in 1903, at a time that 
Michael Dawson describes as Du Bois’s “radically egalitarian” period, in 
which a “severe critique of racism in American society” was coupled with 
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“an impassioned appeal for America to live up to the best of its values.”23 
Dawson is not wrong in his characterization. Souls is a text that in profound 
ways is committed to a form of political liberalism. Throughout, Du Bois 
champions liberal ideals of universal suffrage, freedom, self-determination, 
and equal opportunity and access. Indeed, nowhere does Du Bois imagine 
a separatist black nationalist politics. 

At the same time, there is something potentially misleading in labeling 
Souls as unremittingly “liberal” and “egalitarian.” As Nikhil Pal Singh argues, 
these terms are racially coded, their use implicitly invoking a complex set 
of assumptions about America and race. To call African American texts or 
public figures “liberal” implicitly commits them to a narrative of American 
triumph over racial injustice, “allow[ing] Americans not only to celebrate 
their progress into a more inclusive and tolerant people, but also tell[ing] 
themselves that this is who they always were.”24 

The problem is that this understanding of “liberal” and “egalitarian,” 
particularly in relation to Souls, obscures the ways that these same liberal 
and egalitarian commitments can function to dramatically resist and con-
test mythic forms of American exceptionalism. Shulman’s discussion of the 
“radical” Martin Luther King Jr. is a rare reading that does not insist that 
King had to abandon in toto his “liberal” aspirations in order to radically 
dissent from the myth of a redemptive America. Shulman makes clear that 
liberal notions such as democracy, opportunity, rights, and godliness figure 
centrally in King’s radical rhetoric. The “radical” King held on to liberal 
ideals, even a national frame and a vision of American aspirations, in trying 
to expose an America that was from its start committed to racial exclusion 
and injustice. King was not trying to eliminate America. He was, however, 
trying to rewrite America: “as King puts black aspiration into the rhetoric 
of national promise, he ‘blackens’ this promise.”25 America would become 
America only when it was no longer committed to the myth of “America.”

This frame of the radical King, who holds on to liberal idioms such as 
legal justice and democratic rights in the service of challenging American 
exceptionalism, is a very useful one for reading the political theology of Souls. 
In Souls, Du Bois uses a tremendously variegated language of spirituality, reli-
gion, and classical liberalism to craft an extremely radical project of rereading 
and rewriting America. Said slightly differently, Souls needs to be understood 
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as a text committed to liberal reform—by this I mean reform of political, 
cultural, and legal structures committed to securing rights and opportunity. 
At the same time, through Du Bois’s renderings of “the strange meaning 
of being black here in the dawning of the Twentieth Century,” Du Bois 
exposes the limits of the liberal project: “The bright ideals of the past,—
physical freedom, political power, the training of brains and the training of 
hands,—all these in turn have waxed and waned, until even the last grows 
dim and overcast. Are they all wrong,—all false? No, not that, but each alone 
was over-simple and incomplete.”26 Souls shows that the autonomous self-
legislating self is neither possible nor desirable when it comes to dealing with 
the American color line. Resisting progressivism in the tradition of what 
Christopher Lasch has called New Radicalism, the essential and monumental 
effort of Souls is to render visible black political and cultural subjectivity.

The purpose of this effort is not to argue for legal procedure that is just; 
this, Du Bois assumes, is a given demand and not something he is going to 
abandon. No, the deeper purpose of Souls is Nietzschean, that is, deeply ge-
nealogical in nature: It is to change the larger historical narrative that Amer-
ica tells about itself, to show the way traditional values rest on obscured but 
all too real “violent forms of human action based on pervasive delusions.”27 
Black Americans, Souls insists, must be made part of the American imaginary. 
The combination of the two—executing fair and just practices and lifting 
up black political subjectivity so that it can be accounted for in the national 
narrative—is required for dealing with the problem of the color line: “The 
power of the ballot we need in sheer self-defence,—else what shall save us 
from a second slavery? Freedom, too, the long-sought, we still seek,—the 
freedom of life and limb, the freedom to work and think, the freedom to 
love and aspire. Work, culture, liberty,—all these we need, not singly but 
together, not successively but together, each growing and aiding each, and 
all striving toward that vaster ideal that swims before the Negro people, the 
ideal of human brotherhood, gained through the unifying ideal of Race.”28 

The idea that Souls rephrases what it means for black and white Ameri-
cans to be American is not original regarding readings of Souls. What is new, 
and beginning to become more broadly recognized, is that Du Bois affects 
this type of rewriting of the American narrative through religious modali-
ties and means. This is the political theology of Souls. I am arguing that the 
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primary way that Du Bois renders the black imaginary visible and then in-
corporates it into the larger American imaginary is through religious inter-
pretation. Religion—either through his focus on the history and practices 
of African American religion or his use of religious language—is the set of 
levers by which Du Bois practices his genealogical ways. How Du Bois talks 
about God is absolutely fundamental to his attack on the myth of a Godly 
America that extends liberal protections to all of its citizens. Du Bois’s 
heady and almost percussive combination of religion, democracy, and liberal 
rights makes Souls a classic text of radical American liberalism. 

In the wake of genealogical critique comes the opportunity for new 
narratives and new values. What are the new narrative and values of Souls? 
How does Du Bois do the work that I say he does? I make two claims. The 
first is that Du Bois uses religion to argue against white America’s claim 
that God has sanctioned America’s so-called liberal freedoms; in fact, Du 
Bois says, God is ready to curse America. The second is that Du Bois uses 
religion to assess the nature and contributions of black America to this 
country’s history. By thinking through what Du Bois calls African Ameri-
can spiritual contributions, he insists that black America embodies the true 
spirit of American democracy. 

Both of these interventions—into the narrative that white America tells 
about itself and the narrative that black America tells about itself—are bat-
tles against a deeply seated white supremacy that sees whites not simply 
as more human than blacks but as divinely understood as more human. This 
noxious notion represents, following Edward Blum’s reading, a “white su-
premacist theology,” and it was pervasive at the turn of the century: “By 
1900, white supremacist theology was firmly rooted in white American 
mainstream culture. Its arguments and ways of perceiving the world perme-
ated scientific, missionary, and literary discourse in the United States.” In 
one of the most important passages ever written about Souls, Blum locates 
the terrain of the text’s political theology:

[Du Bois] fashioned a new set of conceptual tools for champions of equality 
and social justice. Read in dialogue with the religious battle over the sacred 
status of whites and blacks, Souls stood as a spectacular intervention, an act 
of religious defiance and theological creation at the very same moment. Du 
Bois attacked white supremacists by reversing their spiritual and racialized 
assessment of the world. With Souls Du Bois tried to tear apart the confla-
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tion of whiteness and godliness and, conversely, to connect blackness with 
the divine. In Du Bois’s hands, the story of Africans in America was one that 
demonstrated that white society, not black society, was morally corrupt and 
that people of color possessed souls that had much to teach humanity.29

This rewiring, in a sense, of the American account of divine favor is the 
thrust of Du Bois’s American genealogy. Through it he lays deeper claims 
to the American republic. At the same time, to effect this rewiring, Du Bois 
does not simply invert the values of white supremacist theology. That is, if in 
Souls Du Bois connects blackness with the divine, he pointedly does not do 
so by insisting that blacks are inherently divinely favored. African Americans 
have, in a sense, earned their spiritual favor by their experiences and activi-
ties or, as Eddie Glaude might say, their “doings and sufferings.”30 Divine 
favor is not sui generis. Nor it is it even favor exactly, at least in the sense that 
divine sanction is somehow inherent. African Americans are exceptional, 
but the account Du Bois gives of their humanity is not exceptionalist. This 
is the crucial way in which Du Bois rewrites American exceptionalism. 

For example, when Du Bois writes of the role that slave spirituals play 
in America, he emphasizes the contingency of their spiritual excellence: “And 
so by fateful chance the Negro folk-song—the rhythmic cry of the slave—
stands to-day not simply as the sole American music, but as the most beau-
tiful expression of human experience born this side the seas.”31 And, in 
his chapter on the African American religious thinker Alexander Crum-
mell, Du Bois offers up a prayer of human catholicity: “The nineteenth was 
the first century of human sympathy,—the age when half wonderingly we 
began to descry in others that transfigured spark of divinity which we call 
Myself; . . . when [Negroes] became throbbing souls whose warm pulsing 
life touched us so nearly that we half gasped with surprise, crying, ‘Thou 
too! Hast Thou seen Sorrow and the dull waters of Hopelessness? Hast 
Thou known Life?’” Du Bois does not use divinity here to aspire to meta-
physical heights; there is no triumphalism in his voice. He contests white 
supremacist theology with an account of the religious significance of suf-
fering and despair. The virtues of this passage subvert the entire economy of 
white American exceptionalism. 

Finally, and most radically, in Souls Du Bois invokes divinity in an effort 
to remake and rebuild larger American national claims. There is a crucial 
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passage that embodies this work, a passage that sublimely mixes the lan-
guage of religion with the language of the nation: 

Your country? How came it yours? Before the Pilgrims landed we were here. 
Here we have brought our three gifts and mingled them with yours: a gift of 
story and song—soft, stirring melody in an ill-harmonized and unmelodious 
land; the gift of sweat and brawn to beat back the wilderness, conquer the 
soil, and lay the foundation of this vast economic empire two hundred years 
earlier than your weak hands could have done it; the third, a gift of the Spirit. 
Around us the history of the land has centred for thrice a hundred years; out 
of the nation’s heart we have called all that was best to throttle and subdue 
all that was worst; fire and blood, prayer and sacrifice, have billowed over this 
people, and they have found peace only in the altars of the God of Right. 
Nor has our gift of the Spirit been merely passive. Actively we have woven 
ourselves with the very warp and woof of this nation,—we fought their bat-
tles, shared their sorrow, mingled our blood with theirs, and generation after 
generation have pleaded with a headstrong, careless people to despise not 
Justice, Mercy, and Truth, lest the nation be smitten with a curse. Our song, 
our toil, our cheer, and warning have been given to this nation in blood-
brotherhood. Are not these gifts worth the giving? Is not this work and striv-
ing? Would America have been America without her Negro people?32

This passage is saturated with religious language and imagery: Prayer, spirit, 
altar, curse, and spirit all resonate theologically. At the same time, this pas-
sage is devoted to the project of nation: Du Bois’s interest here is in the 
American identity and refashioning the nature of national experience. What 
is exceptional about this passage is the way Du Bois is able to combine the 
two—religion and the nation—to undermine white American exceptional-
ism. Improbably, he takes the critical constituent elements of the most nox-
ious form of American political theology and produces a political theology 
of democratic hope and possibility. Religion, in this passage, is put in service 
not of divine triumph but a type of democratic pluralism. To be sure, it is a 
castigating pluralism: Du Bois offers brotherhood to white America on the 
condition that it recognize its own weaknesses and black America’s strengths. 
God here is never a redemptive force; in fact, the divine is most present in 
the threat of a curse on the nation. Mostly, divinity is distant; what is proxi-
mal are human efforts to try to live up to a divine standard. The result is that 
never does Du Bois suggest that America is divinely approved or ratified. 
There is nothing in this that is exclusive or special to America; there is noth-
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ing in this that speaks to a special place that America occupies in the divine 
cosmos. For Du Bois, God’s favor, if it is ever earned, will be utterly novel. 

Shulman does not include a chapter on Du Bois, but Du Bois easily 
belongs to the tradition of American prophets he traces. Prophets function, 
Shulman writes, “by founding political community on covenants, which 
create a theater of appearance for action, a constitutional frame for contest, 
and a collective subject liable for its action.”33 In other words, prophets need 
defined communities to speak to. In turn, the prophetic action of Souls 
relies on a nationally framed covenantal community. Du Bois cannot do 
his work in Souls—the work of rewriting the national story for black and 
for white—without the nation, the American nation. What prophets like 
Du Bois show is that it is possible to produce a politics—a political theol-
ogy—that is democratic and committed to local forms of identification, 
including national politics, without engaging in religiously nationalistic 
demagoguery. A Du Boisian political theology provides the possibility of an 
American nation that worships something other than itself. 

Du Bois’s Jewish Problem

From the moment of its publication, Souls stunned readers not simply with 
its lyricism and beauty but with a type of moral force. Souls was and is a text 
on the side of righteousness and justice, and to this day, readers cannot fail 
to be moved by the way the text remonstrates and then expands the Ameri-
can account of who counts as fully human. 

It is thus notable that there are eight places in Souls where Du Bois 
makes specific reference to Jews, and all them are vilifying. In Souls, the 
Jew is represented as the “heir to the slave-baron.” Du Bois depicts Jews as 
leaping into a power vacuum post-Reconstruction, capitalizing on social 
chaos. Jews seize land and “squeeze more blood from debt-cursed tenants” 
through mercenary ways.34 Jews, as Du Bois portrays them, assume roles 
long held by whites. Is it too much to suggest that Du Bois’s charges against 
Jews are that they have become a signifier of all that it means to be “white”? 

In the decades after publication of Souls, philanthropist Jacob Schiff, Rabbi 
Steven Wise, and historian Morris U. Schappes all pointed out the offending 
passages to Du Bois.35 At first, Du Bois “stoutly denied” the impression of 
anti-Semitism in his work,36 and the ugly references to Jews remained until 
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Du Bois began to prepare a Fiftieth Anniversary Jubilee Edition for the Blue 
Heron Press. In a letter to Herbert Aptheker, Du Bois acknowledged that 
his references to Jews were “unjustly maligning a people in exactly the same 
way my folk were then and now falsely accused.”37 Du Bois first resolved 
to change these passages, and then, in a curious train of logic, he vacillated. 
Though “even unconscious repetition of current folklore such as the con-
cept of Jews as more guilty of exploitation than others had helped the Hit-
lers of the world,” and though “my first impulse was to eliminate all those 
references to Jews,” Du Bois concluded: “But this I finally realized would 
be historically inaccurate. I have therefore with some regret let the passages 
stand as written believing that other references to Jews in this very book and 
my evident personal indebtedness to Jewish culture will absolve me from 
blame and unfairness.”38 Yet he reconsidered once again and finally elimi-
nated all derogatory references to Jews for the 1953 edition. Interestingly, in 
the foreword to the Jubilee Edition, “Fifty Years Later,” Du Bois speaks in 
only the most generic terms about the “less than half-dozen alterations in 
word or phrase and then not to change my thought as previously set down 
but to avoid any possible misunderstanding today of what I meant to say 
yesterday.”39 Indeed, in making no reference to the specific changes he made, 
Du Bois, it might be said, seeks to erase even the trace of anti-Semitism. 

What are we to make of the original references to Jews in Souls and 
Du Bois’s subsequent emendations? I find little value in contemplating them 
if they are used to make fundamental pronouncements on the anti-Semitism 
of Souls or of Du Bois. In our modern moment, claims of anti-Semitism are 
totalizing; they have the effect of elevating concerns about Jews above all oth-
ers. In truth, the anti-Semitic passages in Souls are not only few but marginal 
to the main effort of the text to rewrite the narrative on African American 
contributions to American life. And, as Du Bois hoped, from all of the other 
evidence of his relationships to Jews—from his friendships, to expressions of 
sympathy with Jews under Nazi Germany, to his support of Jewish Palestine 
and the creation of the state of Israel—Du Bois has no need to defend him-
self against the charge of anti-Semitism.40 

However, I find myself still interested in these passages, interested, that 
is, in asking further questions about how they might possibly relate to the 
whole. It is, I think, compelling to ask how or whether these references to 
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Jews affect what I see as efforts in Souls to intervene in a white Christian 
theology of American exceptionalism. In other words, is there a way in 
which the presence, and then absence, of Jews in the text affects what I see 
as the overriding political theology in Souls? 

Scholarly questions about these passages have been rare. I have found 
only one full-length treatment of Du Bois’s references to Jews, Michael 
Kramer’s essay “W. E. B. Du Bois, American Nationalism, and the Jewish 
Question.” In the main, scholars have been quick to dismiss Du Bois’s ma-
ligning references to Jews as an all-too-human example of the way even 
the most stalwart defender of minorities was subject to the ethos of a larger 
anti-Semitic discourse. Typical are comments like these from Blum: “Even 
Du Bois, it appears in this case, in 1903 was a captive to his social and reli-
gious culture.”41 Nothing more follows. 

This only begins to scratch the surface. What more explicitly is this social 
and religious culture to which Du Bois is in thrall? I suggest that Du Bois’s 
anti-Semitic comments speak not of a culture of American anti-Semitism 
but of American nationalism. As I have emphasized previously, Souls is noth-
ing if not a national text. When Du Bois uses his national notions to disrupt 
American exceptionalism, his nationalism is felicitous. In Divine Discontent, 
I go to further lengths to show the way that Du Bois uses national notions 
to imagine a cohesive, self-reliant black American political community; for 
these ends, Du Bois’s nationalism also works propitiously. But nationalism, 
we need no reminding, is dangerously labile. What the Jewish passages in 
Souls should remind us of is that all nationalisms can turn vicious. Du Bois’s 
noble efforts to disrupt white Christian American nationalism function in 
these moments as an exclusionary, nativistic nationalism. 

What are the roots of this type of Du Boisian nationalism? Kramer in-
sists on seeing these troubling passages in Souls as evidence that Du Bois’s 
nationalism derives from the baneful tradition of Treitschkean German na-
tionalism: “In The Souls of Black Folk is Treitschke’s Jew—the quintessential 
figure of otherness, the scourge of nationalism, the telltale mark of Du Bois’s 
intellectual roots in German philosophy.”42 I have my doubts about this. 
First, nowhere does Du Bois ever express any sympathy with Treitschke’s 
politics, which were abominably racist. Lewis tells us explicitly that, while 
in Germany, Du Bois was dismayed by hearing Treitschke lecture.43 Second, 
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as Kramer acknowledges, to the degree that German notions of Volk and 
nation appear in Du Bois, they emerge in substantially altered forms that di-
rectly and deeply appeal to a tradition of American liberalism and egalitari-
anism. Du Bois’s use of the idea of “folk” is deracinated from an oppressive 
Herderian metaphysics that endows Volk with characteristic essences that 
defy historical processes. Throughout Souls and throughout the vast length 
of his career, Du Bois consistently renounces the notion that black people 
represent in essence any one thing, any one set of pursuits or ideals.44 This, 
of course, is not to deny that black people’s experience, their doings and 
sufferings, have provided unifying pursuits and ideals. Black people do have 
gifts to give, and some of them are of the spirit, as Du Bois said. But Du Bois 
constructs his accounts of black ideals and gifts, the souls of black folk, on 
philosophically pragmatic grounds, not metaphysical ones. Du Bois builds 
his notions of race not from German but from an American philosophi-
cal tradition, that of American pragmatism.45 If I am right about this, then 
it is equally plausible that Du Bois’s odious anti-Semitic moments can be 
explained in terms that draw on particularly American national dynamics.

There is nothing more American, as Walter Benn Michaels has shown us, 
than American nativism: that passional push to withhold from certain races 
and certain ethnicities the ticket of American identity. White America with-
holds national confirmation from Jews, other white ethnic immigrants, and, 
of course, blacks. In return, Jews, white ethnics, and blacks struggle to figure 
out ways of claiming an American identity. Michael Rogin’s Blackface, White 
Noise is a decisive account of how Jews laid claim to Americanness and be-
came white by trafficking in racist constructs; Rogin argues that Hollywood 
minstrelsy—Jews “blacking up and then wiping off burnt cork”—served as 
“a rite of passage from immigrant to American.”46 Eric Goldstein argues 
that, at the turn of the century, “it was native-born whites, bent on preserv-
ing a stable and optimistic vision of their national culture, who had the 
greatest stake in seeing Jews take on the role of white Americans.”47 David 
Roediger and Matthew Frye Jacobson tell similar stories about the way 
working-class immigrants traded in racist categories to become white.48 

Black Americans, it needs to be said, also sought the ticket of American 
identity. The dominant thread of nineteenth-century black American reli-
gious and political thought is devoted to claiming an original Americanness; 
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Du Bois’s Souls is a crucial thread in this skein. It is the virtue of much Af-
rican American thought that the wages for these claims for American iden-
tity—from David Walker, to Frederick Douglass, to Maria Stewart—were 
not rooted in exclusionary practices. By and large, African American ac-
counts of black American identity were expansive. But we should not think 
that African American narratives of nationality were immune to America’s 
nativist impulses, including anti-Semitism. No one is more honest on the 
nature of African American anti-Semitism than James Baldwin, who in-
sists that “[Negroes] wear their anti-Semitism as a defiant proof of their 
citizenship.”49 Baldwin suggests that even though black Americans, to be 
sure, could not become white, they could rail against the attempts by Jews 
to, in effect, become white: “The most ironical thing about Negro anti-
Semitism is that the Negro is really condemning the Jew for having become 
an American white man. . . . And if one blames the Jew for having become a 
white American, one may perfectly well, if one is black, be speaking out of 
nothing more than envy.”50 In other words, Baldwin invites us to see black 
anti-Semitism as an impossible attempt to possess the wages of whiteness. 

It is possible to see the Jewish passages in Souls through this lens. As 
noted previously, Du Bois consistently depicts Jews post-Reconstruction 
as assuming the once-held economic roles of whites. In this way, Bald-
win seems prescient: Du Bois traffics in anti-Semitic stereotypes as a way 
of protesting the manner in which Jews are, indeed, becoming white in 
late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century America. Kramer protests 
that “Jews in the South at the time were not, to any significant degree, 
landowners.”51 Yet to exclusively emphasize the historical inaccuracy of 
Du Bois’s depiction of Jews is to ignore the larger cultural dynamics of the 
turn of the century as Jews increasingly are distinguished and seek to dis-
tinguish themselves from blacks. Philip Foner writes: “In the opening years 
of the twentieth century the image of Jews in black writings and speeches 
began to change. . . . Black Americans became increasingly disappointed 
and resentful that Jews, who themselves knew the meaning of persecution, 
of segregation, and the deprivation of elementary human rights, seemed to 
be indifferent to the mounting persecution of blacks.”52 

Thus, it is plausible to hear the Jewish passages in Souls as something 
like the following: “What kind of America allows Jews to possess more of 
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the rights and more of the riches of America—in effect, to allow Jews to 
become white—when it doesn’t allow its true native citizens, black Ameri-
cans, the same sorts of rights and riches? America needs to understand that 
its Jews should not be allowed to become American at the expense of and 
before its black citizens.” However understandable this sentiment may be, 
not only is it plainly nativist but I hear an inrushing of a pernicious form of 
political theology. This reading is poignantly and unfortunately reinforced 
by the nature of the changes that Du Bois makes for the Jubilee Edition 
of Souls. In six out of the eight places where Jews originally appeared, Du 
Bois substitutes “immigrant” or “foreigner.” For example, where the 1903 
version reads, “The Jew is the heir of the slave-baron in Dougherty,” the 
1953 version reads, “Immigrants are heirs of the slave-baron in Dougherty.” 
“This plantation, owned now by a Russian Jew,” is changed to “This plan-
tation, owned now by an immigrant.”53 By substituting “immigrant” for 
“Jew,” Du Bois only reinforces the nativist sentiment of these few passages. 
In an attempt to fix the anti-Semitism of Souls, Du Bois reinscribes not 
only what is plausibly the text’s original nativist tics but the very sort of 
American theological exceptionalism he tries to disrupt. 

Conclusion

What should we make of Du Bois’s nativist references to Jews? What do 
the Jewish passages in Souls have to do with the text’s political theological 
attempt to rewrite American exceptionalism? The passages do not amount 
to a great deal. They are tangential to the larger moves of the text. And 
the historical record on Du Bois regarding both anti-Semitism and immi-
grant-targeted nativism is overwhelmingly clear. Du Bois resoundingly de-
nounced anti-Semitism and even black anti-Semitism: “The source of anti-
Semitism for American Negroes . . . is simply slavish imitation of whites. 
. . . The forces in the world back of anti-Semitism are exactly the same facts 
that are back of color prejudice.”54 Lewis also tells us of Du Bois’s protesta-
tions against unionist support of nativist immigration policies in the 1920s: 
“Du Bois had deplored the collusion of nativists and labor unionists. . . . He 
would have no truck with those Negro leaders who cynically applauded 
immigration restriction as a boon to black labor.”55 It is not apologetics to 
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insist with the vast majority of Du Bois scholars that these small irruptions 
in Souls should be noted but understood as curiosities and anomalies. 

But there is a better reading. The major key of Shulman’s text is the re-
cuperation of democratic possibility in American prophecy. I am, however, 
at this moment reminded of the minor key of Shulman’s work: “Prophecy 
is the office that calls people to fateful ‘decision’ about what and who they 
count as real. . . . The Schmittian aura of ‘decision’ highlights the dangers in 
this prophetic practice of authority.”56 Prophetic politics, Shulman implies, 
have a tendency to run toward the transcendent and the unconditional and 
against the grain of the conditional and the contingent. What I think Shul-
man’s book ultimately reveals is that the best of American democratic po-
litical theology engages these two poles dialectically, conducting a constant 
conversation between the two. Bonnie Honig has a similar conversation in 
this volume in her account of the tension between pedagogy and purge 
in Michael Walzer’s reading of Exodus. Under the best of conditions, the 
transcendent subjects the conditional to criticism; in turn, the conditional 
subjects the transcendent to critical review. Under the worst of conditions, 
the transcendent arrogates total authority; and the conditional, so wrapped 
up in seeing multiple perspectives, is unable to discern right from wrong. 

As a whole, Du Bois’s Souls is a triumph of this dialectic. Du Bois frees 
America from the hold of the rampaging unconditional of white supremacy 
by focusing, first and foremost, on the concrete finitude of black American 
experience. But from these ordinary conditions, as Stanley Cavell might 
call them, Du Bois gives us a text that reaches for the unconditional in its 
rhetoric of souls and new religious ideals. 

Yet in those few moments when Jews become more than who they con-
ditionally are, Souls reminds us of how easily democratic political theology 
can fall victim to its transcendent moods. It lurks, for example, in Ralph 
Ellison’s necessary but also proprietary affirmation of black America’s use of 
the Exodus paradigm: “‘Go Down Moses’ is an absorption of certain Jew-
ish religious traditions, and that’s my possession; no one can take that away 
from me.”57 Democratic political theologians need to train their ears to hear 
and consider critically demands of authority and authenticity. Democratic 
political theology cannot do without these sorts of demands for the clarity 
and strength they provide. At the same time, democratic political theology 
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works best when it uses these demands to initiate chastening conversations 
of self-criticism and self-review. 

Souls is a triumph in that the text as a whole does just this. But, in these 
Jewish passages, Du Bois slightly betrays this very project. They should re-
mind us of how difficult and how fragile democratic political theology 
is. That Du Bois was actually unable to correct his mistakes for the 1953 
version—“immigrants” is no improvement over “Jews”—is a profound 
commentary on how sticky and resolute American national prejudices are. 
Americans would do well to see themselves as forever stuck in a dialectical 
relationship between the unconditional prophetic and the near sight of the 
contingent. And if any of us thinks that our politics are free of the transcen-
dent, that our politics do not partake of the theological, we need to remind 
ourselves: There are no clean souls or Souls.
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Toward a Critical Political Theology of Freedom

corey d. b. walker

Stuart Hall begins his germinal essay “What Is This ‘Black’ in Black Popu-
lar Culture?” with the following question: “What sort of moment is this in 
which to pose the question of black popular culture?”1 It is this question that 
enables Hall to open a line of investigation into the cultural logics, economic 
relations, and political practices that (in)form contemporary racially and eth-
nically en(re)coded cultural productions. With the displacement of dominant 
models of European high culture, the consolidation of US global power and 
the concomitant redefinition and shifting of the focus of cultural production 
from Europe to America, and the political and intellectual decolonization 
of the third world, Hall understands the moment of the emergence of this 
question as critically linked to the changing flows in the geopolitical pro-
duction of knowledge, power, and culture. Hall seeks to exploit the theoreti-
cal opening offered by this reconsideration for exploring the possibilities in 
creating “new spaces for contestations” that will present an “important op-
portunity for intervention in the popular cultural field” (466).

Needless to say, the terrain of culture is not a smooth and unambiguous 
one for Hall. Echoing Antonio Gramsci, Hall recognizes the centrality of 
the field of culture as a critical terrain in making a difference in political 
and ideological struggles. To be sure, such struggles are not without their 
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contingencies and contradictions, as “cultural hegemony is never about pure 
victory or pure domination; it is never a zero-sum cultural game” (468). In 
staging a critical return to the field of popular culture in our contemporary 
moment, Hall seeks to engage the dialectic of culture—the ways in which 
new cultural forms and formations proliferate around the ambiguities of 
difference and marginalization in relation with a resurgence of new cultural 
flows that are resistant to the ideas, images, symbols, and politics of such 
a cultural politics of difference. Such a dialectic attenuates any naïve and 
nostalgic rendering of culture generally and of popular culture specifically. 
Indeed, Hall shows the arena of popular culture, bisected as it is by such di-
chotomies as “high and low; resistance [and] incorporation; authentic [and] 
inauthentic, experiential [and] formal; opposition [and] homogenization,” 
to be always already shaped and formed by the mutual contamination of 
these dyads as well as by the workings of capital (470). But it is with the 
question of “the black” and the signifier “black” that Hall’s essay gains ex-
ceptional critical traction.

Recognizing the critical and material differences that consolidate under 
the term “black,” Hall’s essay is animated by a central tension within the 
discourse of difference and popular culture. That is, to echo the criticism of 
Michelle Wallace, a serious questioning and interrogation of the global as-
cent of the postmodern as a moment in the (dis)continuity of the “now you 
see it, now you don’t game that modernism once played with primitivism, to 
ask whether it is not once again achieved at the expense of the vast silenc-
ing about the West’s fascination with the bodies of black men and women 
of other ethnicities” (467). The workings of (the) “black” cannot escape the 
ambiguities and multiplicities that obtain within this discursive matrix, nor 
can it guarantee a particular form or formation of politics relative to the 
veritable (im)possibility of an absolute categorization of the “black.” To think 
the signifier “black” as well as the subject “the black” is to necessarily engage 
in a reflexive interrogation of the concepts, categories, and frameworks that 
(in)form these constructs along with the material, ideological, and historical 
(con)texts that animate and frustrate such theorizations. 

Hall’s essay is quite instructive for a critical understanding of the theoret-
ical opportunities and limitations of thinking the historical and discursive 
dimensions of “the black,” as well as how new configurations of thought 
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can inform a theoretical and material politics. It is in this spirit that this 
essay begins by rehearsing Hall’s project and extending it to the terrain of 
political theology in elaborating the conditions of possibility for an/other 
type of thinking appropriate for a critical political theology.2 Such a political 
theology is able to think “the black” and the general economy of race with-
out recourse to such theoretical short circuits as a race-relations paradigm 
or a naïve overcoming of race. Indeed, such a project speaks to nothing less 
than a desire for inaugurating a new project of thinking that gestures to-
ward a new horizon for political theology—a political theology of freedom. 

The important task of conceptualizing the critical coordinates for a 
political theology of freedom occurs in a moment bisected by the global 
mobilization of new and violent forms of nationalism and ethnocentrism, 
the ideologically assumed and militarily assured hegemony of capitalism, 
and the use of force to enforce the demands of a geopolitical configu-
ration commensurate with the demands of perpetual war in the service 
of a provisional peace. Within this matrix, we necessarily find ourselves 
justly perplexed as to whether and how to fashion substantive forms of 
thought that not only demonstrate technical competence but also gener-
ate new possibilities for thinking and being otherwise. This task is made all 
the more difficult when these material formations are underwritten—to 
varying degrees—by appeals to the theological that work to authorize, se-
cure, and guarantee the “rationality” of their logic and the “sufficiency” of 
their foundational basis. The invocation of these “theo-logics” highlights 
the precarious situation for thinking and being, particularly for those on the 
underside of modernity, as the boundaries of these new formations seek to 
limit modes of critical interrogation. 

The intellectual ascendancy of the concept of political theology marks 
a new moment in the disenchantment of contemporary forms of thought 
in gaining critical purchase on the contemporary coordinates of our mo-
ment. In turn, the theoretical enchantment of political theology signals a 
deepening of the legitimation crisis that has gripped the political imagina-
tion in recent years. To be sure, the twin acts of the globalization of liberal 
democracy and the waning influence of Marxian-inspired forms of critical 
theory have facilitated the reemergence of political theology as a criti-
cal  category for political analysis and an alternative framework for ar-
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ticulating new political subjectivities and emancipatory political projects. 
Despite the multitude of theoretical and political dreams fueled by various 
elaborations of political theology, these projects exhibit an acute tendency 
to evade any deep and sustained interrogation of one of the historic cog-
nitive and political acts of modernity—race.3 It is here where the free-
dom gestured to by the turn to political theology becomes but a dream 
deferred, for as Charles Long so ably argued, “The issue of race is raised 
within the structures of academic theology. The issue has not so much to 
do with the particular statements regarding race enunciated within a the-
ology or by a particular theologian. The issue has more to do with the his-
torical, religious, and philosophical structures of the intellectual task itself 
as this task implicates the meaning of race.”4 Thus, the (re)turn to political 
theology must stage a critical confrontation between contemporary elabo-
rations of forms of theological thinking and a critical understanding of the 
function of race in developing the conditions of possibility for a style of 
thinking that not only has purchase in exposing the contradictions of the 
dominant intellectual protocols of critical thought and political practice, 
but also ruptures the spiritualized suture of democracy—in both its liberal 
and radical forms—and freedom. In so doing, we will be better positioned 
to formulate a conception of political theology attentive to the theoreti-
cal demands of race while elaborating the conditions of possibility for the 
inauguration of a new practice of freedom.

This essay undertakes a critical excavation of the manner in which those 
individuals signified as “black” authorize an/other type of thinking that 
is not limited to the racialized and racializing dictates that organize the 
racial logics of the project of modernity. Instead, the black countenances 
a new horizon for thinking with the bodies and logics of those subjects 
who were/are at the ends of the new beginning(s) of the modern world. 
To return to the black as a site of thinking fundamentally reconstructs the 
project of thought, in general, and theology, in particular. Thus, to think 
“black,” we must confront the conditions of possibility of thinking as such 
while simultaneously articulating a strategy to meet the political and theo-
retical challenges inaugurated with the racialist protocols of Western rea-
son.5 In this engagement I will draw on the suggestive insights of Howard 
Thurman’s 1947 Ingersoll Lecture, “The Negro Spiritual Speaks of Life and 
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Death,” to provide the conditions of possibility for a critical political theol-
ogy of freedom that does not flatten or render thinly transparent the (in)
finite range and (in)exhaustible depth of the black. Thurman thus inhab-
its the space of the imagination to facilitate the emergence of a mode of 
thought that resists an epistemic imperialism, particularly the will to clarity 
that so characterizes traditional political theological discourses. Thurman 
thus enables us to think those disqualified knowledges and opaque dimen-
sions of thought that open up new possibilities and practices of freedom.

in rehearsing a history of the influences on his intellectual develop-
ment in his autobiography, With Head and Heart, Howard Thurman swiftly 
recollects, in a single unadorned sentence, his introduction to the thought 
of the South African writer Olive Schreiner: “My introduction to Olive 
Schreiner came one evening when Shorty Collins read ‘The Dream of the 
Hunter.’”6 This sentence comes at the end of Thurman’s rich and detailed 
description of a retreat he attended in September 1925 just prior to em-
barking on his final year of study at Rochester Theological Seminary. Thur-
man provides a comprehensive narrative of the occasion of the retreat, the 
accommodations, the participants, and key speakers along with an itinerary 
of the activities that participants engaged in when not attending to the 
matters of the retreat. We learn that the retreat program “was informal and 
unstructured,” the facilities were rented in “an old hotel that had closed 
for the winter,” and the attendees “ate at a small restaurant operated dur-
ing the summer months by two teachers of home economics at Teachers 
College, Columbia University” (58). We also learn from Thurman that he 
was “impressed by the fact that the theological students from Union, Yale, 
Oberlin, and Rochester were raising essentially the same questions raised by 
the undergraduates from Wellesley, Barnard, and Holyoke” (59). Thurman 
also shares with us that “the afternoons were free for reading, hiking, and 
other forms of recreation” and it was in these moments “when personal re-
lationships deepened into friendships unbroken throughout the intervening 
years” (59). It is after reading that “the evenings were memorable” because 
“this was a time for sharing of treasures” that we come across—almost as an 
afterthought—the sentence where Thurman reminds us of his introduction 
to the thought of Olive Schreiner. 
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The economy of words with which Thurman explicitly communicates 
his “introduction to Olive Schreiner” belies the importance of this event 
in his life and thought.7 Although he does not elaborate on why the World 
War I veteran, pacifist, and noted peace and justice activist George “Shorty” 
Collins chose to share this selection from Olive Schreiner, it is in the re-
markably rich descriptive account of the event of the retreat that we can 
glimpse the signal contribution of this occasion to Thurman’s thought.8 In-
deed, it is later in his autobiography that we learn of the critical importance 
of Thurman’s “experience of encounter” not only with Shorty Collins and 
the Fellowship of Reconciliation—“I found a place to stand in my own 
spirit—a place so profoundly affirming that I was strengthened by a sense 
of immunity”—but, more important, with Olive Schreiner (265).9 “As I 
listened to the reading of ‘Dream of the Hunter,’” elaborates Thurman, “I 
knew that through its portals I was being led into a wonderland of the spirit 
and imagination” (225). Thurman then informs of the lasting trace of this 
encounter: “Since that time, I have secured a copy of any of her writings I 
could find in bookstores or libraries in this country, in England, and in her 
homeland of South Africa” (225).

Nearly half a century after his initial encounter with Olive Schreiner, 
Thurman edited and published a collection of her writings under the title 
A Track to the Water’s Edge: The Olive Schreiner Reader. This reader gathers 
together those essential texts by Schreiner that invited Thurman into the 
expansive space of the imagination. “It was not until I read Olive Schreiner,” 
writes Thurman in the introduction to the volume, “that I was able to es-
tablish sufficient psychological distance between me and the totality of such 
experiences to make the experience itself an object of thought” (226). “To 
make the experience itself an object of thought” was significant for Thur-
man in that it now “became possible for [him] to move from primary ex-
perience, to conceptualizing that experience, to a vision inclusive of all of 
life. The resulting creative synthesis was to [him] religious rather than meta-
physical” (226). From the space of imagination—the creative nexus where 
Thurman was able to give expression to what he terms the unity of life, 
thought, and existence—Thurman is able to develop a practice of thinking 
hospitable to the demands of the depth of experience. 
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Perhaps it is not fortuitous that Thurman reconstructs the scene of this 
encounter as separate moments within his autobiography, since “the auto-
biographical narrative, in selecting, ordering, and integrating the writer’s 
lived experiences according to its own teleological demands, is beholden to 
certain imperatives of imaginative discourse.”10 While the demands of inter-
preting and presenting a narrative construal of his life certainly raise com-
plex issues of structure, style, and meaning, Thurman’s phenomenological 
rehearsal of this episode when repeated with a difference at a later moment 
in the text renders explicit the (in)finite trace of Schreiner’s thought in 
general on his thinking and in particular the invitation to imagination that 
occasions Thurman’s style of thinking that is “religious rather than meta-
physical.” The rehearsal takes on increased importance when we consider 
that it is Olive Schreiner’s “The Hunter,” an enigmatic tale of the quest 
of the Hunter who, with the shuttle of Imagination, pursues Truth. Only 
through a revolutionary patience and persistence with an openness to an-
other knowledge beyond the mundane is the Hunter able to capture but a 
glimpse of Truth. Schreiner’s allegory of the (mis)fortunes of “knowledge” 
(whereby the Hunter’s quest is necessarily misrepresented by his fellows: 
“‘What ails him?’ said his comrades. ‘He is mad,’ said one. ‘No, but he is 
worse,’ said another; ‘he would see that which none of us have seen, and 
make himself a wonder.’ ‘Come, let us forswear his company,’ said all”) pro-
vides the impetus for Thurman to plumb the depths of experience with a 
new thinking acutely attuned to the infinite particular.11 Schreiner’s 1876 
statement, “This intellect is a good thing but it is not everything,” aptly ex-
poses an exemplary thinking that becomes critical for the Hunter—and for 
Thurman as well—in grasping a single feather of Truth.12

certainly the notion of the imagination as a critical resource for think-
ing—and as a site for thinking political theology—has been a recurrent 
yet contested theme in the history of thought. Such an invitation, whether 
viewed with hesitation, such as “the seemingly irresolvable, albeit highly 
productive, contentiousness between Understanding and Imagination; or 
more exactly, between the intellectual synthesis of the categories of Under
standing and the figurative synthesis of productive Imagination” in Imman-
uel Kant, or critically embraced as a preserve of possibility for the fate of 
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thinking, as in Herbert Marcuse’s view of imagination as “breaking the spell 
of the Establishment” and Nathan Scott’s call for a “theology of imagina-
tion” that “renew[s] and reinvigorat[es] at the concrete level of sensibility 
and lifestyle . . . the imaginative style of a people,” brings to the foreground 
the (im)possibilities of the imagination in extending and establishing new 
frameworks of knowledge.13 Moreover, the imagination is highly sugges-
tive of (and susceptible to) the desire to push thought into new (un)critical 
realms of speculation in order to render articulate the sensations and experi-
ences of mind and body, space and time. 

Such was the case with Thurman in his pivotal encounter with Schreiner. 
Religious knowing for Thurman, as it is in Schleiermacher—whom Thur-
man studied with George Cross, the author of the 1911 book The Theology 
of Schleiermacher: A Condensed Presentation of His Chief Work “The Christian 
Faith” that helped renew scholarly interest in the work of the famed theo-
logian—quests “to break through the shackles of finitude in order to dis-
cover the universe that lies beyond humanity.”14 That is, for Thurman the 
impotence of modern thought to critically interrogate, or understand, the 
ever-expanding awareness of human thought, consciousness, and experi-
ence in general and religious experience in particular raised to a heightened 
level the limitations of thinking proper. 

Of course, to raise the notion of the imagination, particularly with ref-
erence to the question of political theology, and link it to a practice of 
critical thinking conjures the specter of an unbridled and undisciplined 
irrationalism or, in more explicit terms, a vulgar emotionalism. Indeed, 
since Marx’s (in)famous injunction regarding the criticism of religion as a 
necessary prerequisite for the proper function of criticism captured in his 
oft-quoted statements—“For Germany, the criticism of religion has been es-
sentially completed, and the criticism of religion is the prerequisite of all 
criticism” and “The immediate task of philosophy, which is in the service 
of history, is to unmask human self-alienation in its secular form now that it 
has been unmasked in its sacred form”—we readily recognize that calls for 
the imagination as a critical resource must meet quite explicit and robust 
criteria for any proper and deliberate consideration for inclusion in the 
project of thought.15 If not, the imagination as a site to host an inquiry into 
the plenitude of thinking new modes of political theology does not extend 
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the terrain of thought in any significant way and almost by necessity ar-
rests the development of any critical possibilities of freedom. 

Thurman’s receptivity to the possibilities of the imagination, forged 
within a moment of intense contest over the past and future prospects for 
thinking in a modern and scientific age, offers us an invitation to reassess 
the possibilities of the imagination as a site of thinking able to host the 
multitudinous questions that consolidate within what is colloquially termed 
the “return of religion” in our contemporary intellectual and political mo-
ment. It is the spectral pre(ab)sence of religion and its analogue, political 
theology, that challenges today’s religious and theological studies scholars 
with the necessity to fashion a practice and to think anew our engagements 
with these very phenomena in our contemporary conjuncture. To this end, 
we have been inundated with a plethora of proposals advanced to meet this 
challenge in the academic study of religion ranging from projects advocat-
ing various (re)readings of orthodox religious categories, frameworks, and 
sources to dialogic engagements between religion and contemporary the-
ory to epistemic and methodological interrogations of the disciplinary aims, 
goals, and foundations of the study of religion. But should we not learn to 
think with the specter? That is, should we once again revisit the empty tomb 
of religion to confront the critical question of what are the possibilities for 
a critical political theology? Can such a project emerge from another “cor-
pus of sensibility”? It is here where Thurman’s reception to the imagination 
and his welcoming of its potential in hosting an interrogation of his experi-
ences as “an object of thought” presents the critical conditions of possibility 
for such a critical political theology of freedom. 

taking up Dean William Sperry’s invitation extended to him in 1946, 
Howard Thurman delivered the annual Ingersoll Lecture on the Immor-
tality of Man in Andover Chapel at Harvard University on April 14, 1947. 
For this lecture, he chose as his topic “The Negro Spiritual Speaks of Life 
and Death.” Thurman began his investigation into the spirituals while serv-
ing a joint appointment as professor of philosophy and religion at More-
house and Spelman colleges in the late 1920s. It was the occasion of taking 
charge of daily chapel service for the week of October 15–19, 1928, at 
Spelman when he formally “began a long quest into [his] own past as the 
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deep resource for finding [his] way into wholeness in the present” (78).16 
Thurman’s journey into this cultural form not only to wrest a message of 
personal validation and fulfillment but also to see “what they could tell . . . 
about life and death” required an intellectual imagination attuned to the 
questions of time, historicity, and meaning while not reducing the theoreti-
cal and experiential expressions of spirituals to a logic of the same (216). 
Thus, Thurman’s task was to explicate the meaning(s) of life and death in 
the spirituals while simultaneously establishing “a beachhead of thought 
about the slave’s religious creativity” (217). In so doing, Thurman exercises 
an (un)timely imagination that thinks the depth of mortality in order to 
disrupt the narrative of immortality.

Thurman’s decentering of the logic of immortality followed an earlier 
effort by his former teacher, Rufus Jones, whose 1943 Ingersoll Lecture, 
“The Spell of Immortality,” sought to enact a similar disruption. Thurman 
encountered Jones soon after being arrested by Jones’s thought in Finding 
the Trail of Life. He spent several months in 1929 attending Jones’s philoso-
phy lectures and his special seminar on Meister Eckhart at Haverford Col-
lege as a Fellow of the National Council on Religion in Higher Education 
(76). With Jones, Thurman “was invited but never urged to travel” the same 
intellectual path as his teacher while pursuing investigations into the life 
and thought of Madame Guyon and Saint Francis of Assisi and the exem-
plary ways in which “mystic discourse itself,” as Michel de Certeau reminds 
us, “had to produce the condition of its functioning as language that could 
be spoken to others and to oneself ” (76).17 “Disillusioned over arguments 
for immortality,” Jones’s 1943 lecture presents “some experiences of persons 
through the ages . . . who in a peculiar degree have lived under a spell of 
immortality,”18 and Jones articulates the conditions of possibility for pre-
senting these (extra)ordinary experiences:

We live and do our thinking, for the most part, too exclusively in the sphere 
and dominion of what Coleridge, and Kant before him called the “under-
standing”—Verstand. Its function is to organize, and categorize, that is to 
say, to handle logically, intelligently, the facts of the possible experience of a 
world that can be presented to sense, dealt with in terms of space-time and 
explained in a relation of cause and effect. But they both, and all the peren-
nial thinkers, recognize in us higher capacities of Reason, Nous, Pneuma, 
Logos-Sophia, Vernunft—“Reason in its most exalted mood”—by which we 
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enter, partake with, and share in an Over-world of essential spiritual Real-
ity. On this level the Above and the below meet, and we see rather than 
argue. We live our way into the Eternally Real rather than endeavor to prove 
and defend it by the way of categories, intended for lower-case matters. Of 
course this distinction must not be pushed to the extent of dualism. It only 
means that Reason operates on more than one story, more than one level, 
and that we are as truly rational beings when we have imaginative dominion 
over experience.19

The “imaginative dominion over experience” where Jones locates the pos-
sibility for understanding the meaning of the experiences for the historical 
subjects of his lecture must be radicalized in order to account for the ex-
periences of those racialized others who exist within, outside, and beyond 
history and whose very pre(ab)sence constitutes a critique of the normality 
of time and meaning that coordinates the very constructions of (im)mor-
tality. Thus, the path that is opened up by Jones’s invitation is taken with a 
difference by Thurman in his lecture of 1947.

Thurman’s Ingersoll Lecture interrogates the phenomena of the “songs of 
life and death,” as he refers to the Negro spirituals, in order to glean “some 
of the insights to be found” in them.20 Before plunging headlong into this 
discourse, Thurman recognizes that the spirituals require an/other kind of 
thinking, since “to be sure, the amazing rhythm and the peculiar, often weird 
1-2-3-5-6-8- of the musical scale are always intriguing and challenging to 
the modern mind” (12). In other words, the logic of the spirituals does not 
translate in exact correspondence with the logic of the modern musical 
scale. But the logical gap is not one that can be sutured by proffering a new 
logical framework or the formalization of the logic of music proper; rather, 
what is needed is the inauguration of a thinking that is able to think the “il-
logical” fragments of thought and experience, time and space, history and 
memory, for as Thurman states, “the real significance of the songs, however, 
is revealed at a deeper level of experience, in the ebb and flow of the tides 
that feed the rivers of man’s thinking and aspiring” (12). The logical frame-
works and codes that have heretofore authorized, legitimated, and trans-
lated what is classified as the acceptable and translatable sounds of modern 
music must be rethought through a register that is able to make sense of 
these songs whose significance “is revealed at a deeper level of experience.” 
Analogous to his former teacher’s critique of what passes for the totality 
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of thinking, Thurman’s criticism of modern thought is not formulated on 
a dichotomous logic. Instead, he recognizes, akin to the idea advanced by 
Walter Benjamin in his programmatic essay “The Task of the Translator,” 
that “the task of the translator consists in finding that intended effect upon 
the language into which he is translating which produces in it the echo 
of the original,” that “an examination of the insights to be found here” does 
not quest for originality “in any personal or private sense” but instead must 
meet the challenge of the authentic in a very (in)authentic language and 
thought.21 That is, in (re)reading the Negro spirituals for a critical under-
standing of conceptions of life and death—a theory of (im)mortality—the 
goal is not identity, for is it not (im)possible on the basis of a logic of identity 
to find the necessary correspondence with “the alchemy of . . . the world of 
nature, the stuff of experience, and the Bible, the sacred book of the Chris-
tians who had enslaved [them]?” (13). Rather, what is required is a critical 
epistemic openness to an event of disclosure of “the unique factor of the 
inspiring revelation . . . in that in the presence of their naked demand upon 
the primary sources of meanings, even without highly specialized tools or 
skills, the universe responded to them with overwhelming power” (13).

“How significant is death?” (15). With this question, Thurman excavates 
the history and experience of death in the life of the enslaved and thinks 
through its multiple meanings in confronting the condition of finitude and 
its work on/in the world. Thurman’s archaeology of death confronts the 
very facticity of death that cannot be denied, repressed, or evaded. “Death 
was a fact,” Thurman writes, “inescapable, persistent. For the slave, it was 
extremely compelling because of the cheapness with which his life was 
regarded. The slave was a tool, a thing, a utility, a commodity, but he was 
not a person. He was faced constantly with the imminent threat of death, 
of which the terrible overseer was the symbol, and the awareness that he 
(the slave) was only chattel property, the dramatization. . . . The situation 
itself stripped death of dignity, making it stark and nasty, like the difference 
between tragedy and melodrama” (13–14). Thurman reveals that the very 
ubiquity of death not only evacuates the exalted meaning of death as the 
absolute limit condition of humanity but, because of its ordinariness as a re-
sult of the middle passage to modernity, it must be rearticulated as the very 
precondition of the existence of the enslaved.22 The existential datum of death 
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then does not occasion the affective and reflective moment Nathan Scott 
describes in his discussion of Heidegger’s ontology: “[T]he terrible dread 
that comes as we begin to reflect on the oblivion that ultimately awaits 
us, then, immediately—as we feel ourselves to be moving merely from 
‘thrownness’ (Geworfenheit) to death—the world sinks into a profound kind 
of insignificance, and the only thing that remains is the primordial Noth-
ingness.”23 Indeed, as the enslaved is nothing in the sense that the enslaved 
as chattel, as property, does not register within the theoretical framework of 
being proper, the very possibility of recognizing a meaning emerging from 
this being is foreclosed. Thus, with the (in)significance of death, Thurman’s 
concern now confronts the always already question, “Is [death] the worst of 
all possible things that can happen to an individual?” (15). 

The facticity of death serves as an invitation for Thurman to (re)think it 
as the limit condition par excellence for humanity. Death as the ultimate 
threat for moderns that authorizes the Heideggerian truth of “my being 
always totally vulnerable to the power of death” is confronted in the refrain 
of the spiritual “Oh Freedom!”:

Oh Freedom! Oh Freedom!
Oh Freedom, I love thee!
And before I’ll be a slave,
I’ll be buried in my grave,
And go home to my Lord and be free. (15)24

Since “the attitude toward death is profoundly influenced by the experience 
of life,” the uncanny response of “Oh Freedom!” does not echo within a 
philosophical framework that thinks the absence of death, of considerations 
of death, of the categorical imperative of death. Rather, the pure presence of 
death—its everydayness—as the concrete existential datum for the enslaved 
must then disclose another logic that treats the very question of finitude 
not as that which is forgotten but the fundamentum of human existence. 
The disclosure of death as the existential analytic conditions an intelligibil-
ity articulated within this spiritual that accepts and affirms the being of the 
enslaved prior to the condition of slavery in relation with the world. Thus, 
we come to understand that the response to the always already question of 
“Is it the worst of all possible things that can happen to an individual?” is 
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“Obvious indeed it is here that death is not regarded as life’s worst offering.” 
Thurman continues:

There are some things in life that are worse than death. A man is not com-
pelled to accept life without reference to the conditions upon which the 
offering is made. Here is something more than a mere counsel of suicide. It 
is a primary disclosure of an elemental affirmation having to do directly, not 
only with the ultimate dignity of the human spirit, but also with the ultimate 
basis of self-respect. We are face to face with a gross conception of the im-
mortality of man. (15–16)

One is not “running toward death” since death is the inescapable fact of the 
very nothingness that is the precondition of the veiled being of the enslaved. 
Moreover, the certainty of death does not court the theater of the absurd 
and its logical response of suicide.25 Rather, death’s omnipresence is ren-
dered as an affirmation of presence in plenitude. 

Recognizing “the primary disclosure of an elemental affirmation” fa-
cilitates a truth with respect to immortality, since, as Heidegger reminds us, 
“‘There is’ truth only in so far as Dasein is and as long as Dasein is. Entities are 
uncovered only when Dasein is, and only as long as Dasein is, are they dis-
closed.”26 This disclosure effects a decentering of what Rufus Jones termed 
“the spell of immortality” in his Ingersoll Lecture of 1943: that is, a concep-
tion of immortality that is out-there to be grasped as an entity or an object 
of knowledge independent of human existence. “A radical conception of 
the immortality of man is apparent,” Thurman posits, “because the human 
spirit has a final word over the effect of circumstances” (16, emphasis added). Thur-
man’s immanent notion of immortality is possible because of the conditions 
of intelligibility that have been disclosed through the enslaved’s (pre)reflec-
tive disclosure of death. Thurman writes:

The fact that death can be reduced to a manageable unit in any sense, what-
soever, reveals something that is profoundly significant concerning its char-
acter. The significant revelation is in the fact that death, as an event, is spatial, 
time compressed, if not actually time bound, and therefore partakes of the 
character of the episodic. Death not only affects man by involving him con-
cretely in its fulfillment, but man seems to be aware that he is affected by 
death in the experience itself. There is, therefore, an element of detachment 
for the human spirit, even in so crucial an experience. Death is an experience 
in life and a man, under some circumstances, may be regarded as a spectator 
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of, as well as a participant in, the moment of his own death. The logic here is 
that man is both a space binder and a time binder. (17)

For Thurman, the Negro spirituals provide a critical disruption of an im-
poverished conception of death in which death is the limit condition. 
Rather, death discloses and introduces new meanings, conceptions, and 
formulations of the experiences of life as well as of space and time. In-
deed, as Charles Long reminds us when reflecting on Thurman’s “medita-
tive critique,” “one cannot hope that the structures of history that created 
the terror of temporality will be in continuity with a temporality of salva-
tion. There must be another source for the overcoming of time.”27 Death 
as articulated in and through the spirituals serves as a ground for another 
temporality that exceeds the calculus and discipline of time. In so doing, the 
time of death thematizes an ontological time of life not as finite and mortal 
but as infinite and immortal. 

“A reflective disclosure can critically introduce meanings, perspectives, 
interpretive and evaluative vocabularies, modes of perception, and action 
possibilities that stand in strikingly dissonant relations to already available 
meanings and familiar possibilities, to already existing ways of speaking, 
hearing, seeing, interpreting, and acting.”28 The Negro spirituals open a 
type of thinking that is not immediately available with the modernity of 
death. That is, death cleansed and mystified of the ordinary and the every-
day—as Thurman submits, “We are all of us participants in the modern 
conspiracy to reduce immediate contact with death to zero”—thus iso-
lated and removed from the time-space of human existence, it must then be 
thought as the condition of finitude that is forgotten. Such a conception 
of death is inauthentic for Thurman not only because “[t]his concept[ion] 
regards death merely as a private option, private because it involves the 
single individual as if he and he alone existed in all the universe” but also 
because “if death were not implicit in the fact of life in a time-space dimen-
sion, then in no true sense would there be any authentic options in human 
experience” (16). Against this understanding, Thurman reminds us, “This 
was not the situation with the creators of the Spirituals” (19). The fact of 
death that Thurman renders in a remarkably rich phenomenology of death 
opens up a significance that refocuses thought on a discarded and disturbing 
thinking—a thinking that is “not the ‘other’ of reason” but another think-
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ing hosted within a capacious and critical imagination able to confront the 
plenitude of the presence of death. Thus, Thurman explains: “[T]he great 
idea about death itself is that it is not the master of life. It may be inevi-
table, yes; gruesome, perhaps; releasing, yes; but triumphant, NEVER. With 
such an affirmation ringing in their ears, it became possible for them, slaves 
though they were, to stand anything that life could bring against them” (24). 
“The radicality of Thurman’s thought and technique,” as Charles Long cor-
rectly assesses, “is in the manner in which he forces us to entertain another 
option regarding religion, historicity, and truth.”29

Thurman’s reading of death that registers “the note of the transcendence 
of death is never lacking” in the Negro spirituals incorporates and advances 
a proposal that recalibrates the coordinates of life to a perspective of authen-
tic life that encompasses the experiences of anxiety, despair, disappointment, 
discouragement, frustration, and loneliness (24). To confront the contradic-
tions and contingencies cannot be collapsed within the “double conscious-
ness of DuBois [because that] places us within the dilemma of historical 
time [and thus] Thurman hopes to resituate the problematic within the 
structures of [the Spirituals] as the locus for a new rhythm of time”—and 
thus, of life.30 Thurman’s interrogation of the meaning(s) of life is formally 
opened by the questions, “Was life merely a ‘veil of soul-making’? Was it 
merely a vast anteroom to the great beyond? Was it regarded as an end 
itself? Or was it a series of progressions, a pilgrimage, a meaningful so-
journ?” (24). Thinking the preserve of possibility of the Negro spirituals in 
fashioning a response to these questions forces a critical confrontation with 
conceptions of life that evade the materiality of human existence. That is, 
the spirituals reveal the inescapability of “such experiences [that] are inher-
ent in the process itself. Hence: Let us cheer the weary traveler, Let us cheer the 
weary traveler, Along the heavenly way” (25). However, the disappointments of 
life need not warrant a turn to nihilism, because life incorporates a concep-
tion of time that obviates recourse to an absolute meaninglessness that then 
overdetermines death. In other words, the conception of time that is bound 
up with Thurman’s formulation of death disclosed in the logic of the spiri-
tuals prompts us to reformulate the conception of the time of life.

Thurman thus reads temporality not as a Sartrean No Exit circle with 
an end in the logic of suicide; rather, life is becoming, “a pilgrimage, a 
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sojourn,” whose proper backdrop “is beyond the vicissitudes of life with 
God!” (32). To be sure, Thurman’s reading is not simply the consummation 
of life in a repetition of the God of traditional metaphysics or what Hei-
degger calls “onto-theo-logy.” Rather, it is in relation to life as/and noth-
ing that offers up precisely the infinite vastness of the excessive totality of 
life that forms the point of entry to the very question at hand. Thurman 
then elaborates a theory of time that underwrites such a conception of life, 
first by delineating the conditions of intelligibility of time as “a familiar 
theme of the human spirit”:

We are dealing with a striking theory of time. Time is measured in terms of 
events, actions, therefore intentions and desires. All experience, then, is made 
up of a series of more or less intense meaning—units that may fall in such 
rapid succession that the interval between is less than any quantitative value. 
Within the scope of an event-series all of human life is bound. Freedom can 
only mean, in this sense, the possibility of release from the tyranny of suc-
ceeding intervals of events. The totality of life, then, in its existential aspects, 
is thus completely exhausted in time. (32)

Such a conception of time renders life as that which is absolutely bound, 
and “death in such a view means complete cessation of any sense of inter-
val and therefore of any sense of events. In short, here death means either 
finality or complete absorption from time-space awareness” (32). This con-
ception leads by necessity to a vicious dualism between the finite and the 
infinite that forecloses any possibility of the immanence of transcendence 
that is the foundation of coming to an awareness of the meaning(s) of ex-
istence. Thus, Thurman astutely notes the ontological implications of such 
a rationality: “[W]hatever transpires beyond death, while it can be thought 
of only in terms of time-space intervals, is of another universe of discourse, 
another quality of being” (32).

Instead of the trap of “calculative thinking” that presupposes the summa-
tion of time in death, Thurman opens a thinking into “a question as to the 
relation between before and after in terms of death and life” (32–33).31 The 
theory of time disclosed by the spirituals breaks a bounded conception of 
time that reduces the meaning of life and death. Thurman explains:

There seems to be no real break between before and after. Any notion of 
the continuity of life that transcends the fact of death is significant because 
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of the advantage that is given to the meaning of life. . . . In light of man’s 
conscious experience with life, death seems to be a moment for the release 
of potentials of which the individual is in some sense already aware. Life then 
becomes illustrative of a theory of time that is latitudinal or flowing. . . . Life 
always includes movement, process, inner activity and some form of irrita-
tion. Something more is implicit than what is apparent in any cycle or series 
of cycles that sustain all manifestations. . . . To think of life, then, as a pilgrim-
age means that not only is life characterized by an undertow of continuity 
but also that the individual has no alternative but to participate responsibly 
in that continuity. (33–34)

The basic presupposition of this conception of time is predicated on think-
ing life as living. By welcoming this thinking, Thurman becomes aware of 
an intelligibility disclosed in the spirituals that is committed to an inex-
haustibility of the materiality of transcendence. 

thurman’s critical examination of the Negro spirituals reawakens the 
question of the meaning of life and death by jettisoning commitments to im-
mortality that hold them as temporally and ontologically separate phenom-
ena that only presage the more ponderous question of an absolute transcen-
dent immortality. Immortality as such is inconceivable except outside history. 
For the enslaved, such a conception would render the omnipresence of death 
omnipotent with the corollary effect of evacuating human existence of all 
meaning. For Thurman the spirituals countenance a thinking that eschews an 
either/or logic, creating the space for an exemplary logic that grounds a criti-
cal observation that Thurman’s teacher George Cross made in his 1922 classic 
Creative Christianity: “There can be no genuine knowledge of the universe 
in which we live our life, except on the presupposition of the immanency, 
permanency, and integrated unity of the forces and laws of the universe.”32 
Thus, with Thurman’s explication of the spirituals we “becom[e] more aware 
of our role in disclosing the world, we come to see that ‘we are responding 
to something that is not us,’ and so we come to see our relation to the world 
quite differently.”33

Thurman’s invitation to imagination “disrupt[s] the entrenched order and 
orderliness of a discursive terrain” of immortality that evacuates the meanings 
of the intimate relation of death to life.34 In this instance, the Negro spirituals 
disturb the sedimented—and segregated—ways of thinking the question of 
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immortality, thus inaugurating an exemplary thinking that reorders not only 
the coordinates of life and death but also the preserve of freedom. The occa-
sion of the spirituals not only breaks the grip of onto-theology—“There was 
no elaborate scheme of separate office and function between God and Jesus 
and only a very rare reference to the Holy Spirit. . . . In short, God is active in 
history in a personal and primary manner” (38–39)—but also opens up a cre-
ative space of freedom not wedded to the traditional metaphysical distinctions 
of inner/outer, life/death, and mortality/immortality. “If time is regarded as 
having certain characteristics that are event transcending,” Thurman surmises, 
“and the human spirit is not essentially time bound but a time binder, then 
the concept of personal survival of death follows automatically. For man is 
never completely involved in, nor absorbed by, experience. He is an experi-
encer with recollection and memory—so these songs insist. The logic of such 
a position is that man was not born in time, that he was not created by a time-
space experience, but rather that man was born into time. Something of him 
enters all time-space relationships, even birth, completely and fully intact, and 
is not created by the time-space relationship” (NS, 52). In addition to reread-
ing the spirituals as a relational reconceptualization of the key coordinates of 
time and being with respect to the notion of immortality, Thurman’s proposal 
radically suggests the conditions of possibility for thinking immortality, the 
site par excellence, are the strange utterances of the excluded others of reason. 
However, the knowledge of such is revealed not in and through the coordi-
nates of rationality proper but through the critical exercise of imagination. 

“We may dismiss, then, the symbolism of these songs as touching life and 
death,” Thurman warns, “if we understand the literal truth with which they 
have to do. The moment we accept the literal truth, we are once again faced 
with the urgency of a vehicular symbolism. The cycle is indeed vicious” 
(NS, 55). To (mis)read the spirituals through a logic of identity is to arrest the 
development of thinking that—as the history of modern thought demon-
strates—takes the meaning of the spirituals as the absolute acknowledgment 
of a racialized Other instead of a disclosure of the very conditions of pos-
sibility of freedom. 

Stuart Hall returns to the site of black popular culture in raising the ques-
tion concerning the racial logic that governs the “black” in the formation of 
black popular culture as well as the conditions of possibility that inform the 
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conjuncture in which the question is raised. Hall is thus able to suggest that 
the politics of the “black” may open up a space within the cultural terrain 
to contest dominant configurations of power within the field of popular 
culture. Almost half a century prior to Hall’s critical intervention, Howard 
Thurman territorializes this question in the field of theology and inaugurates 
a practice of critically reading the black within the cultural formation of the 
Negro spiritual. Thurman does not just encode the logic of the black within 
the domain of culture but rather thinks the black in opening up another 
space for the project of thought itself. In so doing, Thurman provides us 
with an untimely thinking of the imagination and “stands,” as Charles Long 
reminds us, “among a small but growing group of Post-Colonial thinkers 
who struggle to provide a proper orientation for that world that might be 
coming.”35 By thinking with Thurman, we may be able to develop a critical 
political theology whose horizon is a “world that might be coming.”
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c h a p t e r  6

t h e  e n e m y ’ s  t w o  b o d i e s 

( p o l i t i c a l  t h e o l o g y  t o o )

gil anidjar

“The body is with the king, but the king is not with the body. The king is a 
thing—.”1 Hamlet’s cryptic statement, which has baffled centuries of read-
ers, only began to make sense in the light of medieval political theology.2 
At the center of this doctrine, famously explained by Ernst Kantorowicz, 
there lies, therefore, a body. More precisely, two bodies lie there—the king’s 
two bodies, along with the possibility of their violent separation.3 Politi-
cal theology, the doctrine of a complex relationship—one might say, the 
community—of sacred and social, divine and human, and of religion and 
politics, comes together and falls apart under the figure of those two bodies 
that are one, the two bodies in one king, the two bodies as one thing: “The 
king is a thing.” 

The striking story of this coming together and falling apart is the nar-
rative, the tragic narrative, of Richard II, a narrative in which, Kantorowicz 
writes, Richard “‘undoes his kingship’ and releases his body politic into thin 
air” (35). “Bit by bit,” Kantorowicz continues, Richard “deprives his body 
politic of the symbols of its dignity and exposes his poor body natural to the 
eyes of the spectators” (36). Political theology, the theory of the king’s two 
bodies, comes together insofar as the king’s body politic, “god-like or angel-
like” (27), remains attached to the king’s body natural. Shakespeare’s play, at 
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the same time that it provides Kantorowicz with a privileged example of po-
litical theology, a privileged example of the unity of the theologico-political, 
also constitutes a staging of the undoing of this unity, “that most unpleasant 
idea of a violent separation of the King’s Two Bodies” (41). 

“Political Shakespeare” here, however, primarily refers to a notion of com-
munity where unity and association—the figure that Kantorowicz empha-
sizes is the “symbol” (17)—provide the focal point of the narrative,4 a unity 
of the “body natural” with “the body politic,” a unity of the sovereign with 
the transcendent source of his authority, a unity of the community with its 
sovereign, and finally, a unity of the secular with the spiritual. In what follows, 
I pursue the work that has been done on political theology in Shakespeare 
and ask about the coming together and falling apart of another community, 
that of Arab and Jew. To be textually more precise, I ask about the commu-
nity and “fellowship” (as Marlowe’s Barabas suggests to Ithamore) of those 
two Venetian bodies who, not quite of the community, are nonetheless “situ-
ated in a potentially threatening position very near the ‘inside’ of authority 
and power.” These two Venetian strangers and Venetian enemies are, then, the 
Moor and the Jew.5

Why this is something! Make account of me
As of thy fellow; we are villains both:
Both circumcisèd, we hate Christians both.
Be true and secret, thou shalt want no gold.6

There is to this day no comparative study, no extended association by 
way of literary analysis of the two plays once best known as The Merchant 
of Venice and The Moor of Venice, an absence that has failed to be noticed 
even by the very few who do engage the comparison.7 This state of affairs 
could hardly be considered arbitrary, for the divide between the two plays 
can be justified, affirmed, and confirmed by way of varied and convincing 
terms. Such terms extend from comedy versus tragedy, religion versus race, 
theology versus politics, and all the way to law versus love, ancient versus 
modern, Jew versus Moor, and more. In the context of political theol-
ogy, moreover, it is striking that The Merchant of Venice presents us with 
multiple examples of successfully negotiated friendships and love affairs, 
whereas The Moor of Venice is filled with betrayal and the falling apart of 
social relations: “all the bonds that link humanity and make living together 
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possible have been dissolved by Iago” writes Allan Bloom,8 and the same 
may be said concerning audience response. As Stephen Greenblatt points 
out, the tragedy of Othello “heightens audience anxiety” and thus performs 
the painful state of dissociation, the harsh separation between the stage and 
an audience who is unable “to intervene and stop the murderous chain of 
lies and misunderstandings.” In contrast, a “sardonic detachment” is impos-
sible to maintain in the case of The Merchant of Venice, where “the audience’s 
pleasure depends upon a sympathetic engagement with the characters’ situ-
ation.”9 It should not be entirely surprising, therefore, that The Moor of 
Venice is predominantly considered a nonpolitical play. Stanley Cavell, for 
example, claims that there is no longer “any argument . . . with the descrip-
tion [that], compared with the cases of Shakespeare’s other tragedies . . . this 
one [Othello] is not political but domestic.”10 

In a different perspective, one will find confirmation of the divide be-
tween the two plays in that The Moor of Venice is located within the sphere 
of politics, even if, as Tom Cohen points out in an illuminating essay, the 
Moor has a negative connection to political power, even if “the Moor never 
represented a sovereign subject to begin with.”11 It is, thus, “more insis-
tently time-bound, concerned with the here and now rather than with 
eternal verities,” whereas The Merchant of Venice clearly stages a struggle over 
metaphysical truths.12 Laurence Danson confirms this line of thought by 
arguing that a “concern with the idea of kingship” may be relevant for a 
number of Shakespeare’s plays, “but it is virtually irrelevant to a consider-
ation of Othello. And similarly with this matter of Christian doctrine: In The 
Merchant of Venice the relationship of justice to mercy, and the theological 
vocabulary the theme entails, is strikingly prominent.”13

It would thus be futile to argue that the division of the two plays, the very 
absence of any extended comparative study, is “wrong.” Indeed, what one 
could call the incomparability, even the incommensurability, of the two plays 
is, to my mind, crucial. For if, as has been argued, the association and dissoci-
ation of theology and politics are at work within each of the two plays,14 the 
narrative that is produced by their separation, its staging in two thoroughly 
distinct plays, becomes highly relevant. And if it is indeed the case that each 
play stages in its own fashion a certain political theology, then the distance 
between the two plays, each of which ostensibly sounds one of the two no-



The Enemy’s Two Bodies    

tions—politics and theology—as its “major” note, this separation of theology 
from politics, comes to the fore as worthy of being read. 

Prefiguring the image of Hobbes’s Leviathan and testifying to the de-
velopment of a notion of corporation and incorporation, of the body as 
a model of community, the theory of the two bodies that articulates itself 
in Richard II found one of its sources in the transfer of Paul’s theology to 
political thought. In Ephesians 5 (Pseudo-)Paul was thus thought to have 
already provided the ground for a political theology: “For the husband is 
the head of the wife just as Christ is the head of the Church, the body of 
which he is the savior.”15

The hermeneutic transfer of this verse from the church to the state, to 
the political sphere “proper” in the hands of medieval jurists, produced a 
new definition of “the relations between Prince and state” on the basis of 
a powerful analogy that led, for example, to basing the staging of corona-
tions on the model of marriage ceremonies. In this way, the classical spirit-
body distinction was refigured, by way of the husband-wife analogy, into a 
theologico-political notion. Hence, if it was said that “the man is the head 
of the wife and the wife the body of the man,” a jurist could infer that 
“after the same fashion, the Prince is the head of the realm, and the realm 
the body of the Prince.”16 Love and matrimony thus provide the analogi-
cal basis for thinking the body politic that is “at one and the same time a 
plural entity consisting of all . . . subjects and a single entity, the King.”17 This 
“bodily thought” considers that rather than institute the opposition of body 
to spirit, the body politic is at once the relationship between the sovereign 
and the community and the community itself. 

Elaborating on Kantorowicz’s research, Albert Rolls can therefore suggest 
that the relationship of Desdemona to Othello (“she shunned / The wealthy, 
curled darlings of our nations” [O, 1.2.67–68]) constitutes an important 
moment toward an understanding of Shakespeare’s political theology. Like 
other Moors in Shakespeare, such as Aaron and Morocco, Othello can no 
doubt claim a political and military status: “I fetch my life and being / From 
men of royal siege” (1.2.21–22). “My parts, my title, and my perfect soul / 
Shall manifest me rightly” (1.2.31–32), a status that, as Iago points out, the 
state itself is temporarily eager to approve (“the state . . . cannot with safety 
cast him” [1.1.145–147]). This politico-military configuration explicitly in-
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cludes Desdemona (even if perhaps inappropriately, or not seriously), whom 
both Othello and Iago figure as a “fair warrior” (2.1.180) or as “the general” 
(2.3.310). 

A well-recognized storyteller and rhetorician, if also a troubled reader, 
Othello ultimately “writes” a story that proves to be a matter of state, wor-
thy of being reported to the state (“and to the state / This heavy act with 
heavy heart relate” [5.2.368–369]). Othello is thus undoubtedly a statesman 
bound to the community and the city of Venice, yet his statesmanship can 
be questioned if the foremost and exemplary member of this community is 
“abused, stolen from me and corrupted / By spells and medicines bought 
of mountebanks,” as Brabantio charges (1.3.61–62), rather than bound to 
him by love as would fit the head and the body.18 Othello himself associ-
ates Desdemona with Venice and may even be suggesting that he is married 
to the city itself when he tells Desdemona: “I took you for that cunning 
whore of Venice / That married with Othello” (4.2.91–92).19 Arguing for 
the political meaning of the “character of the relationship between Des-
demona and Othello,”20 Allan Bloom pursues Brabantio’s questioning and 
relates this strange unity, “the strange love that united Othello and Desde-
mona,” to Othello’s failed statesmanship (38). Bloom concludes by rhetori-
cally performing the analogical gesture that transfers love to politics and, 
more precisely, love to bad politics: “What was supposed to be love now 
turns into a tyranny” (56).

at this moment in the history of the theologico-political, there is little 
doubt that association (or love) strikes the dominant and preferred, if at 
times also tragic, note. It constitutes the political imperative and normative 
ideal that governs the community, as well as the relation of theology to pol-
itics. To revisit the question of Shakespeare’s political theology is therefore 
to pursue the bodies of two lovers, two bodies as—and in relation to—the 
body politic, insofar as they are linked. But it is also to pursue the relation—
of love and enmity, of association and dissociation, of coming together and 
falling apart—that operates between them in Shakespeare’s writing. It is to 
pursue a community in its making and unmaking.21 

The term “political theology” is itself the site of a dissociation, one that 
occurs in Kantorowicz’s own book. There is no doubt that Kantorowicz 
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was well aware of the complex history of this notion, a history that goes 
back at least to Varro, whom Augustine quoted in The City of God.22 Yet 
Kantorowicz abstains from referring to this history and to the fact that the 
phrase “political theology” was revived, in the 1920s, by the German legal 
theorist Carl Schmitt. Like Kantorowicz, who by the 1950s had developed a 
different, more discreet political agenda, Schmitt was engaged in question-
ing the descriptive and prescriptive value of the notion of secularization. He 
lamented, warned against, and questioned the attempt to conceive of politi-
cal existence detached from theology. Hence, Schmitt’s famous statement: 
“All significant concepts of the modern theory of the state are secularized 
theological concepts not only because of their historical development—
in which they were transferred from theology to the theory of the state, 
whereby, for example, the omnipotent God became the omnipotent law-
giver—but also because of their systematic structure, the recognition of 
which is necessary for a sociological consideration of these concepts.”23

In Schmitt’s reading, the political (“the modern theory of the state”) is 
constituted upon the separation of theology from politics (“secularization”), 
yet this separation is not a strict and hermetic rupture. Rather, the separa-
tion itself becomes the site of a “transfer,” of a structural translation of the-
ology into politics. The latter thus preserves theology (even if insufficiently, 
according to Schmitt) as a constitutive moment “within” it. Both medieval 
and modern political doctrines must therefore be understood as moments 
of the theologico-political. Both, in other words, could be described as 
“political theologies.” In Kantorowicz’s account, medieval political theol-
ogy hinges on the king’s two bodies, that is, on the relation between the 
king and the body politic. Constitutive of this complex political relation is 
love, as we saw around the relationship of Othello and Desdemona. More 
important perhaps, and as Schmitt also emphasized, law and jurisprudence 
provide the privileged space of political thought, the privileged space for 
the transfer of theological concepts to political ones. Law and love thus 
constitute a grid according to which one can engage in a reflection on 
the history of political theology, a grid in which these two terms—“law” 
and “love”—appear as founding concepts. The more compelling readings of 
The Merchant of Venice as a reflection on theologico-political issues put the 
two terms at the center of their argument. 



g i l  an i djar     162

Yet to privilege law and love would run the risk of ignoring enmity, and 
more specifically the dissociative dimension with which we began. It would 
run the risk of ignoring the narrative of a “violent separation of the King’s 
Two Bodies” such as it occurs in Richard II and elsewhere. Schmitt’s discreet 
followers (Kantorowicz and Straussians like Bloom) may have placed more 
emphasis on love and friendship, but in so doing they occluded more than 
their relationship to Schmitt. They also ignored that Schmitt had underscored 
the importance of friendship, as well as that of enmity and hostility. Seeking, 
in fact, to determine what the “special distinction” is “which can serve as a 
simple criterion of the political and of what it consists,” Schmitt offers a radi-
cal addition to the distinctions made “in the realm of morality” (good and 
evil) or in the aesthetic realm (beautiful and ugly). As to the political sphere, 
Schmitt writes, “The specific political distinction to which political actions 
and motives can be reduced is that between friend and enemy.”24 Schmitt 
goes on to emphasize that this distinction “denotes the utmost degree of 
intensity of a union or separation, of an association or dissociation.”25 

Another chapter in Shakespeare’s political theology would therefore 
have to ask about the dissociation, about the “undoing” of the unity of the 
king’s two bodies and “that most unpleasant idea of a violent separation” of 
theological from political under the figure of the enemy. It would have to 
ask about the place of the enemy in political theology.26 Hence, whether or 
not Schmitt is correct in asserting that the political entity exists as such only 
insofar as the decision is made regarding the friend-enemy distinction, the 
perspective that he thereby offers for a history of political theology and of 
political history is undeniable, for it underscores the minor note of Shake-
speare’s political theology, the dissonant note of dissociation and enmity. 
Following Schmitt, therefore, and his claim that the failure to decide on 
the friend-enemy distinction is the destruction of the political entity, there 
remains the question of the theological history of that distinction, the theo-
logical history of the concept of enemy. It is this staging of political theol-
ogy considered from the perspective of the friend-enemy distinction that 
Shakespeare places under renewed scrutiny. It is a staging that demonstrates 
that the apparently marginal division, the perhaps only emerging dissocia-
tion of theology from politics, is located in a larger trajectory that hinges 
upon the concept of enemy. Shakespeare maps out this theologico-political 
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trajectory and the crucial moment in which it comes together and apart as 
the history of political theology.

let me restate the obvious. Shylock is a theological enemy. He is “the 
Jew Shylock,” the “mere enemy” (MV, 3.2.260), that is to say, the absolute 
enemy, who hates and is hated on the explicit basis of his religion. And if 
he does lend the money, as Antonio calls on him to do, it is not “as to thy 
friends” but rather “as to thine enemy” (1.3.129–131). Othello, on the other 
hand, “horribly stuffed with epithets of war” (O, 1.1.13), bears all the marks 
of a political and military enemy. Othello, whom Iago—that is, “I hate the 
Moor” Iago—and others call “the general” (2.3.310), is employed against 
the “general enemy Ottoman” (“Valiant Othello, we must straight employ 
you / against the general enemy Ottoman” [1.3.49–50]). Othello fights the 
Turk, and as the final scene suggests, he himself may very well be the “ma-
lignant and turbanned Turk” (5.2.351). As John Gillies writes, “His symbolic 
association with the Turks is a critical commonplace.”27 Othello is a Moor, 
and “the Moors were popularly considered barbarous, heathens naturally at 
war with Christians and Europeans.”28 And though he himself wonders, “Are 
we turned Turks?” (2.3.166), his conversion and, more generally, his religious 
status remain mysterious. As Julia Lupton puts it, “The play never decisively 
determines whether he has converted from a pagan religion or from Islam.”29 

Given the dimness of a “religion question” in the play, any claim that it 
has anything to do with the theological must be prepared to do argumen-
tative battle. Indeed, were one to argue, as Lupton does, that “in Othello 
religious difference is more powerfully felt . . . than racial difference,” one 
would still have to account for the apparent exhaustion of that power in 
the history of Shakespearean criticism.30 Similarly, were one to emphasize 
that “ranking somatic, religious or national differences vis-à-vis each other 
is to continue to think of them as discrete categories,” and indeed that such 
separation is mistaken, as James Shapiro and Ania Loomba do, one would 
still have to account for the way the two plays—and they are two very dis-
tinct plays that cannot be collapsed into each other—stage and sediment 
that separation between the Jew and the Moor.31 

If we return to the matter of the body (or, shall we say, to the matter of 
race), we will notice that in spite of Shylock’s concern with carnality and 
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with flesh and “fair flesh,” his own flesh seems to have failed to inscribe itself 
onto his progeny. Shylock’s flesh “turned,” and there is “more difference,” 
therefore—the difference, one might say, introduced by the word more—be-
tween Shylock’s flesh and Jessica’s, “more difference between thy flesh and 
hers than between jet and ivory” (MV, 3.1.36–37). Between Shylock’s “jet” 
and “fair Jessica’s” ivory, we witness the turns of Samuel Marochitanus, “a 
blackamoor turned white,” a Jew-turned-Christian and therefore white.32 
In Shylock’s case, at any rate, the body of the Jew who, making both “breed 
as fast,” “cannot tell” whether “gold and silver” are as “ewes and rams” 
(1.3.92–93), fails to ensure his own carnality, the reproduction of his own 
flesh.33 As such, Shylock could be said to constitute a peculiar body, one that 
is also devoid of body, devoid of flesh. In his famous monologue, Shylock 
needs in fact to insist that he does have a body, eyes, hands, organs, and 
more: “Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, 
senses, affections, passions?” (3.1.55–57). Standing for the letter of the law, 
for a reading “according to the flesh,” Shylock seems to lack a reliable and 
convincing body—“I never felt it till now” (3.1.81–82); he stands for the 
embodiment of the law and justice while lacking both. “Is that the law?” 
he finally asks. The theological enemy is also the failure to master the flesh. 
Shylock simply doesn’t cut it.

In this, Shylock also fails to stand up to the comparison with Othello. 
Indeed, whereas Shylock consistently fails to exercise and even to under-
stand the law—whereas he fails, as Martin Yaffe recently wrote, even to be 
a good Jew (“far from being a paragon representative of [ Jewish law], he is 
knowingly inconsistent with regard to it”), and whereas Shylock even fails 
to bring down the power of “Jewish” revenge, Othello never fails.34 “His 
problem,” Stanley Cavell convincingly writes, “is over success, not failure.”35 
Both the play as a whole and the character of Othello powerfully recall, as 
Allan Bloom recognizes, “the God of the Old Testament who commands 
love and promises revenge unto the third and fourth generation for those 
who are not obedient.”36 Othello, like the Old Testament God—“He’s that 
he is” (O, 4.1.270), against Iago’s “I am not what I am” (1.1.64)—is indeed 
jealous. He is “the jealous husband” who “acts out on the human scene a 
god’s role; he is . . . a leader who can command and punish wherever he 
goes. He insists on honor and wreaks bloody vengeance on those who dis-
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obey.”37 Othello—“fire and brimstone!” (4.1.233) and “Justice to break her 
sword!” (5.2.17)—is thus not only “a judge”; he is also “a decent general 
doing justice on the basis of acts done” and rightfully regards himself as 
“the dispenser of justice”: “Good, good, the justice of it pleases; very good” 
(4.1.206–207).38 

Yet, with the staging of this “Semitic” justice (as Julia Lupton strangely 
suggests), one could already notice that the very incommensurability be-
tween Shylock and Othello is beginning to feel counterintuitive.39 It is not 
as if Othello could, with any more certainty, be located on the site of the 
successful body or that of the powerful flesh.40 It is not as if he could, with 
any more certainty, be located on the side of the political (or the racial) 
rather than on the side of the theological. In spite of the absence of com-
parative studies of the two plays, in spite of this unremarked if not unre-
markable absence, it would be difficult to dismiss the obviousness of the link 
between them, a link that is at once so strong that it hardly merits linger-
ing, and so weak, so minor, as to go virtually unnoticed in its obviousness. 
Lupton summarizes this obviousness and writes that “Othello, one of Shake-
speare’s middle tragedies, has often been taken as a rewriting of The Merchant 
of Venice:41 both are set in the mercantile city-state of Venice, both employ 
clearly marked ‘others,’ and both use the theme of conspicuous exogamy to 
heighten the conventional comedic situation of young lovers blocked by an 
old father.”42 Allan Bloom concurs and asserts that “Othello and Shylock are 
the figures who are the most foreign to the context in which they move 
and to the audience for which they were intended.”43 Bloom strengthens 
the link between the plays when he states that “Othello is about a man who 
tried to assimilate and failed,” whereas “in The Merchant of Venice, we see the 
soul of a man who refused to assimilate.”44 Finally, Leslie Fiedler humorously 
suggests that, in the writing of the two plays, it is “almost as if Shakespeare 
had said to himself: Let’s try that Venetian fable again, but this time let’s turn ev-
erything upside down.”45

In the light of the claim that, regarding discussions of the Jew Shylock, 
“the distinction between theology and race” has now been “eliminated,” 
it remains therefore striking that most discussions of either one of the two 
plays rarely even mention the other.46 It is as if the author of The Merchant of 
Venice had never even written The Moor of Venice, and vice versa. Even in the 
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works I have mentioned, the divide between the two plays remains so con-
sistent as to become invisible in its peculiarity. Indeed, if, as James Shapiro 
argues on the basis of Shylock’s distinct hue (“jet”) and his association with 
Tubal and Chus (MV, 3.2.285), “The Merchant of Venice provides another in-
stance of the identification of Jews with blackness,”47 and if, as Shapiro also 
has it, “the conventional critical view that what sets Shylock apart is his re-
ligion has deflected attention away from the more complex ways in which 
Shakespeare situates Jews within a larger, confused network of national and 
racial otherness,”48 then the very persistence of the divide between the two 
plays along the very lines of “religious” versus “national and racial other-
ness,” along the very lines of theological versus political, in Shapiro’s own 
work as well as in others, should become conspicuous. It has not.

I cannot conclude without pointing out that as Shakespeare writes and 
as the separation between the two Venetian enemies is reinscribed and sedi-
mented, what comes undone with it is the unity of the theologico-political. 
What was previously considered a complex (if difficult) unity, the coming 
apart of which represented catastrophe or senselessness itself (“The body is 
with the king, but the king is not with the body. The king is a thing—”), 
this unity of theology and politics has come apart in such a way as to be-
come invisible even to those who argue against it. But this coming apart 
occurs in a particular staging, the staging of a separation that logically, his-
torically, and rhetorically precedes the separation of theology from politics, 
of religion from race. 

Beginning with the title, Shakespeare marked the distance between the 
two dimensions of the body politic, the two dimensions of the polis of Ven-
ice, and he did so under the figure of two enemies: the theological enemy 
and the political enemy, the merchant of Venice and the Moor of Venice.49 
The arbitrariness of the decision that separates between Moor and Jew, 
and historically between Muslim and Jew, between Arab and Jew, however, 
could not have failed to appear in Shakespeare’s own text. Indeed, it is strik-
ing that having “convinced” generations upon generations of readers that 
the two plays, indeed, the two bodies, had nothing in common—though 
we all know that “nothing” in Shakespeare hardly amounts to nothing (and 
in fact when Hamlet says “The king is a thing—,” Guildenstern inter-
rupts with “A thing, my lord?” And Hamlet replies “Of nothing”)—it is 
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Shakespeare himself who made manifest that much as the community is 
constituted by the unity of theology and politics, so there is a commu-
nity, unimaginable and dissociative as it is, of two bodies, the Jew’s and the 
Moor’s, or, as Othello himself suggested in a famous variant, of the Moor’s 
and the Judean’s (O, 5.2.345), that invisibly sustains the link between two 
plays that ostensibly address two distinct kinds of “erring” and “extravagant” 
strangers, two distinct kinds of enemies. 

“This passage has not been explained”:50 A jealous husband comes on 
the stage and catches his wife in a compromising position with a man he 
knows to have long been a friend. At this point in The Merchant of Venice, 
Lorenzo (“I shall grow jealous of you shortly, Lancelot, if you thus get my 
wife into corners” [MV, 3.4.26–27]) walks in on Lancelot and Jessica. Then, 
upon Jessica’s report, he hears Lancelot’s criticisms regarding his engage-
ment to “the Jew’s daughter.” Noting that there are two distinct moments 
to Lancelot’s diatribe, “Fair Jessica” reports to Lorenzo with great accuracy 
what Lancelot told her first: “He tells me flatly there’s no mercy for me 
in heaven because I am a Jew’s daughter.” She then goes on to the second 
point made by Lancelot: “and he says you are no good member of the com-
monwealth, for in converting Jews to Christians, you raise the price of pork” 
(3.5.29–33). To this accusation, Lorenzo responds by telling Lancelot that 
he, Lancelot, does, in fact, the “same.” Doing so, Lorenzo illustrates ever so 
fleetingly the comparability of Jew with Moor, of Shylock with Othello: “I 
shall answer that better to the commonwealth than you can the getting up 
of the Negro’s belly. The Moor is with child by you, Lancelot!” (3.5.34–36).

Unreadable as it has remained, Lorenzo’s associating Jew with Moor 
upon the figure of a pregnant body, which may or may not be saved ac-
cording to the spirit (revisiting what results when “mercy seasons justice,” 
Shakespeare would have provided, this time, Othello’s answer: “I that am 
cruel am yet merciful” [5.2.86]), thus appears to produce and dismiss at the 
same time the unimaginable community of Jew and Arab, of theological 
and political enemy. The dual body of the enemy occurs at the moment 
when its salvation, as enemy body, will make it disappear. The two bodies 
are therefore associated at the very moment when their dissociation—the 
dissociation of theological from political—is asserted and denied. This is 
political theology at its best, but it is also political theology at its end. With 
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it, Shakespeare traces the history of the concept of enemy. More important, 
perhaps, Shakespeare announces the modern separation of theology from 
politics, of anti-Semitism from Islamophobia, at the same time that he dem-
onstrates that at the historical root of the theologico-political, one does find 
two bodies, the body of the Jew and the body of the Moor, the Jew and the 
Arab. If the history of reading The Merchant of Venice and The Moor of Venice 
is any indication, the association and dissociation of these two bodies hardly 
stands to reason, but then again, it is “much that the Moor should be more 
than reason” (3.5.40).
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c h a p t e r  7
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t h e  m a l e  m u s l i m

Eracing Othello

daniel boyarin

“The Jew, the Arab constitute the condition of religion and politics.”1 This 
is an essay about the inscription of difference on the body, thus an em-
blem of the social production of “race.” The mark divides two modern 
races, the Semitic and the Aryan, but before the Aryan and Semite, divided 
identically—so I will suggest, if not quite argue—between the Christian in 
Christendom and those circumcised others within, the ones who must be 
expelled. I argue that Othello, in particular Othello’s penis, marks the site 
of the knotting and unraveling of a complex that is intimately bound up 
with what I would call a political theology of race. One wonders if Othello 
(like Daniel Deronda) ever looked at his penis. It is notorious that Deronda 
never “looked down”:2

The text’s insistent reference leads relentlessly to the referent—to la chose, in 
fact: the hero’s penis, which must have been circumcised, given what we are 
told of his story. . . . Deronda must have known, but he did not: otherwise, 
of course, there could be no story. The plot can function only if la chose, 
Deronda’s circumcised penis, is disregarded; yet the novel’s realism and refer-
entiality function precisely to draw attention to it.3

I offer this only to set off the much less studied question of Othello’s penis. 
Othello’s penis seems just as much a mystery (to him) as Deronda’s is to 
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him, for if a child raised for two years among orthodox Jews was surely 
circumcised, so at least as surely was a Muslim man grown to adulthood 
among Muslims. 

Julia Lupton has written: “Looking east, toward Arabia and Turkey, and 
to the northern parts of Africa, Othello would become a Muslim-turned-
Christian, . . . inheritor of a monotheistic civilization already marked by 
frequent contacts with Christian Europe and hence more likely to go ren-
egade.”4 On my reading, this is precisely where we are bound to look, 
for that is what a Moor is and where a Moor comes from. I would only 
slightly refocus the point by remarking that it is not only that the Moor is 
the inheritor of such a monotheistic civilization in contact with Christian 
Europe but that Moors had been ruling much of “Christian” Europe for 
eight centuries, eight hundred years—not only in Spain—and the anxiety 
about the Christianness of Christian Europe itself is at stake in Othello’s 
penis, a circumcised penis penetrating to the very center of Europe:5 that 
“old black ram” tupping/topping, conquering, defeating your white you.6 
Desdemona’s vagina is, in a powerful sense, a displacement of the male 
Christian’s (Brabantio’s) anus, with being sodomized, of course, the histori-
cally classic sign of political/military defeat for a man.7 

It is by now notorious that modern Othello criticism and performance 
practice both are driven by a profound and tenacious feeling that the play 
is about “race,” race as we experience it.8 Reading for race in the mod-
ern sense is as anachronistic—perhaps—as a hypothetical claim that the 
play is about homosexuality, since the latter hadn’t been invented yet.9 The 
compelling, and more correct in my view, generalization about this text 
of Shakespeare’s is that in it we encounter a system of differences that are 
neither racial nor religious, neither sexuality generated nor quite gendered, 
but all of these aggregated, laid on one another in ways that make nonsense 
of (or rather demonstrate the recent construction of ) our own social and 
critical litanies. Oddly, Othello’s alleged “thick lips” and dark skin seem less 
significant a marker of his indelible identity than his hidden penis. I offer 
the notion that the figure of Othello’s ambiguously circumcised penis is as 
important a—or even a more important—signifier of his “race” than the 
color of his skin.10 Lynda E. Boose, who has been thinking in similar direc-
tions, has asked: “Was skin color the most defining feature for constructing 
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Otherness in sixteenth-century England?”11 Julia Lupton has put the point 
even more finely that “in Othello religious difference is more powerfully felt 
than racial difference.”12 This is still to partly miss the point, however, that 
“race and religion” are simply not discrete categories in the play: “race” is a 
religious difference; “religion,” a racial one. The play is, in part, about the re-
fusal of these categories to become or stay discrete, about the impossibility 
of a Christian Moor, as impossible it seems as a Christian Jew. In this brief 
essay I suggest that the ambivalent—but not, I think, ambiguous—fleshly 
sign of Othello’s circumcision and Othello itself provide an exemplary early 
instance of the queering of the very identity markers that form our con-
temporary mantras of race, gender, or religion; or better put, by letting the 
categories of the play form themselves before our reading eyes, we open 
our eyes to the constructedness of our most naturalized of differences, the 
differences between differences.

The first times we meet Othello’s “race,” it is his blackness (and notori-
ously his “thick lips”) that are in evidence:

IAGO 
’Zounds, sir, you’re robb’d; for shame, put on your gown;
Your heart is burst, you have lost half your soul;
Even now, now, very now, an old black ram
Is tupping your white ewe. Arise, arise;
Awake the snorting citizens with the bell,
Or else the devil will make a grandsire of you:
Arise, I say. (1.1.92–98)

“Race,” of course, very much in its modern sense seemingly could not be 
clearer here, and miscegenation, the monstrous image of the rampant black 
penis entering the lily-white female body (as well as the specter of a grand-
child with horns and black skin) is raised with all its fascinating, arousing 
horror. 

When it is linked with another related image, we can see, however, that 
Shakespeare is not simply playing, at any rate, the nineteenth- and twentieth- 
century race card:

IAGO 
’Zounds, sir, you are one of those that will not
serve God, if the devil bid you. Because we come to
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do you service and you think we are ruffians, you’ll
have your daughter covered with a Barbary horse;
you’ll have your nephews neigh to you; you’ll have
coursers for cousins and gennets for germans. (1.1.118–124)

Othello and his sex have thus been figured as bestial in two ways within 
the space of a few lines. But the African here is clearly not the (pagan) sub-
Saharan black African but the Muslim Moor of North Africa. This identi-
fication is, I think, quite decisive for the play. Shakespeare and, indeed, Iago 
are not confused as to the placing of a Moor. He is from Barbary, North 
African [the word Moor refers, at least originally, to Mauretania], a Barbary 
stallion. There is another pun hidden here as well that supports this reading: 
The coursers have hidden within them “corsairs,” as well, Barbary pirates. 
For Iago, his Barbary, Muslim “nature” figures Othello as bestial other, de-
spite whatever “baptism” he has been known to have undergone. And lest 
there be any doubt of Shakespeare’s discrimination with respect to Moors, 
it is important to remember that at the court of Elizabeth, there was a 
Moorish ambassador, the ambassador of Morocco, clearly portrayed in con-
temporary art as a Barbary warrior and not a sub-Saharan “black” (in our 
racialized terminologies).13 

The very images of the Moor’s bestial sexuality mobilized by the Chris-
tian Iago need some fleshing out. If for the rampant male sexuality of the 
ram we have to go to Greece and satyrs (cum devils), for the horses we 
need go no further than Ezekiel 23:20: “There she lusted after her lovers, 
whose genitals were like those of donkeys and whose emission was like that 
of horses.” We need to pay some attention to the differential force of these 
images, let them play out their different logics of miscegenation. In the first, 
Desdemona is herself bestialized through her bestial intercourse. (As Cassio 
says: “Reputation, reputation, reputation! O, I have lost / my reputation! I 
have lost the immortal part of / myself, and what remains is bestial. My rep-
utation, / Iago, my reputation!” (266–269). If, in the first, Othello is rami-
fied, she is rendered sheepish as well. Her fantasized monstrous child, spawn 
of the devil, is so not because his father is a sheep, his mother a human but 
because they are sheep of different colors—seemingly, then, a raced image. 
The horses, however, are an entirely different kettle of fish. Here it is only 
Othello who is rendered a stallion; Desdemona remains a human woman. 
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It is equine nephews, cousins, germans, Barbary corsairs whom Brabantio 
will acquire through this marriage, not even a mule for a grandchild. This 
(ungrammatical) detail suggests strongly that we look to the biblical allusion 
to delve more deeply into Shakespeare’s design here.

The context of Ezekiel 23 will provide, in fact, a rich and important clue 
for the reading of Othello, for the entire chapter is a graphic, vivid, horrifying 
depiction of miscegenation as bestiality with such appalling outcome that 
the passage in the play becomes a mise en abyme and thus hermeneutic key. 
The chapter tells a parable of two sisters, Aholah and Aholibah, who both 
went whoring after foreign lovers (one is, as we are told, Samaria; and the 
other, Jerusalem). Their lovers, in both cases, were profoundly attractive young 
military men: “She doted upon the Assyrians her neighbours, captains and 
rulers clothed most gorgeously, horsemen riding upon horses, all of them 
desirable young men” (23:12). It is of these young men that it is said that their 
penises are like the penises of asses and their ejaculations like those of horses. 
And the consequences are predictable (at least for Ezekiel): “Therefore, O 
Aholibah, thus saith the Lord GOD; Behold, I will raise up thy lovers against 
thee, from whom thy mind is alienated, and I will bring them against thee on 
every side” (23:22). While Shakespeare certainly does not allow the punitive 
moralizing tone of the biblical passage to creep into his text, this intertextual 
reading does open up a significant moment in the play, a reading of Desde-
mona as tragic heroine in her own right. It is her desire, her very falling in 
love, it would seem, with the religious and racial other who so attracts with 
his stories of derring-do that dooms her to her tragic fate. No more a pun-
ishment than the downfalls of any other tragic heroes and with equal (if not 
greater) admiration of and deep sympathy for the tragic hero whose flaw 
causes his downfall, Desdemona’s loving not wisely but too well also is the 
author of her destruction, for, as in the biblical text, it is the very male part-
ner in an “improper” love who becomes the enemy who destroys the female 
lover. She loves the Barbary horse, whose penis is a horse’s. But he is a Bar-
bary horse, not just any horse, and hence a circumcised one. The figure thus 
works within the Shakespearean text very closely, mutatis mutandis (as already 
noted), to the biblical co-text, for there, sex is a figure for religious infidelity, 
and so here too. The Othellan figure of Desdemona’s desire for the other is 
thus a representation of the nearly sexual attractiveness of Islam as well.14
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Moors are Muslims; Muslims are circumcised and yet, Othello famously 
ends his life with the following speech:

OTHELLO 
Soft you; a word or two before you go.
I have done the state some service, and they know’t.
No more of that. I pray you, in your letters,
When you shall these unlucky deeds relate,
Speak of me as I am; nothing extenuate,
Nor set down aught in malice: then must you speak
Of one that loved not wisely but too well;
Of one not easily jealous, but being wrought
Perplex’d in the extreme; of one whose hand,
Like the base Indian/Iudean [Quarto/Folio],15 threw a pearl away
Richer than all his tribe; of one whose subdued eyes,
Albeit unused to the melting mood,
Drop tears as fast as the Arabian trees
Their medicinal gum. Set you down this;
And say besides, that in Aleppo once,
Where a malignant and a turban’d Turk
Beat a Venetian and traduced the state,
I took by the throat the circumcised dog,
And smote him, thus.

Stabs himself. (5.2.389–406)

Leaving aside the loving wisely (or not), loving too well (or not), I would 
begin by focusing on the last line but one: “I took by the throat the cir-
cumcised dog,” which posits circumcision as the very sign and emblem of 
a “malignant and a turban’d Turk.” In denying his own circumcision, as it 
were, Othello’s project here is constructing himself as a Christian, Venetian 
patriot—“muscular Christian”—one of “us,” not one of the (feminized and 
bestialized) others, and hence, it would seem a fit sexual partner for Desde-
mona. Othello’s own penis then becomes a site unseen of ambiguity with 
regard to the components of an identity (sexualized) of both the European 
“white” self and the components of its own constructed otherings. 

The passage itself is in its own right a conflicted, almost logically tor-
tured one (and I don’t think this is mimesis of Othello’s own internal state 
of unrest). Othello explicitly demands that the author of his biography, the 
historian of the sad events, narrate only that which relates to his unhappy 
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sexual history, his relation with Desdemona and its tragic end, and explicitly 
not mention the service he has done the state, especially not in order to 
“extenuate” him. But then, at the very end of the speech, he insists that the 
narrator of the events must indeed make mention of the events in Aleppo, 
when in defending Venice’s honor against the Muslim Turk, he stabbed him 
as he stabs himself now. The contradiction says (as the Hebrew expression 
has it), Interpret me! 

Let’s take Othello at his word: The reason that Othello wants his Aleppan 
exploit spoken of is not to extenuate his circumstances but only to make us 
understand that he dies a Christian, a proper Venetian—he is not a circum-
cised pagan murderer but a Christian who killed his wife for honor (an irony 
in the present moment in which “honor killing” has become one of the very 
instruments with which to vilify a demonized Islam). He is asserting his status 
as Christian and non-Turk, as European. Julia Lupton gets it right: “Shake-
speare does not use Christianity to rise above color-based racism so much as 
his play renders visible the blindspot of ethnos that mortgages the inclusive 
vision of Christian humanism, a blindspot marked above all by the unerasable 
yet nongenetic scar of circumcision in Shakespeare’s Venetian plays.”16 But at 
the very same time, Othello is not justifying himself as the good Christian but 
killing himself as the “dog” that he knows himself to be. The “circumcision” 
remains an unerasable scar on the Christian white surface of Christendom. In 
the end, having himself never quite unturned Turk (for the prepuce does not 
grow back), the circumcised Turk that is Othello must be killed again.

There is, of course, that other specter of a circumcised penis haunting 
Europe always, unerasably, an indelible stain on Christendom. The original 
circumcised dogs are the Jews, called indeed “the circumcision,” accord-
ing to Paul: “Beware of dogs; beware of evil-doers; beware of the circum-
cision” (Philippians 3:2). With this allusion, Shakespeare reveals the deep 
haunting of Europe by a dual figure, the Jew-Muslim, far far from the 
Jew-Christian versus Muslim binary with which our theological politics 
works even today. Gil Anidjar has written: “Without diminishing the ac-
curacy of these accounts or the injustice involved in making Palestinians 
pay for the guilt of Europe vis-à-vis the Jews, one must nonetheless con-
sider that these accounts entirely take for granted distinct states of enmity 
(between Jews and Arabs, between Europe and the Arabs, between Europe 



The Double Mark of the Male Muslim    

and the Jews, compounded in this last case by some eternally irreparable 
guilt) while ignoring the possibility of hidden links and associations be-
tween these pairings.”17 Or, as Jonathan Boyarin has recently put it in an 
account sharply relevant for the project in this essay, “If we identify pro-
cesses of double consciousness at work in the cultural politics of difference 
in late medieval Europe, we should be most cautious in identifying them 
too closely with the Reconquista, the Inquisition, and the liminal status of 
conversos remaining in Spain—not least because, after 1492, the situation 
of Moriscos was structurally analogous to that of the conversos themselves.”18 
On my reading, Shakespeare, at any rate, did not ignore this possibility at 
all, locating it firmly, as it were, at the site of the open secret of the hidden 
circumcision. Eliminating “the circumcision” from Christendom is at the 
heart of The Moor of Venice (as it is of The Merchant of Venice), and the two 
form a virtual unity on this reading.19

In an essay in two voices (but largely written by Jonathan Boyarin), “Self-
Exposure as Theory: The Double Mark of the Male Jew,” my brother and I 
sought to articulate a self-informed, critical account of our own identities 
as part of the circumcision.20 We wrote then, “We understand ourselves as 
more profoundly born to, native to, an anamnestic generational tradition 
than to any national state or territory. The mark on our bodies, it seems to 
us, works harder than our birth certificates. Partly for that reason, we have 
chosen to affirm this mark in its detachable double, the headcovering that 
signals us as observant Jews.”21 One might say that Othello’s doffing of his 
turban (Turkish yarmulke)—that very turban so prominently on the head 
of the Moorish ambassador referenced earlier—enacts precisely the hid-
ing of the mark that the Boyarin brothers, exhibitionists that we are, sought/
seek to expose. Othello himself, it would seem, is represented as “travelling 
along a marginal trajectory providing a connecting thread among an ever-
widening field of articulated differences,” but, as Jonathan Boyarin happily 
wrote in the sequel to this sentence, “in order for such a marginal trajectory 
to be traversable, it must be moored in the past.”22

What, then, of the Moor’s own penis? As Jonathan Boyarin wrote nearly 
two decades ago, “Consideration for a moment of the fact that for a long 
time Europe’s Others consisted of Jews, Turks, ‘Saracens,’ and ‘Moors’—all 
circumcised, of course—yields the surprising implication that uncircumci-
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sion becomes ultimately the diacritic of Christianness, while absorption of 
Paul’s affect as in the passage [from Philippians] just quoted renders circum-
cision a highly charged negative sign of un-Christianness.”23 By this token, 
Othello must always remain un-Christian at best, still “of the circumcision.” 

To the best of my memory, there is only one place in the play where 
Othello is even remarked at all as Christian convert, when Iago says:

IAGO 
For ’tis most easy
The inclining Desdemona to subdue
In any honest suit: she’s framed as fruitful
As the free elements. And then for her
To win the Moor—were’t to renounce his baptism,
All seals and symbols of redeemed sin,
His soul is so enfetter’d to her love,
That she may make, unmake, do what she list,
Even as her appetite shall play the god
With his weak function. (2.3.335–350)

So Othello has been baptized but would renounce his own baptism for 
the sake of Desdemona, because his soul is so enfettered to her love. The 
changeability of the Moor in his will (desire, 1.3.336) signals also his change-
ability with respect to Desdemona but also, and even more important per-
haps, with respect to religion. She could win him (over) even to having 
him renounce his baptism. But, once again, another reading lies hard by the 
surface of the text, for at least in one very plausible take on the syntax, it is 
Desdemona who, in her desire for Othello, will renounce his baptism. After 
all, why should he have to renounce his baptism for her? One would think 
the opposite. This second reading takes account of her desire for him, not 
only his desire for her, so curiously elided by the critics and interpreters. 
“Even as her appetite shall play the god,” interpreted in the Arden (and 
everywhere else it seems) as his appetite for her, not hers for him. If we 
renounce this appetite suppressant, however, then it seems that it is her de-
sire that will lead her to do anything to win him, even “were’t to renounce 
his baptism.” For her to win the Moor, she will renounce his baptism, that 
baptism that is in question because of his circumcision. If the deep text 
implies that Othello’s baptism is itself in question, because of the indelible 
mark on his penis—as I read the play here: the mark that baptism itself was 
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to supersede as sign and symbol—then Desdemona to win the Moor would 
have to renounce his baptism and take that circumcised, hence unbaptized, 
organ into her body. In the confusion of the syntax is hidden the knife that 
circumcised Othello. 

There is more than a hint, already in the beginning of the play, that his 
conversion, his Christianity, is very much in question among the Venetian 
signory:

BRABANTIO 
How! the duke in council!
In this time of the night! Bring him away:
Mine’s not an idle cause: the duke himself,
Or any of my brothers of the state,
Cannot but feel this wrong as ’twere their own;
For if such actions may have passage free,
Bond-slaves and pagans shall our statesmen be. (1.2.110–115)

Here, at any rate, it seems clear that Othello is not a “Christian.” If his ac-
tion in kidnapping or magicking Desdemona were to go unpunished by 
the duke or the state’s council, then Venice would be in danger of being 
ruled by “bond-slaves” (Othello) and “pagans” (Othello). This passage calls 
up a biblical allusion to Proverbs 3: “Under three things the earth trembles; 
under four it cannot bear up: a slave when he becomes king, and a fool 
when he is filled with food; an unloved woman when she gets a husband, 
and a maidservant when she displaces her mistress” (21–23). Othello is the 
slave who would be king. Othello is both bonds-man and “pagan,” hence 
not Christian in Brabantio’s eyes, for all his conversion. “Pagan” here is not 
in contradistinction to Muslim but signifies Muslim; the mark of Cain is not 
Othello’s blackness but the hidden/not hidden evidence of his not-quite 
Christianity. There is no evidence that I know of to the contrary and, at least 
in the Merchant of Venice, good reason to understand Shakespeare’s pagan as 
any non-Christian: “Adieu! tears exhibit my tongue. Most beautiful pagan, / 
most sweet Jew! if a Christian did not play / the knave and get thee, I am 
much deceived. But, / adieu: these foolish drops do something drown my / 
manly spirit: adieu” (2.3.10–14). If a sweet Jew be a beautiful pagan, then 
it would seem almost a fortiori that a Muslim is a pagan, too, for Shake-
speare. This general view is supported by multiple medieval representations 
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of Muslims as idolaters. If further proof were needed, let James I’s famous 
poem on the battle of Lepanto in which the Venetians after their battle with 
the Turk, thanking God for having “redeemd” them “from cruel Pagans 
thrall,” be my witness.24 Willing, then (in his changeable will), perhaps to 
renounce all signs and seals of his redeemed sin for the sake of Desdemona, 
he cannot, however, renounce (but only denounce) the signs and seals of his 
sin; they are inscribed on his penis. 

There is a deep anxiety abroad in the play about the ability of the Turk 
to turn Christian and back to Turk as he wills, to hide, as it were, his true 
(or always false) identity. As a preacher only slightly later than Shakespeare 
argued: “Many, and as I am informed, many hundreds, are Musselmans 
in Turkie, and Christians at home; doffing their religion as they do their 
clothes, and keeping a conscience for every harbor they shall put in. And 
those Apostates and circumcised Renegadoes . . .25

If such anxieties attend the Christian converted and reconverted back 
from Islam, a fortiori the Muslim convert, too. Turbans can be doffed and 
donned, but foreskins not so easily. Boose writes, “Clothes, or rather cul-
tural signifiers, make the man and cultural and theological alignments—un-
like biological ones—can always be changed.”26 This claim, right as far as 
it goes, in setting up a binary opposition between “clothes” that can always 
be changed, and then glossing them as “cultural signifiers,” and “biological 
ones,” quite misses the point of the constructed and indelible mark on the 
body, that is, bodily but not biological, indelible but still a cultural signi-
fier.27 There is, thus, a theological alignment, a theological orientation of 
the flesh, that cannot be changed.28 Shakespeare himself, I think, sends us a 
powerful clue here in the emblematic name Iago. A direct association with 
Sant/Iago, dubbed Matamoros, the Moorkiller, is to me irresistible, inscrib-
ing these two in a drama in which the Christian it is who kills, as he is fated 
to, the Muslim, indelibly marked in his penis as such, who plausibly, so plau-
sibly enters Europe in the guise of a convert to Christianity.29 The Christian 
Othello must kill the circumcised Turk that he is; there is no other way for 
him to demonstrate (and effectuate) an “ethnic” cleansing of Europe. Not 
surprising then, that the Muslim Moor seeks, even—or rather precisely—at 
the very end, to erase the ineradicable mark (at least discursively) by cursing 
and stabbing the circumcised Turk. But he cannot. Indeed, far from turn-
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ing away from his “pagan” past, he himself “turns Turk,” as he himself has 
warned (in yet another mise en abyme):

Why, how now, ho! from whence ariseth this?
Are we turn’d Turks, and to ourselves do that
Which heaven hath forbid the Ottomites?
For Christian shame, put by this barbarous brawl:
He that stirs next to carve for his own rage
Holds his soul light. (2.3.169–178)

Othello does indeed turn Turk and turns on the Turk that he has turned, 
stabs himself to death, and the politico-religious tragedia è finita. Othello is 
his own worst enemy, as we are given to say with far less literal force than 
here, split between the turban that can be removed and the mark on his 
penis that cannot; hence, he must die (it has very little to do, on this reading, 
with a domestic drama).30 “Before you can try to eliminate an enemy, you 
must first identify that enemy. The definition of the political self and the 
political other has varied throughout history. The history of that variation is 
the history of political identities, be they religious, national, racial or other-
wise.”31 What Othello teaches us, at one of the moments of the very found-
ing of an enmity, is how corrosively ambiguous are not only the boundaries 
of category in the sense of who’s in and who’s out, but the very distinc-
tion of category itself, “be they religious, national, racial or otherwise,” all 
overdetermined and imbricated with each other. The politics of race are 
thus at their very foundation moments inextricably a theological politics, 
a political theology. The tragedy of Othello may be ended, but the tragedy, 
the plot of a fantasmatic indelible enmity of the Muslim, a plot of which it 
signifies one beginning, is a tragedy seemingly without end.
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b e t w e e n  s a c r e d  a n d  s e c u l a r ? 

Michael Walzer’s Exodus Story

bonnie honig

Friction

Before leaving Germany for Palestine in 1923, Gerhardt Scholem visited 
Franz Rosenzweig and the two men had an argument. Rosenzweig argued 
against Zionism and in favor of diasporic life. Scholem was used to such 
arguments, having grown up defending Zionism against his father, but this 
time the opposition came not from the German nationalist perspective of 
the elder Scholem, already thoroughly rejected by the son. Instead, Rosen-
zweig argued his case on specifically Jewish grounds. The men’s argument 
was surprisingly heated. Perhaps what upset Scholem was the unexpected, 
indeed, uncanny reappearance of his secular German father in the guise of 
a Jewish luminary, Rosenzweig.

Scholem was also unsettled by the condition in which he found Rosen-
zweig at the time of their meeting. He had not known it, but Rosenzweig 
was already severely handicapped by the amyotrophic lateral sclerosis that 
would in a few short years take his life just shy of his forty-second birthday.1 
Rosenzweig could not speak. He communicated with his visitors the same 
way he wrote his letters, essays, and translations. In the early stages of the 
disease, he used a kind of typewriting machine, and later he communicated 
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with the help of his wife. He would point to letters on a board, or his wife 
would recite them for him. She would guess at and then voice the words he 
spelled out laboriously. 

It must have been surprising to Scholem to reprise his filial rebellion 
with a man seemingly so different from his real-life father. Where Scholem 
senior was embodied, powerful, practical, Rosenzweig was diseased, weak, 
bookish (but also practical). Where the wife of Scholem senior, Scholem’s 
mother, subverted the paternal law by sneaking forbidden Hebrew lessons 
to her defiant son like candy and giving him a portrait of his beloved Zion-
ist leader, Theodore Herzl, as a Christmas present, the wife of Rosenzweig 
only enabled and supported her crippled husband, offering him first the 
machine and then the words by way of which to communicate his disap-
proval to Scholem, the prodigal son. No wonder, then, that the quarrel 
between the two men became heated. It must have been all too uncannily 
familiar to Scholem, who had to face it this time, however, without the 
maternal subversion he had relied on in his first, formative confrontations 
with paternal power. 

Scholem left for Palestine soon after this meeting.2 When just a few years 
later, he was asked to write something on the occasion of Rosenzweig’s 
fortieth birthday, Scholem had come to regret the argument. Perhaps he 
had heard what Rosenzweig thought about it: Rosenzweig said that Scho-
lem had become distant because he projected his own guilt for the episode 
onto Rosenzweig. If so, it was just one in a series of projections, as I have 
suggested here.

When Scholem wrote the birthday present for Rosenzweig, whose ill-
ness was by then widely known, Scholem wrote not about the promise of 
Zionism but about its betrayal. Perhaps he was extending an olive branch 
to Rosenzweig, who had been critical of Zionism on Judaic grounds. Now 
Scholem himself was worried that Zionism’s secularization of Hebrew be-
trayed the sacred character of the language. This new secularized language 
was useful; it was pressed into service on behalf of technical transmission. 
But, being useful, it could no longer open its bearers to revelation. (My 
mundane use in this paragraph of the term “olive branch” is an instance of 
how a once live, revelatory metaphor can be deadened.)
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It was not, however, simply the loss of access to revelation that bothered 
Scholem, as it would have troubled Rosenzweig. The problem for Scholem 
was that modernized Hebrew performed the repression of the revelatory 
without awareness and without guilt, thus leaving its speakers unprepared for 
the return of the repressed. The detheologization of Hebrew enables it to 
work as one language among others, but this requires the repression of the 
sacred, which is never entirely successful. The sacred names of the Hebrew 
language resist, Golemlike, the Zionist project of secularization. Speakers 
of secular Hebrew in the streets of Jerusalem in Mandatory Palestine find 
themselves surprised again and again to be speaking a language out of 
which erupt, lavalike, significations from another world. Presumably the 
speakers of this new language were also sometimes surprised to find them-
selves trapped in heated arguments they never set out to have.

Scholem describes the experience of speaking the new Hebrew in Jeru-
salem: “We sometimes shudder, when out of the thoughtless conversation, a 
word from the religious sphere terrifies us, just there where it was perhaps 
intended to comfort. Hebrew is pregnant with catastrophes . . . the language 
turns against its speakers . . . these are . . .  stigmatizing moments in which 
the daring lack of measure of our undertaking reveals itself to us.”3 This 
turning against, Scholem describes as “the uprising of a sacred language.”4

Scholem casts the secularization of the sacred language as a kind of be-
coming (m)other—a process of maternalization. The problem, he all but 
says, is that Hebrew is now a mother tongue. No longer acquired by study, 
devotion, and merit, modern Hebrew is learned and spoken thoughtlessly 
by a generation born into it and for whom it is the only tongue.5 It is not 
insignificant then that Scholem articulates his fears by way of metaphors of 
pregnancy and personifies them by thinking of the children who will suffer 
when sacred Hebrew rises up one day in revenge.6 Indeed, such metaphors 
may be overdetermined. It may well be that when Scholem in his essay for 
Rosenzweig laments the betrayals of the new mother tongue, modern He-
brew, he is working out, acting out, his relationship to the betraying mother 
of his last scene with Rosenzweig, Rosenzweig’s wife.

We could also see Scholem’s gift to Rosenzweig as an admission that he 
was right—not to oppose Zionism (a position Rosenzweig came to attenu-
ate, in any case) but to see that Zionism would betray itself. Still, it is an odd 
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gift, perhaps even a poisoned one. Of all the things to offer a man of words 
who suffers from an illness that deprives him of speech, Scholem offers 
Rosenzweig a meditation on language and its power. But there is implied 
solace here too, for the essay meditates on the betrayals of spoken language, 
in particular that coarsened through daily use. 

In “The Eyes of Language: The Abyss and the Volcano,” Jacques Derrida 
comments on Scholem’s letter. Focusing on his line “If and when the lan-
guage turns against its speakers,” Derrida says that this is not just an account 
of the surprise encounter with sacredness in the secular but also or more 
fundamentally (to use Scholem’s term to illustrate Derrida’s idea) the catas-
trophe of language, as such: its refusal to mean only what we want or intend. 
This refusal, the catastrophe that is language, is tied by Scholem to the per-
during sacredness of Hebrew, but those familiar with deconstruction will 
see that the issue here involves certain traits of language as such: as linguistic 
creatures we fall into a repertoire that exceeds any human capacity to con-
trol it, a repertoire that takes up its human users and presses them against 
their intentions into new and fraught situations or into nonsense, even as it 
also enables them to make sense.7

But Derrida also exhibits empathy for the particular contingent situa-
tion in which Scholem undergoes this (poststructural) experience. Perhaps it 
struck a chord or was reminiscent of some aspect of life in Algeria in the same 
decade in which Scholem wrote, and the next, and the next. Derrida says: 

One should not throw oneself too quickly into sophisticated interpreta-
tions of this letter, [not too quickly; this is the pause, the reflection that 
prevents such quickness] not, in any case, before having reconstructed the 
daily, concrete, pathetic landscape, but also the paradigmatic scene of this 
Berliner intellectual from the diaspora, living two cultures, familiar as are so 
many others, with sacred nonspoken texts reserved for study and liturgy, and 
who all at once hears, in the Palestine of the 1920’s, these sacred names in 
the street, on the bus, at the corner store, in the newspapers that every day 
publish lists of new words to be inscribed in the code of secular Hebrew. 
One must imagine the desire and the terror in the face of this outpouring, 
this prodigious, unbridled prodigality that flooded everyday life with sacred 
names, language giving itself out, like a miraculous manna, but also like 
profanatory jouissance, in the face of which a sort of religious concupiscence 
recoils in fright.8
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Manna and jouissance are the precisely right terms to use here, for the power 
both miraculous and profane at work is the product of the unnatural trans-
formation of the language of the father into a mother tongue, out of which 
pour, in a boundary-defiant way, all sorts of meanings and meaninglessness.9

The issue here for Derrida is the nature of language as such, whereas 
for Scholem, of course, what is at stake is the Exodus story, whose ful-
fillment is what Scholem seeks to help actualize with his immigration: 
the promise of the Promised Land. The Exodus story, however, just like 
language as such, carries with it many political and theological possibili-
ties, all implicated in an ethnic and racial politics of exceptionalism and 
sacredness. 

Michael Walzer knows this, and sixty years after the Scholem-Rosen-
zweig contretemps about diaspora and Zionism, Walzer enters the fray of 
Exodus reception history to mobilize the story in a biblical realist way 
on behalf of a social democratic politics. He takes his cue from a “black 
preacher” who in 1960 gave what Walzer describes as “the most extraor-
dinary sermon” he had ever heard. “There on his pulpit, the preacher, 
whose name I have long forgotten, acted out the ‘going out’ from Egypt 
and expounded its contemporary analogues: he cringed under the lash, 
challenged the pharaoh, hesitated fearfully at the sea, accepted the cov-
enant and the law at the foot of the mountain.”10 The Exodus story widely 
circulates among those who struggle against oppression, and the fact that 
the story itself has an ending—the people arrive in the Promised Land—
does not mean the story is inappropriate for those whose struggles seem 
never ending. Quite the contrary, says Walzer: the preacher knew “that the 
Exodus did not happen once and for all, that liberation [from slavery] is 
no guarantee of liberty. . . . In fact, the return to Egypt is part of the story, 
though it exists in the text only as a possibility: that’s why the story can be 
retold so often” (5).11

I turn now to assess Walzer’s own retelling of the story. I will close with 
some brief thoughts about how the story’s template offers a useful way to 
think about James Baldwin’s critical dissent from an American exception-
alism that Walzer elsewhere supports.12 Both Walzer and Baldwin want to 
decenter the Promised Land. Both in effect privilege the desert experience 
as the appropriate scene of political life, rejecting what both cast as the 
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utopianism of the Promised Land on behalf of what Walzer calls realism 
and what I elsewhere have called, on Baldwin’s behalf, a gothic view of 
political life.13 

Biblical Realism: Between Sacred and Secular, Pedagogy and Purge

Walzer’s Exodus and Revolution aims to do precisely what Scholem faulted 
the early Zionists for doing: to actualize the sacred as secular.14 If the Zion-
ists saw in ancient Hebrew the possibility of a new mother tongue for a re-
turning diasporic Jewry, Walzer seeks in the Exodus story a repertoire for a 
new, postexilic politics.15 What draws Walzer to Exodus is the possibility of 
finding at the very source of apocalyptic or messianic politics a more this-
worldly alternative. Walzer says he wants to read Exodus as a human story, 
as “a realistic account, in which miracles play a part but which is not itself 
wholly miraculous” (9). “I don’t mean to disparage the sacred,” he explains, 
“only to explore the secular” (x). Within the “sacred history of Exodus” 
we can discern a “vivid and realistic secular history” (x). One might even 
hazard that for Walzer, as for biblical realists generally, the sacred text is, to 
invert Scholem’s claim, pregnant with the secular.16 

Walzer approaches the Exodus story through hundreds of years of recep-
tion history, much of it apocalyptic or Leninist. If Leninists turn to this story 
with some frequency, they do so, Walzer conjectures, because people who 
advocate political purging need to seek out authoritative justifications for 
their views. For Leninists, the violent suppressions of dissent in the desert 
provide such justification. Exodus history was also “the source for messianic 
politics.” On this, Walzer cites several seventeenth-century and other sources, 
such as John Canne, an English Fifth Monarchyman. One wrote in 1657, “In 
the Lord’s bringing Israel out of Egypt was shadowed out the deliverance 
of his church and people from all tyranny and oppression in the last days” 
(146). But, Walzer argues, if we read the Exodus story “without its shadows,” 
we find that “the Exodus [also] provides the chief alternative to messianism” 
(146; emphasis added), a rival secular alternative (as indeed, Walzer notes, it 
was for Benjamin Franklin).

The problem with political messianism is that it leaves “no room for 
argument. Then politics is absolute, enemies satanic, compromise impos-
sible.” Walzer concedes that “Exodus politics slides sometimes toward ab-
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solutism,”17 but, he insists, the text offers other options as well. It is subject 
to endless argument and various interpretations, and, for those working in 
its tradition, “there is no ultimate struggle, but a long series of decisions, 
backslidings, and reforms. . . . Absolutism is effectively barred,” Walzer adds, 
“by the character of the people, frightened, stubborn, contentious, and at 
the same time, members of the covenant. The people can’t be killed (not 
all of them anyway) or cast aside or miraculously transformed. They must 
be led, chastised, defended, argued with, educated—activities that undercut 
and defeat any simple designation of ‘enemies’” (147–48).

Key here is that the people themselves force absolutism into a less abso-
lute posture. They resist the irresistible and argue with a god they know is all 
powerful.18 Thus, they press on Walzer a certain paradox. The absolutism that 
he wants to excise on behalf of a realist politics in fact serves as the ground 
of the Israelites’ entry into politics, its birth point or crucible, in fact. It is 
precisely in contentious response to their commanding God, who brooks 
no disagreement, that the ornery Israelites emerge, in Walzer’s account, as a 
self-governing people. Arguing with the inarguable, the people force real-
ism on their leaders and on later readers: “The pace of the march must be 
set with their feelings in mind, because their rebellions must be dealt with, 
leaders chosen from their midst and the law expounded in their hearing. 
They can’t easily be divided into friends and enemies,” even though their 
leaders and their God do sometimes orient them in such absolutist directions. 
So Walzer finds the people’s “stiff-neckedness is somehow admirable” (148): 
when they argue with the inarguable, the Israelites explode idealist ambitions.

Focusing on the people’s agency and recalcitrance, Walzer develops a new 
reading of Exodus, a rival secular reading that might serve as a welcome 
alternative to both the violence-centered secular readings (Leninist) and 
the (theological) ones more centered on the chosenness of the people. He 
acknowledges the presence of violence and chosenness in the story—the 
purges are there; the exceptionalism is there—but he refuses to allow them 
to dominate the story or play their usual roles in it. He insists on the impor-
tance of not just purge but also pedagogy to the formation of the Israelites 
into a free people. And he sees their chosenness not as a divinely given sign 
of superiority but as an expression of their sense of political promise and 
purpose, necessary to effect their release from slavery. 
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For realists, Walzer argues, the lesson of the Exodus story is about “the 
meaning and possibility of politics and about its proper form,” and the form 
is stunningly simple:

—��first, that wherever you live, it is probably Egypt;
—�second, that there is a better place, a world more attractive, a promised land;
—�and third, that “the way to the land is through the wilderness.”19 There 

is no way to get from here to there except by joining together and 
marching. (149)

Walzer innovates by focusing on what he calls, in familiar progressive terms, 
the march, not the destination, on the recalcitrance, not the chosenness.20 
“The Israelites do not, as is sometimes said, go wandering in the wilderness; 
the Exodus is a journey forward—not only in time and space. It is a march 
toward a goal [but not a land per se], a moral progress, a transformation” 
(12).The point is made as well in Exodus! by Eddie Glaude in the context 
of nineteenth-century African American narrations of their experiences as 
“biblical drama”: for them, the “crucial struggle, then, was and is not in 
quests for land or in efforts to eradicate demonized enemies. Rather, the 
struggle lies in the effort to create a free people and to live up to the moral 
principles that signify the best way of living” (162). 

For Walzer, once the land is moved out of the picture, the adventur-
ousness of the march becomes even clearer. Walzer charts, unflinchingly, 
the violence through which whole segments of the Israelite people are 
destroyed in the desert. Korach and his followers are swallowed up by a 
ground that opens suddenly and horrifically to bury them alive before the 
eyes of the crowd. Just before this and perhaps not unrelated, a man who 
broke the Sabbath is ordered by Moses or God to be stoned by the commu-
nity, which obliges. There follows the commandment to all male Israelites 
to wear the tzitzit, the fringe that will remind men of their responsibilities 
henceforth. Later, a plague wipes out a significant portion of the people. 
These, Walzer says, deliberately invoking Lenin, are the purges, and they are 
not usually recorded with such clarity by readers of Exodus. 

But Walzer’s text also domesticates the violence. He says that the vio-
lence may have been necessary to the formative desert experience—“at 
some point I suppose the counter revolution must be defeated if Egyptian 
bondage is ever to be left behind” (69). His “I suppose” marks his realist ac-
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ceptance of the violence and subtly positions those who criticize it as par-
ties to an idealism that he has already affiliated with the very violence they 
might seek to reject. To be a realist is to accept the inevitability of violence. 
To decry violence in politics is to fall sway to an idealism that invariably 
absolutizes politics and ushers in more rather than fewer harms. In sum, 
rather than cancel and preserve the purges, transforming them as Hegel 
might, Walzer preserves so he can cancel them. Once they are mentioned 
and acknowledged, the purges can be set aside.

Elsewhere, with the term “sadly,” the text marks the unavoidable vio-
lence as lamentable. Noting that after the incident with the golden calf, 
Moses moved the tabernacle outside the Israelites’ camp (Exodus 33:7), 
Walzer says the common rabbinic explanation for this is that God and 
Moses could no longer dwell among such an impure people. But Walzer 
suggests a different explanation: “One might say, more sadly, that neither 
God nor Moses could dwell among a people whose brothers, compan-
ions and neighbors they (one or the other of them anyway) had ordered 
killed” (66). This is Walzer’s own “Leninist” reading of the Exodus story, 
and he develops it at some length. But he also seeks to dispose of it: The 
violence may be necessary, but it could never be sufficient—“the counter-
revolution has deep roots; it cannot be defeated by force alone. Indeed God 
and the Levites could easily kill all the people who yearn for the fleshpots 
(or the idols) of Egypt. But then the Levites would arrive in the promised 
land virtually alone, and that would not be a fulfilment of the promise” of 
chosenness and the land (69). 

Thus, Walzer splits the journey and the destination, and also pedagogy 
and purge.21 “If there is a Leninist reading, there is also . . . a social demo-
cratic reading—which stresses the indirection of the march and the role of 
Moses as the pedagogue of the people and their defender before god” (66). 
So which reading has more merit? “Was it the purging or the teaching that 
made the decisive difference?” Walzer asks. “The text can be read either 
way,” he says (69). 

Elsewhere, in good realist fashion, Walzer resists such easy choices: he 
braids together the carnal and the spiritual (against the Christian view; he 
speaks insightfully of the “high theory of milk and honey” and grants that 
it is clear that the “Levites have a material interest in holiness” [104]).22 But 
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when confronted with purge and pedagogy, Walzer insists we must choose. 
The biblical text does not force the choice, however. It tells of incidents of 
purging and of education; it does not split pedagogy and purge. Indeed, it 
may equally well suggest that the purges themselves are pedagogical, not 
just lamentable sideshows but, as we would say in the United States now, 
teachable moments. 

 Rather than treat the purges as discrete events—some dissenters or trans-
gressors die, and the people go on—we may reflect upon the likelihood 
that when the people go on, they do so with images of violence burned 
into their minds: that of, say, the image of Korach and his followers drop-
ping into a crevasse in the desert, disappearing into the earth’s open wound. 
In the case of the Sabbath-breaker who is stoned right before Korach ap-
pears and whose fate may be the proximate cause of Korach’s rebellion, the 
people march on, knowing they all have this man’s blood on their hands. 
Still, they march on together. 

In treating these analytically as two distinct and separate strands of the 
desert experience, Walzer gives the impression that the violence and the 
pedagogy are two separate things, that the violence is for the really recalci-
trant (the counterrevolutionaries), those who cannot give up those Egyp-
tian fleshpots, but the reasonable majority require only pedagogy, not purge. 
A deeper realism might press on us the possibility that pedagogy involves 
purge or violence. Why not? It is likely that when Israelite men feel the 
fringe of the tzitzit, they recall not just the Lord their God but also the man 
they stoned for violating the Sabbath and the stones they threw. When the 
Israelites were asked if they would accept the covenant, again and again 
(since they stray repeatedly; that is the Bible’s realism), might they not have 
thought of the brothers and neighbors who died, because they in effect 
hazarded a no to the very same question? (The possibility is captured in the 
biblical instruction v’shenantem l’vane’cha, which means you will teach them 
[the laws] to your children through their teeth—with pain: key here is the 
fact that the word for teaching has the same root [as it were] as the word for 
teeth.)23 If, as Walzer says, “the memory of Egypt is a crucial feature of the 
new national consciousness” (109), then why should we not think that so 
too are the memories of the murders, natural disasters, and plagues visited 
upon the people in the desert? 



bonn i e  h on i g     198

Clearly, Walzer’s goal is to leave apocalyptic politics behind in the desert, 
along with the purged bodies of those lost by the wayside of the march. He 
finds in Exodus support for his aim of replacing the apocalyptic dream of 
new beginnings with an acceptance of the ongoing struggles of piecemeal 
politics.24 But, as Derrida argues elsewhere, the apocalyptic violence of both 
Egypt and the desert march are burned into the unconscious of the people; 
the trauma survives the desert generation and haunts the free-born genera-
tion that enters the land. If Walzer worries the question of which—peda-
gogy or purge—is the more necessary to recraft a slave people into a people 
capable of freedom (evidence for which, he says, is they are ready to fight 
rather than flee their own battles at the end of their journey), Derrida notes 
that neither will succeed: the trace of violence remains in the people who 
will never be free of it. Hence, pedagogy/purge will recur. 

And sure enough, we see their trace in Scholem’s account of the revenge 
of language, in his guilty displacement perhaps of the very thing it trumps: 
the Arabs in Palestine. In his letter to Rosenzweig, Scholem says that the 
real threat to Zionism comes not from the Arabs, about whom there is 
much talk, but rather from the much talk, about which little is said. In the 
new actualized secular Hebrew, daily life is lived above an abyss to which 
all are blind, Scholem says. Positioning himself with the desert generation 
of the Exodus that transitions from slavery to freedom, he says: “If we—the 
generation of transition—resuscitate the language of the ancient book so that 
it can reveal itself anew to [our children], must not the religious violence 
of this language one day break out against those who speak it?”25 Scholem 
continues: “We or those who come after us [the children], must we not 
fall to the bottom of this abyss?” (Here the abyss stands for divine violence. 
By the end of the letter, the abyss or at least the void stands for empty 
secularism-nihilism.)26 Who else but poor Korach and his followers are in 
play when Scholem adds, “And no one knows whether the sacrifice of indi-
viduals who will be annihilated in this abyss will be sufficient to close it”?27 
Those who remain will find out if more purges are to come after Korach is 
gone. But the people can also act. The decision remains theirs, Scholem says: 
when people speak secularly a language that solicits divinity “a thousandfold 
into our life, God will not stay silent,” and the people will be confronted 
with a “decisive sign of the only available choice: to submit or go under.”28 
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One merit of Walzer’s reading, it seems to me, is its resistance to such 
absolutisms. He also insists that the people must decide, but the context 
for such decisions is not the either-or of Scholem’s eternally recurring 
choice, to submit or go under, but rather the never-ending march. The 
only promise the land will keep, Walzer says, is that of the perpetuity of the 
march.29 This is the legacy of the stiff-necked people Walzer admires. This 
stiff-necked people do not only march, however. As Walzer knows, they also 
fight. They do not only suffer; they also commit violence together, and even 
when they submit, they also argue, so they live out and reenact the purge 
and pedagogy by which they were and are shaped. The two are inextricably 
intertwined. 

So, why use a sacred text at all if the aim is a realist politics? One of 
Walzer’s avowed reasons is to take away from its Leninist and apocalyptic 
users the authority they gain from the selfsame text. Another good reason 
has to do with the continued fecundity of the text, still much cited by pro-
gressives, for progressive politics. Yet another reason, however, less avowed, 
may surely be that Walzer’s secular Exodus politics is energized in ways it 
does not fully avow by this magical, enchanted, sacred text, though this 
violates his realism or alters it—it is now surely at least a magical realism.

Touched, enchanted by the chosenness it also wants to set aside, Walzer’s 
Israelites quarrel, die, march, doubt, love, struggle, and emerge into a kind of 
political maturity. But their external enemies are not also heroes. Here the 
text may bear the traces of that which it wants to set aside, and in this regard 
the story is different from, say, Homer’s, where we might find that Hector 
and Achilles pull equally on our sympathies because (as Simone Weil and 
Hannah Arendt both point out) Homer presents them to us impartially.30

It was the presence of an external enemy pivotal to the story and yet 
not represented sympathetically in it that seems to have (at least in part) 
motivated Edward Said to write a scathing review of Exodus and Revolution. 
Said criticized Walzer for failing to note the presence in the Promised Land 
of the seven Canaanite nations who were destroyed and whose land the 
Israelites took by force at the end of their march.31 Walzer’s response was 
irritated, surely because already in Exodus and Revolution and without Said’s 
prodding, Walzer had acknowledged his neglect of the Canaanites: “If the 
movement from Egypt to Canaan is taken as a metaphor for a transforming 
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politics, then attention is focused on internal rather than external wars, on 
the purges of the recalcitrant Israelites rather than on the destruction of the 
Canaanite nations. And so I have focused my own attention in this book.” 
Moreover, for Walzer the appeal of the Exodus story is precisely that it is 
not the property of the Israelites. It appeals to many radicals and progres-
sives, regardless of their land or cause, because of its “linearity,” its “idea of 
a promised end.” Many have found and will continue to find inspiration in 
the “purposiveness of the Israelite march” (142). 

This contretemps of the mid-1980s made an impression on many partly 
because it broke all the rules of academic exchange. It was too heated, too 
raw, impolite. Why? The obvious explanations—political correctness or aca-
demic sensitivity—are not adequate to account for it. What is? Recall that 
Walzer’s intention (stated repeatedly in his text) is to secularize the Exodus 
story. Said is a secularist as well. But when he responds to Walzer’s effort 
as if  Walzer’s text still traffics in the chosenness it rejects, Said is charging 
that the “thorn of the sacred” (to borrow Scholem’s figure from his let-
ter to Rosenzweig) remains. Walzer is surprised and dismayed by this. Like 
the people described by Scholem in 1920s Jerusalem, Walzer thinks he has 
left the sacred behind only to find himself enveloped in or captured or 
assaulted by it—trapped in the trappings of chosenness and divinity that 
reassert themselves, over and above—against!—his intentions; hence his ir-
ritation. When Said insisted that the chosenness persisted, this introduced 
the question—for Walzer, for us—of what would count as evidence that a 
secularization has succeeded or failed? Would it be the absence of objec-
tions like Said’s?

The uprising of the sacred, entirely unexpected between two secularists, 
is similar to what Scholem worried about in his letter to Rosenzweig. Of 
course, the uprising of the sacred may have been at the core of that earlier 
argument between Scholem and Rosenzweig as well. After all, Rosenzweig 
surprised Scholem by giving him unexpectedly sacred (rather than familiar 
German nationalist) reasons for not moving to Palestine. It may be that in 
the earlier heated exchange, the sacred erupted unexpectedly as well. This 
may have overdetermined Scholem’s sensitivity to its eruptions later, in the 
streets of Jerusalem, and may have led him to write about it to Rosenzweig 
years later. 
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In both of these heated arguments, the sacred and the secular coexist and 
surprise each other in various ways. Might the same be true for the other 
things Walzer tries to distinguish, for example, pedagogy and purge? To ex-
plore more deeply the mutual implication of pedagogy and purge, I turn 
now to a biblical practice that seems familiar to secularists but also harbors 
sacred signification: the census. 

Count, Forward and Back

“If the dream of Zionism is numbers and borders and if we can’t exist 
without them, then Zionism will fail,” says Scholem (quoted in Exodus 
and Revolution, 141), who means to object to a purely this-worldly Zionism 
such as that advanced by Walzer. But Scholem underestimates the power 
of the count. In Numbers 26, God calls for the people to be counted. The 
count of the Israelites is presented as a prelude to the Israelites’ entry into 
the Promised Land. But the count does not only look forward; it also looks 
back. It is called for, as we are told in Numbers, “after the plague” (Num-
bers 25:19). What plague? 

The plague is the latest in a series of natural and health disasters that are 
God’s wrathful responses in the desert to the Israelites’ unruliness.32 The 
plague ends when Pinchas kills an Israelite man and a Moabite woman, 
Zimri and Kozbi, for their “flagrant immorality.”33 Pinchas’s violent act is 
only quietly decried, if at all, in the Bible. Worse yet, we are told that for his 
deed Pinchas is awarded the high priesthood for himself and his line. Rashi 
tries to find the sense in this. He suggests that the reward offered to Pinchas 
is not simply a reward. The priesthood will teach Pinchas to cool his temper 
and provide him with the discipline he clearly lacks. The commentary in 
Etz Hayim notes that the letter yud in Pinchas’s name appears smaller than 
the other letters, suggesting the divinity in Pinchas (symbolized by the yud ) 
is diminished by his act; in verse 12 the vav in God’s offer to Pinchas of a brit 
shalom is written with a break in the letter’s stem, suggesting a critique of 
zealotry and absolutism: “the sort of peace one achieves by destroying one’s 
opponent will inevitably be a flawed, incomplete peace.”34 

The Hassidic commentator Mordechai Yosef Leiner, also known as the 
Isbitzer, introduces a more radical possibility: Zimri and Kozbi are cosmic 
soul mates, and their joining together across lines of enmity is part of a mys-
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tical process of tikkun olam, world healing or correction, which the Isbitzer 
says can take many forms, including that of a masculine and feminine erotic 
union. Pinchas missed this because he was so focused on the rules forbid-
ding the union that he could not see beyond them. Usually we think the 
greatest human temptation is to transgress the rules. But the Isbitzer suggests 
there is another temptation as well: to take the rules too seriously, to get 
stuck on them. This makes us miss the realm of deeper meaning that moral 
or religious rules seek to sensitize us to but also occlude from our view. 

This reading is attractive for its unlikely magnanimity, but it is surely 
worth noting that in this story not just the eros of Kozbi and Zimri is mo-
tivated by extrajuridical passions; so too is the zealous violence of Pinchas, 
which the Isbitzer means with these observations to condemn. Eros and 
thanatos here mirror each other just as God’s wrath and his desire for the 
people he has chosen are two sides of the same coin. When the Isbitzer op-
poses the tikkun olam of eros to the destructive passion of Pinchas’s murders, 
the Isbitzer calls to mind Walzer’s juxtaposition of pedagogy and purge—
which also rules out in advance the possibility of eros’s violence, the possi-
bility that God’s wrath and purge are part of his loving desire for his people 
and not an exception to it or a suspension of it. Indeed, we might say that 
a sacred reading of the text suggests that what God can combine in his 
manifold manyness must be divided in the human world, personified by 
two separate characters in the Bible, Pinchas and his other. Thus, this read-
ing invites us to look further for what may be a more perfect tikkun olam 
because when we approach the Other, whether through eros or violence, 
we are always already in a prior partition of the sensible35 whose division of 
the human into Same and Other is expressed in one or more of these two 
ways: the desire for or the rage against the Other.36 

With this in mind, we can analyze the census. For it is after the plague, 
after Pinchas’s violent act of moral outrage, that God calls for the count. 
Rashi says the census count is like what the shepherd does after his flock 
is attacked: he counts his flock, lovingly, to see how many are left. God’s 
love is more complicated, though, than that of Rashi’s shepherd, since it is 
God himself who harmed his flock. Perhaps God is counting, as we are told 
to do these days, to calm his temper. In any case, here, to stand up and be 
counted means in part, surely, to be thankful one is still alive. It means still 
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more, however, for the count looks forward as well as back. Only men of 
age to bear arms are to be counted. Based on their numbers, each tribe will 
be given a piece of land in the Promised Land. Since women, children, and 
old men are not counted, it seems the aim is not merely to provide space as 
needed but to sign men up for service and to recognize tribal contributions 
to the collective fighting force that will take the land. 

But recognition’s rationality is interrupted or supplemented by chance. 
The count—rational and distributive—is not the only mechanism of land 
assignment. The count assigns to each group a “share,” but which specific 
piece of land each will get as its share will be decided by lot, a second prin-
ciple of distribution that seems to introduce contingency into the system. 
“Each [group] is to be assigned its share according to its enrolment” (54). 
And “each portion shall be assigned by lot” (56). Combining these two in-
commensurable principles of distribution—the count and the lot—the pro-
cedure lets tribes know that their assigned share is theirs as a matter of both 
recognition and lottery, rationality and luck, deservingness and chance.37 

It is surely significant that the count, which gratefully reconstitutes the 
remnant of the nation, enacts the rational distribution of the land, and seeks 
justly to reward the people according to their contribution in gaining it, 
is contaminated from the very beginning by the lottery’s contingency. We 
could leave matters here, in the terrain between the count and the lot, the 
rules and their suspension, the rational and the contingent, but we would 
then fail to take away the true lesson of this apparent contamination: The 
marking of contingency by way of the lottery marks the deeper contin-
gency of rationality itself, the nonnecessity of this particular partition of the 
sensible, a partitioning that could have been and may yet be otherwise. 

To open ourselves to this possibility means insisting on the role of desire 
in all this—a point brought out by Judith Butler in a reading of Foucault 
when she notes that rational self-reflection is not a natural part of rational-
ity but rather “arrive[s] as an incitement, a form of seduction, an imposi-
tion or demand from outside to which one yields.”38 It may also be true of 
rationality itself that it is elicited in response to an incitement, that it is an 
expression of the very thing it will soon oppose: desire. 

The biblical melding of lottery and count, its treatment of distribution 
as part lottery, part count, might be not mere contamination but rather 
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itself a tikkun olam designed to indicate to us the place(lessness) of desire. 
Amid the rationality of our countings, the lot comes in to mark the unruly, 
boundary-violating, mannalike jouissance that falls out of the sky, gives no 
account of itself, or refuses to do so because to give an account of oneself 
is always already to (have) enter(ed) into rationality and to abide by its par-
tition of the sensible. A similar point is also made by John Rawls, whose 
rationalism is well known among political theorists but whose fidelity to 
desire is less noted. It becomes evident, however, in Rawls’s text A Theory of 
Justice when we approach that text with the help of Jacques Rancière.

Exposure

For Jacques Rancière, exposure to random contingency is fundamental to 
democracy:

The demos is not the glorious, imaginary body that is heir to the sacrificed 
royal body. It’s not the body of the people. It’s the abstract assemblage of “or-
dinary people,” who have no individual title to govern. It is the pure addition 
of “chance” that comes to revoke all ideas of legitimate domination, all no-
tions of personal “virtue” destining a special category of people to govern.39 

The pure addition of “chance” nods to contingency. Without it, the “peo-
ple” may come to replace without significant difference the king, the right-
ful ruler, the deserving hero. But there would be no revolution in this. 
Democracy needs to take its chances with contingency. With the nod to 
contingency, democracy wins. It can only do so when the demos, as such, 
is undeserving, more specifically, when the demos breaks the tables of value 
whereby deservingness has hitherto been ladled out.40 John Rawls’s A The-
ory of Justice is arguably also animated by a desire for radical equality. We find 
evidence of this in Rawls’s critique of desert. No symbolic or political order, 
regardless of how it grounds its distributions, can ground legitimately any 
departure from absolute equality by way of appeal to desert or deserving-
ness. Any appeal to natural talent or any other basis for unequal distributions 
necessarily turns out to be grounded in nothing other than contingency. If 
some are smarter than others, the reason is that the former are contingent 
winners in what we would now call the genetic lottery or that contingently 
they happened to have been raised in households that value intelligence 
over, say, athleticism, or earnest commitment over cool underachievement. 



Michael Walzer’s Exodus Story    

Any trait-based or even effort-based argument that renders unequal distri-
butions deserved falls irretrievably into a spiral of contingency. 

Although many have claimed that this argument is a mark of Rawls’s 
neo-Kantian noumenalism in which phenomenal contingency does not 
matter “from a moral point of view,” it could be said that Rawls’s critique 
of desert is significant for another, rather different, reason. In the critique 
of desert as a basis for distribution, Rawls’s own desire, a desire for abso-
lute equality, finds expression. Rawls’s reputation is for rationalism, but his 
rationalism, I would argue, is always already contaminated by desire. His 
legitimated distributive principles at their core hinge on contingency; his 
manna is possessed of and by jouissance. Indeed, Rawls, who was born and 
raised in Maryland, once told me in a dinner conversation that his moti-
vation in writing A Theory of Justice was to reject the racism of the South. 
The topic is never mentioned in the book, and the desire for equality is 
also almost immediately betrayed in the effort to give it some institutional 
or symbolic expression—to make it accord to a rule. This is no more and 
no less than Jacques Lacan’s account of desire should lead us to expect. But 
that betrayal should not make us blind to what we can see here, from a 
Lacanian perspective: Rawls’s critique of desert—in which no one is more 
or less valuable or singular or meritorious than anyone else—is a moment 
of democratic desire. 

Todd May intuits Rawls’s desire for equality but finds it wanting in con-
trast with Rancière’s. Rawls, May argues, offers a “passive equality,” one on 
which the distributions of political order are based. But Rancière theo-
rizes an “active equality” in which equality is an activity, something that is 
taken, enacted, performed, not accepted or received passively.41 May’s dis-
tinction between active and passive equality captures something important 
to democratic politics: it matters how distributions are made or taken, not 
just whether they are in the end equal or justifiably unequal in outcomes. 
But May’s distinction also occludes something: the moment of democratic 
desire that Rawls’s early project of justice voices when it rejects any and all 
arguments for intrinsic or earned inequality. Rancière’s radical egalitarian-
ism is in Rawls, perhaps even ready to erupt. If Rawls ends up advocat-
ing a scheme in which departures from absolute equality are permissible 
when justified according to certain criteria that he theorizes, the reason is, 
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I would argue, that his democratic desire is ultimately buried alive within 
what Rancière would call the police order of Rawlsian liberal thought.

Something analogous is evident in the Exodus story. As Walzer notes, God 
makes two promises to the people. “I will bring you in to a land flowing 
with milk and honey,” and “Ye shall be unto me a kingdom of priests and a 
holy nation” (101). Crucially, the first promise swears to bring about a passive 
equality by abolishing scarcity. The second promise swears to bring about the 
Israelites’ radical and active equality: they will be a nation of prophets, not 
divided into leaders and led, not partitioned, but radically equal. After the 
incident with the golden calf, this second promise is deferred, ultimately to 
messianic times. The people will now be led by the Levites, a development 
that Walzer calls a “defeat for revolutionary aspiration” (109). And popular 
prophecy will sometimes be tolerated (as with Eldad and Medad [110]) but 
sometimes not (as with Korach, who, Walzer says with great empathy, “had 
experienced the great moment of deliverance and the enthusiasm of the 
original covenanting not as a promise of what might be in the far future but 
as an immediate reality” [111]). It is perhaps significant that the promise of 
radical prophetic equality was the second promise of the covenant (the first 
represents a more passive equality—milk and honey) and that in this it paral-
lels the lot, which was the second procedure of distribution used in Numbers, 
in the company of the count, the first principle of land distribution. 

Can we find an instance of this radical equality—deferred and yet per-
haps foretasted—as well in the Exodus story? Walzer notes that one rabbinic 
commentary suggests “that the kingdom [of equality, of popular prophecy] 
actually existed briefly, between the covenant and the calf. During that time 
every Israelite (or perhaps only every first born Israelite) had the privileges 
of a priest” (11). Walzer does not quite credit this commentary. The possibil-
ity is too magical for his realism. Still, he is taken with it. And it may inspire 
him when he develops his other option: the march. The march exposes the 
people to each other and to nature, to rationality and contingency. In it, they 
are both nurtured and unsettled by manna and jouissance. The land will bring 
with it the responsibility for distributions. The march, by contrast, while 
not anarchic, is more anarchic. And like all anarchies, it works itself out in 
agonistic struggle with the impulses of rule and desire, pedagogy and purge. 
It may draw its energies from the in-between radical equality imagined by 
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the rabbis or from a postmessianic beyond, such as that imagined by Der-
rida: “This desire and promise [for the other, for the unreadable] let all my 
spectres loose. A desire without a horizon, for that is its luck, its condition. 
And a promise that no longer expects what it waits for. There where striv-
ing for what is given to come, I finally know how not to have to distinguish 
any longer between desire and terror [or between pedagogy and purge].”42 

The key, however, is that to be truly postmessianic, we must do more 
than simply untether the march from the land, as Walzer tries to do, because 
the march is still informed by the land that was its constitutive destination. 
The desert is between what Walzer still calls a here and a there: “There is 
no way to get from here to there except by joining together and march-
ing” (149). This is what allows Walzer to see the violence in the desert as 
acceptable. It is a means to an end. Here the sacred survives in the so-called 
secular. A more radical secularization sees, instead, that life in the desert as 
such has to be embraced, not as march but as an always already arrived-at 
destination from which there is no reprieve or redemption. 

This is the task taken up not by the black preacher whom Walzer wit-
nessed in 1960 but by James Baldwin. Baldwin argues against black nation-
alists and separatists that the shared past and shared fate of black and white 
Americans must be embraced. There is no escaping the need of each to 
deal with the other. Of course, this call is issued by a writer who leaves the 
United States to live in France and whose own short story, “Exodus,” tells 
of a young African American woman’s decision to escape to the North and 
leave behind both her sinning, irresponsible brother and her God-fearing, 
ex-slave mother.43 Still, Baldwin insists that any move forward in the United 
States can happen only on land that hosts the blood of both races, that there 
is no escaping the violence of the past, which must be accepted—it cannot 
be denied—but which can never be scripted as “acceptable.” 

Thus, Baldwin invites us to recast the Exodus story more radically still, to 
the point where we have what Derrida calls “a desert without a desert cross-
ing.” To dispense in this way with the Promised Land entirely, as Walzer never 
does, as Rosenzweig never does, is, as Derrida says, to risk “what today . . . 
one so often calls unreadability.”44 But to read the unreadable is not impos-
sible. The Isbitzer did it, or tried to; he took that to be the task of tikkun olam. 
It is after all the task of deconstruction. And perhaps also of political theology.
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I am grateful for comments, criticisms, and good conversation to Vincent Lloyd, John 
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helped prepare the manuscript for publication.
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

After a semester devoted to the critique of essentialist notions of Jewish 
identity, an undergraduate raises her hand to demand: “I still want to know—
is it a race or a religion?” If these somehow remain the default categories in 
which to place Jewishness as a putative exemplum, what politics of identity 
have led to such a rigid binary? Moreover, if “culture” has come as a third 
possible category, does it represent some way out of this binary trap, or is it 
merely a mask for what it is no longer polite to designate as “race” in edu-
cated circles?

thus began a proposal-abstract for this essay. The student’s question, in one 
of the last meetings of a 2006 course on “Jewish cultural history,” took me, 
jonathan, by surprise. Yet the slightly petulant tone of her question (“I still 
want to know”) suggests some prior exchange left unresolved. I cannot quite 
reconstitute that prior exchange in memory now, but it may be she had actu-
ally raised her hand early in the semester and asked, “Is it a race or a religion?” 
Maybe, to be fair, I’d responded with something like a coy, “I ain’t gonna tell 
you,” suggesting that perhaps by the end of the semester, I’d finally provide an 
answer to the vexing question of the real ground of Jewish identity.1

It would have been more enlightening, I suppose, to try to explain that 
her question wouldn’t have made sense until something like the eighteenth 
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or even the nineteenth century; that the attempt to separate out race, re-
ligion, and culture was inseparable from questions of governability and 
identity in the bourgeois state ideal; that the refusal of these categories to 
respect our attempts to keep them distinct goes far toward explaining the 
gulf separating that ideal from the violent history of the twentieth century; 
that the “Jewish question” remains simultaneously anomalous and paradig-
matic because Jewishness refuses to sit still as genealogy (a politer term than 
“race,” which, at least in older usages, was not necessarily limited to what 
we now call biological kinship), religion (certainly if that term is under-
stood to mean, most conveniently for the liberal state, an individual affair 
primarily consisting of points of “faith” that remain discreetly tucked away 
in individual brains), or culture (something everyone has, unique but equiv-
alent to everyone else’s, like a home address or a Social Security number); 
that the discourse on Jewishness, friendly and hostile, internal and external, 
opportunistically draws on all of these categories, especially when it tries 
to explain where and how continued Jewishness might still be defensible, 
permissible, feasible, worthwhile, or—dare I say it—even necessary?2

How shall we think about the consequences of a history in which lib-
eral democracies, including the Jewish state, have willy-nilly fostered the 
requirements that Jews be categorized into the imagined unities of race, re-
ligion, or both? That liberal democracies do this is not a new insight, espe-
cially if we understand “political theology” to indicate not so much (or not 
merely) the continuity between the authority structures of the church and 
those of the European monarchy or liberal state, but rather the inevitable 
and flawed attempt to ground rationales of state exclusion and inclusion in 
something posited as more abyssal, more unquestionable than state power 
in itself.3 Israeli citizenship criteria, for example, rely heavily both on a ge-
nealogical conception of Jewish peoplehood and on state-sanctioned cleri-
cal authorities for determination of Jewishness in individual cases. Other 
liberal Western states, as has been argued by scholars such as Jon Stratton,4 
permit assimilation and inclusion of Jews within the dominant collective, 
but only at the cost of adherence to a covert “whiteness” criterion for 
membership. These cases suggest that, rather than view our task as the ad-
dition of a consideration of “race” to the discursive tradition (following, say, 
Schmitt and Kantorowicz) on political theology that in any case ultimately 
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means “Christianity” when it says “religion,”5 it may be useful to start by 
assuming that categories covertly or explicitly deemed racial and/or reli-
gious are indispensable to the logic of the state and (for us equally impor-
tant) by discussing possibilities for generous group identifications that resist 
these statist constraints. 

I refused my student’s invitation to pin Jewishness down as race or religion 
not only because the dichotomy hardly applies to the self-understanding of 
Jews at most times and places until post-Enlightenment modernity. Rather, 
my particular resistance to rhetorics of race and religion turns on how these, 
used to ground the governance of identity in liberal nationalisms, have 
constituted and continue to constitute naturalized and therefore generally 
unrecognized hindrances to contingent, grounded, and reflexive Jewish iden-
tification on the part of persons who self-identify, to be sure in quite various 
fashions, as Jews. 

Though this might seem a move in the direction of evacuating the name 
“Jew” of any determinate content, I believe our intention is rather to move 
notions of Jewishness away from any given set of core criteria, toward con-
sciousness of, and participation in, an almost unimaginably vast range of 
repertoires, interpretive debates, and dialogues. This may not only help ex-
plain why succeeding generations continue to somehow want to be Jewish, 
even when the alternative categories of race and religion continue to lose 
whatever resonant appeal they once had, but may also, ultimately, help pro-
vide new directions for thinking about Jewish and other collective names 
beyond the constitutive, and powerfully lingering, aporias of the politics of 
identity in modernity.

I know, however, that you wish to insist on something like a moral core 
to Jewishness, and I see that you are eager to interrupt.

aside from an eagerness to interrupt, which has now been attributed 
to me, martin, and indeed has been regarded by some commentators as 
belonging to an essential core of Jewishness, what specific criteria for classi-
fying Jews as a collectivity could possibly attain sufficiently wide acceptance 
as to render the assembled construction useful, analytically or otherwise? 
An implicit question underlying much of the foregoing seems to be “use-
ful for whom?” You draw a distinction between two basic approaches to 
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understanding Jewishness, one that attempts to locate Jews within socio-
political categories inherited from historical circumstances of questionable 
relevance, and another that seeks to infer a classification scheme from pat-
terns of self-identification in the experience of Jewish communities and the 
testimony of individuals. The former approach, by cataloging Jews as one 
among several instances of a presupposed classification, be it race, religion, 
culture, or some other, is clearly useful to the state in its efforts to portray its 
actions as rational, categorical, and impartial. The latter approach, by reflect-
ing the relatively recent academic disfavor toward classifications of group 
identity imposed from without (generally from above) and embracing an 
intersubjective engagement with the people being discussed, is useful to 
scholars in their search for a discourse that offers a reasonable level of ex-
planatory power (dare I say, a scientific approach).

What is less clear is the usefulness of either approach, as perceived by 
the Jews under study. If we judge by the contemporary discourse among 
self-identified Jews, it is a safe guess that no defining conception of Jew-
ishness, perhaps especially a conception offered from within, will be even 
minimally acceptable to most participants. In the Israeli context certainly, 
it is far from obvious that the question of what constitutes an overarching 
Jewishness is as compelling as the struggle among competing prescriptions 
for living as a Jew, each vision highly parochial but perceived by its partisans 
as somehow “most authentic.” The diversity of contemporary Israeli Jew-
ish life often degenerates into an internal disputation, unfortunately mir-
roring the externally posed terms of the “Jewish question” based on the 
categories of race and religion. Having accepted these terms in negotiating 
with the world powers, whether opportunistically or from a disadvanta-
geous bargaining position, many Jews find themselves trapped within them, 
unable to even ask whether these categorical assumptions can be adjusted, 
for fear of consequently undermining their historic position regarding the 
legitimacy of the State of Israel. Thus, an Israeli undergraduate might very 
well ask an instructor to characterize the Jews as a religion or a people (a 
word that in the Middle East performs much of the political work histori-
cally associated with the word race in America), not to obtain an authorita-
tive answer but, more likely, to locate the teacher, as an individual, on the 
familiar spectrum of parochial perspectives. The careless instructor might 
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place emphasis on the Jews as a people (probably “secular”), on the Jewish 
religion (“ultra-orthodox”), on both (“national-religious”), or on neither 
(“anti-Zionist”), but any attempt to hide behind cageyness would be read as 
invoking teacher-student hierarchy. The awkward labels in our hypothetical 
undergraduate’s repertoire are the most commonly invoked representations 
of Jewishness among Israeli Jews, and though they distort a more nuanced 
understanding through the binaries of race and religion, each of these per-
spectives has accumulated a sufficiently rich history to provide its advocates 
with a core of meaning and identity. So, the categories of race and religion, 
constructed to serve particular political interests in an early European con-
text, applied to the Jews in a much later context, introjected by Jews in the 
name of achieving political statehood, and reified by that state through its 
legal structures, ultimately begat new political identities based on partisan 
relationship to the older categories and a contest among these partisans to 
legally impose those categories on Israelis, Palestinians, Jews in general, and 
everyone else.

Where can one begin in trying to unravel this mess? Perhaps the pre-
liminary work of deconstruction, which thankfully prevents ontologizing 
anything as race, is only half finished, and we must now turn our atten-
tion to religion. Despite the relevance of multiple academic perspectives to 
the study of an individual decision not to steal, how can that decision be 
uniquely classified as law, philosophy, politics, psychology, sociology, anthro-
pology, biology, or religion? Each discipline can construct analyses of that 
decision based on its historically successful methods, but while the insepa-
rable signifier and signified make up the workload of the scholar, the refer-
ent can remain autonomous and indifferent, until taught to understand itself 
as inherently belonging to one or another label. Just as the state promotes 
the reification of categorical distinctions, not only to govern its subjects/
citizens but also to negotiate relations with other centers of power, each of 
these power centers similarly manufactures ontology for the phenomena 
under its purview. In particular, institutional scholarship establishes spheres 
of interest and regulates market share among the academic disciplines. For 
these reasons, controversy over the classification of some issue as religious, 
medical, legal, or economic often reflects the friction along boundaries be-
tween the centers of power involved.
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As you hinted, not all “religions” begin with faith or belief, and many 
do not respect, except as a matter of practical obedience to state power, 
the division of human activity according to past agreements over realms of 
authority between competing centers of power. I submit that your proposal 
for moving away from core criteria toward a more open-ended conscious-
ness and participation is a valuable contribution to understanding religion 
as such. Within an agreed framework that sees Jewishness as a collection of 
experiences to be understood phenomenologically, I can feel free to adhere 
to my particular repertoire and interpretive debates, moral and otherwise. 

Now, stop me before I interrupt again.

martin, your response seems so lucid that my opening entry now seems 
full of holes through which I could drive my 2005 Prius, if not a Mack 
truck. To follow this, I’ll have to direct your attention back to that opening 
entry as well.

The first hole is right there at the beginning. It’s hard to imagine begin-
ning an account of Jewishness without at least some postulates, whether or 
not made explicit, about what Jewish identity is and is not. So it seems un-
likely that I really devoted an entire semester to the critique of essentialist 
notions of Jewish identity without making at least certain key assumptions 
about shared notions of Jewishness that everyone, the instructor included, 
brought into the class. I do use one term, “Jewish communities,” which, it 
seems, one could get away with for the length of this essay without deon-
tologizing. The term has its critical attractions, which turn out to be mostly 
negative, since it avoids some of the problems of racial, religious, or even 
statist categorization. It also has its sentimental attractions, suggesting a leg-
acy of collective solidarity and autonomy, but we should be wary of being 
seduced by these, since a host of repressions have also been carried out, by 
Jews and non-Jews, in the name of Jewish community.

Likewise, suggesting that a distinction something like that between racial 
and religious differences cannot be traced further back than the Enlighten-
ment is not particularly helpful. One can argue that something like racial 
discourses can be detected well back into the Middle Ages, and indeed 
this seems to be the emerging consensus among medievalists.6 Also, to be 
sure, the vexed relation of—to vary the terms a bit—communities of ge-
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nealogy and communities of faith dogged European colonialism from its 
very beginnings, as witness the decision taken rather early by Spanish mis-
sionaries in the New World that natives could not be ordained as priests.7 
More speculatively—because it relies on a counterfactual—I wrote of the 
importance to the bourgeois state ideal of the separation of race and reli-
gion in a way that suggested we might have been better off if that ideal had 
been fully realized in the twentieth century, as if something like Fukuyama’s 
now-risible “end of history” had arrived rather than the end of the myth of 
inevitable progress in the wake of World War II. I’m not sure that particu-
lar consummation would have been something so devoutly to be wished. 
And, while we’re still looking at my second paragraph, I noticed that al-
though anthropologists and other cultural theorists have been working for 
decades to dismantle the notion of whole, organic, and functionally equiva-
lent human cultures, within the Jewish world we’ve been seeing a renewed 
emphasis on, and funding of efforts to promote, “Jewish culture” (an effort 
in which I’m certainly complicit) or even something called (oxymoroni-
cally to my ears) “cultural Judaism.” Speaking of multiple “Jewish cultures” 
just defers the problem; it doesn’t resolve it. 

One more point before I begin responding to you rather than to me. I 
refer to the situated identities of “persons who self-identify . . . as Jews.” Am 
I doing anything beyond paraphrasing Marx here—especially if we com-
pare Marx’s “Alp” of the past weighing on past generations to Mount Sinai, 
which, as the Midrash tells us, God was ready to have overturned on our an-
cestors’ heads had they not “chosen” to accept His Law?8 More pointedly, is 
this my iteration of a contemporary ideal that in general veers more heavily 
toward a greater individualism than I would care to defend in theory, and 
that deprivileges those who take their own Jewishness (whatever its form) 
to be noncontingent or who refuse to exercise the language of reflexivity 
that people like you and me find so comforting? 

So, then, “useful for whom?” Yes, quite! However, I had already suggested 
that we were considering categories of race and religion primarily as they 
are useful to the state. The state—now there’s a nice reification for you. 
In the Israeli context certainly, as you know, it is particularly difficult to 
separate personal identity from the state (even for those who argue that 
identities in Israel should not be a matter of state control or intervention, 
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agonistic engagement with the state form of social organization is central). 
And whether or not full citizenship rights “as a Jew” in Israel depend on 
conformity to a given description of Jewishness, Jewish people who are 
identified with, contest for, and deploy the power of the Jewish state 
are manifestly engaged in deciding who is and who is not a Jew; a signal 
example of this is the attempt by the (Orthodox) Israeli state rabbinate to 
assert unique jurisdiction, to the exclusion of Orthodox rabbis in the dias-
pora, over the validity of individual conversions to Judaism and, thus, over 
those individuals’ access to marriage and other rights in Israel. It is not a 
novel insight but is worth repeating here, that in a “Jewish” state the mean-
ing of Jewishness is inevitably a matter of state politics.

You imagine that an Israeli student asking her instructor whether the 
Jews are a religion or a people would be trying more to place the teacher 
politically than to figure out Jewish identity. To be sure, students are stu-
dents and instructors have power over them everywhere, including not only 
the power of grading but, of more immediate consequence, the power to 
make them sit still and listen. So it seems quite likely that in Kansas (as in 
your Israeli hypothetical), my actual attempt to hide behind cageyness was 
read as an attempt to withhold knowledge.

Regarding the status of religion as an object of scholarly discourse, es-
pecially in relation to the state, while not knowing exactly what is and 
isn’t “religion” doesn’t hobble my teaching or research, it is nevertheless 
somewhat embarrassing at times. As we have moved away from dogma and 
theology as the subject matter of religious studies, the scope of the field 
has expanded to encompass so much, at least potentially, that one particular 
source of embarrassment is precisely that there is so much we do not attend 
to that, by all rights, we should. Having broken past the barrier of viewing 
Christianity as the only “religion,” we remain with a politics of academic 
scarcity in which there is only so much attention available to be paid to 
so many people. As in so many other areas of our lives, the distorted dis-
tribution of resources under capitalism exacerbates the politics of identity, 
making it appear at times that my heritage or identity can be preserved and 
strengthened only at the cost of yours being marginalized or extinguished. 
In any case, if part of the reason scholars are supported and tolerated at all is 
that they help teach the referent “to understand itself as inherently belong-
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ing to one or another label,” then academic religious studies bears some re-
lation—let’s call it “semideterminate” for now—to the politics of the place 
of religion in any state, liberal, secular or theocratic, Jewish, Christian, Mus-
lim, or officially godless.

When we first contemplated this exchange, you suggested that you’d take 
issue with any formulation suggesting that Jewishness is whatever anyone 
calls it. I’d like to invite you now to say more about your particular reper-
toire regarding the constitution of Jewishness, especially in regard to debates 
about morality, acknowledging that (as we both know) even though the mo-
rality of Jewishness in the Jewish state is fraught in particular ways, the poli-
tics of identity are never innocent of the exercise of certain forms of power.

we seem to agree that, at least for general scholarly purposes, Jewishness 
should be understood through patterns of consciousness and participation 
and cannot be reduced to either race (understood as something associated 
with genealogy) or religion (understood as faith or adherence to a system 
of beliefs), despite the heavy reference to these categories made by Jews 
themselves in attempting to describe their own experience. Having said 
what Jewishness isn’t, can we say anything about what it is? It seems to me 
that any reasonable approach to that question must address two interrelated 
difficulties you raise in connection with this empirical/phenomenologi-
cal understanding of Jewish self-identification: on the one hand, does an 
accretive catalog of Jewish cultural repertoires deal justly with those who 
take their particular Jewishness to be noncontingent, and on the other, does 
the inclusivity of that approach undermine our attempt to distinguish Jew-
ishness from anything else, precisely because it excludes all noncontingent 
content? How do we discuss the multiplicity of Jewish narratives in a man-
ner that negotiates among diverse repertoires within some recognizable 
boundary of Jewishness, while neither privileging nor deprivileging any 
particularistic notions of essential content? 

These questions return us precisely to the problem of “freedom of re-
ligion” in the liberal state: how can the law grant equal respect to all rec-
ognized religions while withholding recognition of any as having special 
legitimacy? If we follow this analogy, it may be useful, at least for academic 
work, to recognize a principle of “freedom of Jewishness” that understands 
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the word Jewishness as a purely descriptive category, within which every 
Jewish repertoire, each with its own particularistic notions of essential con-
tent, is an equivalent exemplum. Although “freedom of religion” effectively 
constitutes an equal deprivileging of all noncontingent religious experi-
ence, the legal intent (if not always the political) is not to challenge the 
meaning of religion for its adherents but rather to downplay the theological 
significance of state action toward religion and limit the state’s engage-
ment with religion to empirical information available to adherents and 
nonadherents alike. Perhaps, by limiting the goals of study to a historical 
accounting of Jewish experience based on empirical information, naturally 
including personal testimony and text analysis, scholars will be freed to 
apply their professional skills to the multiplicity of Jewish narratives while 
accepting neither responsibility nor authority for singling out any one for 
special endorsement or for inventing some master synthesis that, in any 
event, most of the Jews under study are likely to reject. 

However, “freedom of Jewishness” differs from “freedom of religion” in 
significant ways. First, unlike the methodological difficulties associated with 
distinguishing certain human activities as categorically religious, the ob-
servation that “Jewishness” generally applies to historically interconnected 
narratives, including the judgments each narrative makes of the others, pro-
vides a basis for operational definition of the boundary. In fact, the im-
portance of the historical perspective in Jewish thought, underpinning the 
understanding and interpretation of text and found in activities from prayer 
to “secular” literature and politics, imparts an implicit authority to histori-
cist methodology, or at least makes it less foreign. Second, Zionism not-
withstanding, Jews have a long tradition of indifference toward engagement 
with nonparticipants on the question of whether their particular narrative 
repertoires are kosher, so it is not clear what fairness a nonparticipant can 
show toward those who take their Jewishness to be noncontingent beyond 
respectful recognition that they indeed follow a way of life they regard as 
possessing transcendent significance. Third, questions about how interpre-
tive debates act to unify the differing repertoires, and how that unity can be 
represented to nonparticipants, have been a central concern for Jews at least 
since the ancient Talmudic debates, the interactions with Hellenism, the 
work of medieval Jewish philosophers, and the disputations. 
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Proposing an apparently liberal, even laissez-faire, “freedom of Jewishness” 
may surprise you, in light of my early statement that I do not accept Judaism 
to be merely the sum total of what Jews do (which I compared to my re-
jecting the suggestion that mathematics is merely the sum total of whatever 
mathematicians do). The difference is entirely one of context. Any particular 
repertoire belongs to the complex web of relationships called Jewishness by 
virtue of the nature of those relationships, and belonging neither influences 
nor is influenced by its consistency with other Jewish narratives. 

My own Jewish perspective encourages this distinction between the 
experience of noncontingence from within and the explicit awareness of 
contingence in representing my perspective to others. I was taught that we 
are obliged to concern ourselves with what Judaism expects of us, while 
practicing curiosity and genial open-mindedness toward other repertoires 
of Jewishness, as long as they do not contradict what we understand Juda-
ism to be capable of accepting. In view of this distinction, “freedom of 
Jewishness” is not intended as a technical compromise that politely steers 
away from conflicts over interpretation but as embracing the goal of a 
psychologically mature relationship between our reflexive experience as 
subjects and the awareness of relationship and interaction with other dif-
ferent, yet fundamentally equivalent, subjects. Put another way, an inter
subjective outlook prohibits the recognition of a public rule based solely 
on the private experience of one individual or group, and this prohibition 
is the foundation of an ethical principle. Thus, drawing a line from Hillel to 
Levinas, by way of Yehuda Halevi, we find ourselves, not having forgotten 
your original question, discussing morality as the moral core of a particular 
Jewish repertoire. 

In light of Rabbi Hillel’s greatest hit, “That which is hateful to you, do 
not impose on another. That is the whole Torah; the rest is the interpreta-
tion; go and learn,” it is reasonable to expect that adherents of alternative 
perspectives will at least acknowledge that the identification of a moral core 
in Judaism is not too far-fetched. Although no perfect distinction is pos-
sible, Jewish law is traditionally divided into ritual law and ethical law, and 
many followers of Hillel argue that, without second guessing divine intent, 
the observance of ritual law serves as a practice of mindfulness in regard 
to the ethical law. According to this line of thinking, in the Sinai covenant 
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our ancestors accepted an obligation to hold ourselves to a high standard 
of ethical behavior, so our coherence as a collectivity follows from that 
historical event and is embodied in that commitment (answering for this 
narrative the question, “Who are the Jews?”). Since the Torah directs us not 
to look to heaven for instruction—the law as given, debated, interpreted, 
deconstructed, and reconstructed provides the blueprint for a just society—
this ethical structure must include the style of scholarly debate as well as its 
content. As Jessica Benjamin has said,9 we may construct the moral thirdness 
required for ethical relationships through a process of mutual recognition of 
our subjective interpretations of divine law, but not while insisting on a sin-
gle absolute statement of divine intent. This understanding is underscored 
in the remarkable account of Rabbi Eliezer, who successfully obtains divine 
support for his position in the debate over the oven of Akhni, but is never
theless overruled by the other rabbis. The Talmud says that this rabbinic 
independence caused God to smile, reminding Him that the Torah instructs 
us to settle earthly matters among ourselves without looking to Heaven. 
Conversely, as pointedly observed by Yeshayahu Leibowitz, this style of de-
bate reminds us not to confuse our emotional needs with divine will.

Of course, the foregoing invites the response that Hillel’s canonical 
formulation logically constrains only the subset of Jewishness informed 
by Torah, and some may argue that to invoke Hillel in a political context 
amounts to religious coercion. In a recent essay that appeared in the daily 
Hebrew newspaper Haaretz and was translated for its English edition, A. B. 
Yehoshua wrote, “Logically, the word Jew belongs much more among terms 
like French, Chinese or English. The Jewish faith is an optional part of being 
a Jew, just as Catholicism or Christianity is an optional part of being an 
Italian or English, or the way Islam is optional for Egyptians. This has been 
absolutely proven over the last 200 years of Jewish secularism.”10 This nar-
rative, which is not my own but does represent a familiar Jewish repertoire, 
poses an apparent challenge to the relevance of Hillel to Jewish identity. 
Logically, this challenge can be further expanded to consider the identi-
ties of Chinese or Italians who adopt something they understand to be the 
Jewish faith without becoming Jews, and Jews who adopt Catholicism or 
Islam yet remain Jews, but it is interesting to note the inadequate translation 
as “faith” of the Hebrew dat, a word closer in meaning to law, lawfulness, 
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or in the logical sense, known (cf. data). Perhaps a more accurate translation 
of Yehoshua’s original would be that “the observance of Jewish law is an 
optional part of being a Jew,” and here again, so long as we bear in mind a 
proper distinction between what Judaism (or Jewish law) requires and what 
Jews do, the statement remains logically valid. 

Incorporating Jewish law into state law, backed by the state’s monopoly 
on the legitimate use of violence, renders the question of how Jewish law 
should be determined problematic, and “freedom of Jewishness” is inher-
ently violated. Despite the face Israel presents to the world through the 
statements and policies of its government, commitment to the ethical law 
in the general population is probably no better or worse than in other 
Jewish communities over time. But in this globalized economy, problems 
of social justice and communal responsibility are posed in the vocabulary 
of European social democracy and American neoconservatism, with only 
marginal relevance seen in Jewish ethical law. Thus, even though one as-
sumes that “secular” progressives such as A. B. Yehoshua, who regard ritual 
law as optional, have a different attitude toward Jewish laws of ethics and 
social justice, nevertheless (and despite the importance of observant Jews in 
the concrete daily struggles for justice in Israel), the mainstream view (cf. 
“The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas”11) largely 
relegates Jewish ethics to a fuzzy notion of “compassion” as a chronic Jew-
ish shortcoming and regards observant progressives as largely anomalous.

In this political environment, I am occasionally called upon to explain 
the peculiar assortment of ritual laws I observe, and consequently about 
belief in God, divine judgment, and so on, belief being the presumed start-
ing place for observance of Jewish ritual law or concern for the Jewish 
ethical content of social justice. Exacerbating the general annoyance of 
these interrogators, I recount my teenage impulse to reconsider Jewish 
identity while reading The Autobiography of Malcolm X, whose emphasis on 
history and memory as components of identity held a powerful resonance 
for me as a Jew. Anticipating that resonance, Yehuda Halevi argued in his 
twelfth-century work Kuzari that for its adherents, attachment to Juda-
ism is rooted not in faith in a deity or belief in nature as evidence for a 
deity but in the existential experience of being raised and educated within 
a pattern of historical developments, beginning with the events at Sinai, 
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evolving through a vast series of interpretive narratives down to us, and 
depending on one’s teleological viewpoint, continuing beyond the present 
moment. In this view of Jewish identity, the most significant epistemologi-
cal assumption for the individual and the community is that our inherited 
narrative did not originate in a fraud, an assumption essentially comparable 
to believing that the (now ancient and irreproducible) Apollo moon land-
ings were not actually staged in a Hollywood basement. Although Halevi 
intended his work as a defense of Judaism, his central insight into the 
role of historical experience in Jewish identity is essentially up to date, 
if we understand that experience as a complex network of historically 
connected narratives, each with a subjective core of interpretive experi-
ence, and each recognizing in the other a different and yet fundamentally 
equivalent subject. This shuffling of Halevi onto the postmodernist escala-
tor then extends to Jewishness, understood in the most inclusive sense, an 
ethical structure based on intersubjective relationships among the most 
easily recognized narratives and the less familiar others with which we are 
more likely to enter into interpretive debate. 

a few further thoughts on two questions on which we have, perhaps, 
already made some progress.

First, what coherent stance can we (defined here as those who take group 
identity per se as at least primarily contingent, and who in public discourse 
at least take that stance toward their own identities as well) take toward our 
fellows who concede the contingency of their identity not at all? I would 
say that it is useful, among other things, for us to recall that their stance 
tends to destabilize ours, that which is absolute tending to be more forceful 
than that which is contingent. In response we tend alternatively to idolize 
or to demonize our fellows who are “noncontingent.” It is wiser, perhaps, 
to start from a somewhat reductive or quantitative stance and assume, as if 
identity were a fixed quantum, that more of theirs than of ours is invested 
in the Jewish name, and to see what the consequences are for their lives 
and for our mutual relationships—for example, it may be prudent to see 
noncontingent Jews as bearers of a rich and detailed collective memory of 
everyday, intimate Jewish life without fashioning them as more “authenti-
cally” Jewish than anyone else.
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Second, to the extent that we may retain some notion of our own au-
thentic Jewishness, is there a necessary gap in reasoning between that and 
our assertion that, discursively, nothing that calls itself Jewish, even if we 
find it repellent, is to be declared a priori fraudulent in its claim to that 
name? Your last communication goes far, I think, toward filling that gap in 
reasoning. Academic Jewish studies has gone far, even in the few decades 
since I began to apprentice in that trade, away from the search for (or even 
assumption of ) one normative Jewish tradition and toward recognition of 
Gershom Scholem’s assertion that what’s Jewish is what Jews have done 
and thought. But as a practitioner of that trade, I find that something’s lost 
and something’s gained in the embrace of this laissez-faire. A decathexis 
has been demanded of me. I no longer approach my field of Jewish studies 
primarily as the study of that which is “my own.” The primary question 
necessarily becomes not “What relation do the people I study have to 
me?” but rather “What relation do the people I study have to each other?” 

I think you are too kind by far to the bizarre and troubling statement 
by A. B. Yehoshua that you quote. To be sure, I have no wish to dispute 
the right of anyone to call herself a Jew without adherence to the Jewish 
faith. Yet the separability of Jewishness from Judaism is not a “logical” but 
a historical and semantic fact, and his analogy (“just as”) proves nothing. 
Before Emancipation, that is, before “the last 200 years,” the possibility of 
abandoning Judaism but remaining a Jew almost inevitably smacked of 
a genealogical determinism (what we now call “racism”) imposed from 
outside. This is certainly not the “logic” Yehoshua means to assert, yet that 
he finds himself back in the same trap points once again to the state’s 
seeming inability to constitute itself without the help of either race, re-
ligion, or both. On the other hand, for Jews, but also for “the” French, 
English, or Italians, the possibility of sharing that nationality without a 
“religion” presumed its inevitable concomitant is also a matter of the last 
two hundred years, and by no means fully accomplished: just ask Mus-
lim immigrants to France, England, or Italy. Without that, nationality is a 
matter of language, territorial-state belonging, and genealogy. How else 
would he or they know who these putative Jews are? Otherwise, unless 
Yehoshua is ready to concede that I’m not Jewish (because I don’t share 
his land, language, or citizenship) or that Hebrew-speaking Arab citizens 
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of Israel are (because they do share his land, language, or citizenship), I 
don’t think Hillel has to worry too much.

well, those really are the two questions underlying this entire 
discussion—in a sense they should be seen as two instances of one big 
question facing anyone who tempers the authenticity of immediate private 
perspective with a learned awareness of the contingence of that perspective 
in public space and time. Private experience being just that, no two people 
can possibly have identical conceptions of their group identity, so group 
members must inevitably negotiate practical differences of perspective or 
fall into endless power struggle and schism. Moreover, unless we accept that 
group identity can only be a group construction, we are left with an old 
and somewhat ludicrous conundrum—what literal meaning can be given 
to the notion of sharing nonidentical group identities? Negotiating differ-
ence can be difficult even when all parties share a common identity and an 
awareness of identity as contingent. Restating your questions, our strategy 
for understanding identity is ultimately tested by two problematic cases at 
the boundaries—a party that concedes no awareness of contingence and a 
party whose demand for recognition strains our ability to find meaningful 
group identity at all.

The Talmudic process poses Jewish identity as adherence to a central core 
of law, whose meaning is to be collectively determined, and institutional-
izes rule-based interpretive debate as a necessary step in understanding Jew-
ish experience. This insistent awareness of epistemology admits a possibility 
that is simply not consistent with absolutist noncontingence, the possibil-
ity of rethinking a provisional identity, and as I understand Jewish tradi-
tion, this point of view is traditional. In this sense, it can be argued that 
an entirely noncontingent view of Jewish identity should be understood 
as yet another of the many nontraditional directions Jewishness has taken 
over the past three hundred years, along with secular assimilationism and 
Zionism. Again, we adopt a coherent stance toward all Jewish narratives, 
from absolute noncontingence to antinomian sentimentalism, by defining 
boundaries for “freedom of Jewishness” that admit as kosher any particular 
form of Jewishness with a reasonable and recognizable historical connec-
tion to Jewish practice. This approach emphasizes the commonality between 
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various claims to a more authentic Jewishness, whether from a thoroughly 
Westernized Israeli whose assertion rests on his participation in a Hebrew-
speaking army or a Haredi appropriating to himself the title Jewish Jew or 
Torah Jew. Both, with some degree of generosity, can be taken as invitations 
to similarly draw on our own secure base of identity and similarly exhibit 
what feels like authentic Jewishness. In considering the problematics of this 
invitation, I am reminded of a passage you may recall writing, regarding the 
means by which house slaves, acculturated into the servant class of the white 
American slaveholders, may have preserved their identification with African 
culture through attachment to their own memories and contact with field 
slaves whose connection to African practices was presumably less fully sup-
pressed by the slave system.12 In countering claims that the assimilation of 
house slaves into “white culture” rendered their identification artificial, the 
passage describes the physical and historical circumstances that produced 
an authentic cultural connection and suggests that emotional factors arising 
from contact with field slaves—dissonance, guilt, and nostalgia—may have 
strengthened that identification. Without my suggesting any comparison to 
the horrors of New World slavery, it occurred to me that your insight into 
these emotional factors may have been influenced by personal experience as 
a partially or superficially assimilated American Jew confronting Jews whose 
detailed Jewishness is unmistakably evident in their presentation of self.

Analogously perhaps, many Israelis perversely regard diaspora Jews as a 
variety of house slave, privileged to share the master’s culture and wealth 
but deprived of Jewish authenticity and paralyzed by self-hatred (a fault 
ostensibly evidenced by sensitivity to traditional Jewish ethics). Inevitably, 
this pattern has been replicated in the view taken by the “frontiersmen” of 
the Jewish West Bank settlements toward the “degenerate and hedonistic” 
Jews of Tel Aviv. Speaking for myself, I have become somewhat immune 
to Jews who regard their Jewishness as less contingent or more authentic 
than my own.

About twenty years ago, a lesbian reform rabbi was discussing her work 
on an Israeli TV talk show, until rudely interrupted by another guest, a 
minor male politician from an “ultra-orthodox party” who dismissively 
pronounced her views unacceptable. She politely (in American-accented 
Hebrew) suggested that as religiously committed Jews representing dis
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advantaged minority groups in Israel, they should recognize their common 
interest in working together to further pluralism and tolerance. Clearly 
caught off guard that the maidele was not destabilized by his absolutist 
stance,13 the politician was further astonished at the suggestion that his au-
thentic community would seek the protection of minority status, as though 
it were a form of “social deviance” and not the natural ideology for the 
Land of Israel. Whether drawing on his rich experience as a Jew or as a 
grubby politician, he exemplified much of what Jean-Luc Nancy had in 
mind in distinguishing reasoned belief from faith as a form of noncon-
tingent loyalty.14 The rabbi exemplified the ethical approach advocated by 
Hillel, drawing on a safe space where she stores her sense of authentic Jew-
ishness. Whether choosing this strategy as a follower of Hillel or as a student 
of game theory, she admirably confronted potentially destabilizing noncon-
tingence without seeking to destabilize the other. 

Since you evidently enjoyed A. B. Yehoshua’s statement, I am sure that 
you will be interested to hear his motivation—to argue against the con-
tinued reference to Israel as a Jewish state. In Yehoshua’s view, by pro-
claiming the State of Israel, the founders clearly announced a political 
entity embodying the People of Israel in organic, divinely inspired, and 
noncontingent relationship with the Land of Israel, thus rendering any 
further qualification unnecessary. Applying the term “Jewish state” there-
fore implies a religious component (and hence, religious coercion) that is 
not only superfluous (since he views the Jewish religion as optional for 
Jews) but the primary source of irritation to Palestinian-Arab Israelis. But 
in viewing the Jews as a people (or race or nation) that incidentally ac-
quired a religious faith, Yehoshua does not abandon his exiled kin, keeping 
open the possibility of return (a secularized version of traditional notions 
of repentance).

There is no need to insist on saying “Jewish state” or “state of the Jewish 
people” in order to express the validity of the law of return (which grants 
any Jew who wants to live in Israel automatic citizenship). On the contrary, 
when we say that Israel is also a Zionist state, we clearly articulate the stand-
ing offer to Diaspora Jews to transform from Jews into Israelis, and to return 
to their original and total Jewishness—in territory, in history and in the ex-
perience of living within a community that obligates them.15
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You have been an articulate exponent of an opposing view—that “the les-
son of Diaspora, namely that peoples and lands are not naturally and or-
ganically connected” is important for Jews and the world as a whole.16

i stand by those words. Though I admit I first misread the title of 
Yehoshua’s article—that is, I thought he was explaining the rationale for 
insisting on a Jewish state rather than questioning that rationale—my reac-
tion to his argument hasn’t changed. Genealogy is an inescapable aspect of 
collective identity through time; it shapes life and is never innocent. When 
combined with state-territorial dominance, its tendency to facilitate op-
pression of nonkin is enhanced; when substituted for rhetorics of collective 
memory (rhetorics that include but are not limited to suffering, that may 
focus on what is shared through the generations but do not suppress dif-
ferences among members of the group in time and space), the pressure on 
exclusive (or dominant) dwelling within a sovereign territory becomes all 
the greater, since any nonmember of the group present in that territory 
becomes ipso facto a threat to identity and “security.” Though Yehoshua 
refers to “history” and communal obligation, those are readily available in 
diasporic communities, so what’s left is, again, territory and “nationality,” 
which can only mean biological descent here. On what other possible basis 
does he assert that those he calls “Diaspora Jews” should come to Israel “to 
return to their original and total Jewishness”?17 

In any case, I’m a hopeless candidate as far as he’s concerned. I like the 
fact that my Jewishness depends on interaction—some good, some not so 
good—with other peoples. My Jewishness is not original. I don’t want it 
to be. It’s derived, with some twists I’ve come up with on my own at the 
cost of considerable personal effort, and again, that’s just how I like it. I can’t 
begin to imagine what he thinks “total Jewishness” means. It sounds like 
some creepy marketing campaign. I don’t especially want to have the last 
word, but I really don’t even want to argue about this, even with a great 
writer. And I know that other smart and moral and worldly people agree 
with him. I’m outta here. Good-bye. 

whether construed narrowly, as the applicability of particular reli-
gious constructs to sociopolitical organization, or broadly, as the influence 
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of religious identity on political behavior, political theology takes off from 
the claim that religion is a distinct and identifiable category whose relation-
ship to politics admits universal conclusions. Although the foregoing dis-
cussion focuses on Jewish experience, it points to the difficulties in clearly 
distinguishing race and religion as formal categories with regard to one 
historically significant case and is thus relevant to the claim of universal-
ity. A different traditional approach to Jewish identity grounded in ethical 
relations—referencing notions of kinship and theology but not requiring a 
clear distinction—may provide a useful model in political theology. 

A democratic state can be understood as dealing in matters of public 
record, respectfully accommodating but remaining agnostic toward expres-
sions of subjective experience. Moreover, since theology is only sharply 
distinguished from history, philosophy, law, and literature insofar as it deals 
with issues not intersubjectively available for controlled study, its relevance 
to democracy seems naturally limited to its overlap with these other ways 
of thinking. One need not assert an inevitable connection between Carl 
Schmitt and the particular state, whose legal philosophy he worked to for-
malize, to suspect that positioning the state in analogy to God is not a 
secure base for democracy. Put another way, to the extent that what is con-
ventionally denominated as “religious thought” cannot be unambiguously 
distinguished from the shared habits of mind among a particular kinship 
group, it remains unlikely that religion can provide a basis for democratic 
constitutional principle without similarly sacralizing race.
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what’s culture to some (e.g., foodways for African Americans and Afro-Caribbeans) is 
law for others (their Lubavitch Hasidic neighbors)—making the neighborhood barbe-
cue a less-than-ideal candidate for fostering state-sponsored unity. 

2.  Marc Ellis has insisted, plausibly enough, on the claim that continued Jewish 
identity is unthinkable without the continued viability of Palestinian identity. I suppose 
I could imagine a variety of post-Jewishness that, God forbid, would focus on mourn-
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Rethinking Redemption
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Historians often note that great critics of white supremacy in the United 
States—from Frederick Douglass, William Lloyd Garrison, and Henry 
Thoreau to Martin Luther King and James Baldwin—are drawn to spe-
cifically prophetic language to address dimensions of politics precluded by 
liberal discourse. But how shall we theorize prophecy as a genre of political 
language (and of political theory) in relation to liberalism and race? In ways 
that historians rarely appreciate, critics of white supremacy in the United 
States are also drawn to prophetic language because politics involves per-
suasion, persuasion requires starting with your audience, and prophecy—
not only liberal individualism—remains a passionate frame of reference 
in American politics. For these critics, prophecy is not a dead (“biblical”) 
genre but vernacular “political theology,” the ordinary language even of 
those who believe they are secular. Critics of white supremacy are drawn 
to prophecy less in a strategic or voluntarist sense, as if they stand outside 
of and choose to use a language their audience is inside, and more in an 
embodied sense; they are gripped by and bespeak a vernacular legacy, even 
as they rework it as a language in and for politics.

To assess prophetic language in theoretical and political terms, then, we 
should start with the question of definition. What is prophecy? Prophecy 
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names a social practice appearing in many cultures, which commentators 
link to shamanism, ecstatic vision, founder myths, charisma, political dema-
goguery, and social criticism. It is a social role that mediates between human 
beings and powerful realities they neither understand nor control to ad-
dress their fateful choices as a community. But prophecy also is a change-
able, contested social practice. After all, there was profound conflict between 
those (call them “house prophets”) who worked for Israel’s royal house 
and voiced God’s unconditional support for it, and those now canonized 
as “the” prophets, who condemned the idolatry of state power by voicing 
a God that holds monarchy and nation to account. People thus revise the 
practice of prophecy and argue about who counts as a prophet and which 
words to endow with (or recognize as having) authority. Simon and Gar-
funkel sing “the words of the prophets are written on the subway walls and 
tenement halls,” to signal how “prophecy” surrounds us still, as we count 
some voices and ignore others—at our peril. 

Prophecy is an office—a public practice—open to revision, but in cultures 
bearing biblical traces prophecy also is a genre of speech, with characteristic 
narrative forms and tropes, cadences of speech, registers of voice. Figures 
such as William Blake or Friedrich Nietzsche, and American literary artists 
and social critics, assume the office as they take up and revise the language. 
But what marks the genre, and how shall we assess its political bearing? 

Biblical prophets condemn idolatry, social injustice, and monarchi-
cal power by telling a story about a chosen people who strayed from the 
founding covenant, first principles, and God that once redeemed them from 
Egyptian bondage. Prophets seek what they call a “turn,” which is trans-
lated into English as “repentance,” a turn by which Hebrews can recon-
stitute themselves as a community. Martin Buber thus argues that biblical 
prophets neither decree a fate nor predict the future but rather seek a “deci-
sion” about the constitutive commitments and practices of the people they 
address.1 But the biblical genre bears a vexed relation to politics because it 
lacks an Aristotelian dimension. For prophets denounce idolatry in the name 
of a God whose higher authority is beyond question; they denounce social 
injustice but do not conceive a valid pluralism among compelling truths and 
worthy goods. After all, they defend monotheism, and so a unitary idea of 
community, against a cosmopolitan multiculturalism! They also invent the 
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idea of redemption, which seems to promise deliverance not only from op-
pression but from the conflict, contingency, and history that are constitutive 
conditions of a specifically political life.

It matters greatly, therefore, that in the United States a self-declared de-
mocracy forges national identity by prophetic language. Surely, elites re-
peatedly use the idea of a redeemer nation to justify imperial power, and 
they link the redemption of a special American promise to a politics that 
purifies the social body of impulses, practices, and alien peoples signifying 
corruption. From Puritanism to Jerry Falwell, uses of prophetic language 
seem to inherently support social control, the centering of cultural author-
ity, and violence in the name of redemption. In response to such rhetoric 
in the last twenty years, many political theorists have reaffirmed private 
rights and liberal constitutionalism, a language of pluralism, or norms of 
civil deliberation. Yet the political meaning of prophecy remains contingent, 
I would argue, if we note the cohort of thinkers and actors who have used 
prophetic language to criticize white supremacy. Indeed, in doing so they 
pose questions silenced by liberalism and on behalf of democratic projects.

Indeed, it even seems impossible to think about race in the United States 
without being impelled toward prophecy as a form of political theory and 
practice. But what is it that American critics of white supremacy seek in 
or draw from the genre of prophecy, and have they revised it to make 
democratic claims in a political way? Answers to these two questions ap-
pear by attending to the biblical idea of prophecy as an office involving 
certain kinds of speech: critics of white supremacy draw on the depiction 
of prophets as messengers who announce, as witnesses who testify, as watchmen 
who warn of danger, and as singers who lament and thus endow history and 
suffering with meaning.

First, prophecy is the office of “messengers” who announce. For Blake, 
prophets are poets who bring forth seminal poetic fictions. In words so 
powerful as to become a truth—Wallace Stevens says “supreme fiction”—
that subsequent generations live by, their announcements remake the pas-
sionate frame of reference through which audiences orient self-reflection 
and agency.2 But the prophetic office is specifically to announce unspeakable 
truths, which people deny at great cost to others and themselves. Amos 
declares that God does not unconditionally support the Hebrews but holds 
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them accountable for their injustice and may declare war on them because 
of it. And Nietzsche, likewise, assumes the office of prophecy to announce 
the death of God. To announce conditions we must acknowledge if we are 
to flourish—whether a just God or a universe beyond good and evil—is a 
prophet’s office. Prophets speak unequivocally and imperatively not because 
of theism but because of the kind of claim they make; whether Jeremiah or 
Baldwin, such messengers seek not obedient submission to dogma but what 
Stanley Cavell calls acknowledgment—of conditions of finitude we must 
accept, and of idolatrous fictions we must relinquish, if we are not to live in 
bad faith and sterility.3

Second, critics of white supremacy draw on prophecy as the office of 
those who bear witness. They not only say what they see, like a legal wit-
ness; they name and condemn the disavowals by which a regime or com-
munity constitutes itself; “testifying” about disavowal and its destructive 
consequences, prophetic witnesses must say what they see and stand against 
it. They bear the voice not only of God but of those Toni Morrison calls the 
“disremembered and unaccounted for.”4 To bear witness is to make present 
what has been made absent, to count what has not been counted as real. By 
testifying, prophetic witnesses re-member or re-found a body divided and 
haunted by what and who are forgotten.

Accordingly, critics of white supremacy bear witness against both the 
unjust exclusion by which a republic at once constitutes and betrays itself 
and ongoing disavowal that this is the case. Again, militant judgment sig-
nals not theism or moral absolutism but a grasp of the difference between 
knowledge and acknowledgment. For they address not a lack of knowledge 
to remedy by information, or a cognitive error to remedy by reason, but a 
motivated blindness about the reality of others, our conduct toward them, 
and so about who we think we are. 

At issue for them is not the inescapable partiality of human vision, or our 
inevitable imbrication in discourse, but a willful innocence about domi-
nation that is culpable because it can be overcome. As Baldwin testifies: 
“One must strive to be tough and philosophical concerning destruction 
and death, but it is not permissible that the authors of devastation also be 
innocent. It is the innocence that constitutes the crime.”5 He names no 
mere “gap” between what people say about their ideals and their actual 
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conduct but a denial of reality so profound that their professed values seem 
hollow, and they seem not hypocritical but deranged. He does not attack 
dogmatism to pluralize valuable optics but rather addresses a willful blind-
ness about domination to reconstitute a regime. 

As prophets from Jeremiah to Baldwin warn, those who deny reality pay 
the penalty of self-destruction. Third, therefore, prophecy is the office of 
watchmen who would forestall danger. It is for this reason that we typically 
associate prophecy with “prediction,” as if prophets were making a causal 
claim. By warning of “the fire next time,” however, Baldwin does not de-
cree a fate or make a prediction but states the consequence of our conduct 
as a contingent future we can avoid if we “amend our ways,” as Jeremiah 
says. The office of prophecy is thus to emphasize choice and agency but 
warn of the point when it is too late to avert the relentlessly unfolding 
consequences of conduct. 

What then is the prophetic answer to disavowal and its penalties? Bibli-
cal prophecy claims that what God requires of us is not esoteric but acces-
sible, not a transcendent Archimedean point to reach by abstraction but a 
“turn” toward what is nearby, to become present to it. As turn is translated 
as a repentance that means acknowledging (and trying to overcome) past 
conduct, so Baldwin provokes whites to what he calls “acceptance” of the 
reality of their history.6 To register the costs of our conduct, and to count 
those we have disavowed, is to shift our judgments of pervasive practices 
we have long deemed legitimate and to recast (how we understand) our 
first principles and ideas of membership, which reconstitutes community. 
This insistence on capacities to act otherwise makes prophecy a language 
of freedom.

Jeremiah and Baldwin both seek a decision about practices they depict 
as constitutive and fateful. Likewise, they exercise authority by narrating a 
certain perspective on the past and its meaning: Jeremiah makes idolatry 
and Baldwin makes white supremacy the defining fact in their stories. Each 
knows his perspective is “contestable,” but for each, we who contest it are 
denying the meaning of our history and conduct. Depicting amnesia, dis-
avowal, and self-destruction, these “titans of the holy curse,” as Weber calls 
them, offer fateful judgments on which our lives depend rather than opin-
ions or stories whose comparable validity we must grant to achieve civil-
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ity. Accordingly, they do not use deliberative reason to validate or mediate 
conflicting claims but rather use poetry, and what Frederick Douglass calls 
scorching irony, to recast at visceral levels what and whom we count as real.7 

What is dangerous—and needful—in prophecy is this demand for de-
cisive choices between commitments, practices, and narratives depicted as 
antithetical. Danger arises in the Schmittian register that seems to deny 
plurality as an axial principle of democratic politics. Yet for Jeremiah and 
Baldwin, this register is needful because the issue is domination and its 
disavowal. The constitutively political value of their speech is suggested by 
Jacques Rancière. In Dis-agreement he argues that all regimes enfranchise 
some by subordinating others: a “whole” is always constituted partially, by 
exclusion, by way of a “part that has no part.” The subordinated exist de-
mographically so to speak, but they become properly political subjects only 
as they translate their injury into claims about “wrong.” By speech and 
action that engage the enfranchised across lines of difference, they also pro-
voke the reconstitution of the whole. In Rancière’s terms, then, as critics 
of white supremacy use prophetic speech to stand with “the part that has 
no part,” they make claims about wrong to restructure the whole. Speech 
relating a part to the whole may fail to persuade, and violence may be an 
aspect of dis-agreement, but the political office of prophecy is to provoke 
this reconstitution.8 

Implicit in Rancière is the idea that reconstitution occurs by shifting 
how people judge the meaning of their practices, but inescapably, that 
means recasting people’s relationship to the past, their understanding of its 
meaning. If Rancière theorizes constitutive exclusion, it is but a step to say 
that amnesia is its symptom, and prophecy, by remembering what people 
too readily forget, returns them to origins to reconstitute community. But 
remembering can appear in two different narrative modalities.

The jeremiads of Frederick Douglass or Martin Luther King return 
whites to origins in a Machiavellian sense, by reinterpreting and renewing 
first principles long practiced in viciously exclusive ways, corrupted by for-
getting, or idolized in reified forms. In contrast, Baldwin rejects jeremiadic 
narrative: like Nietzsche, he depicts a coming-to-terms with a past that is 
haunting and imprisoning because it is horrific and because it has been 
denied. The problem is an unredeemed past, and the question is not how to 
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get free from it but how to redeem it in the sense of changing our relation-
ship to it, both how we imagine it and how we bear and use it. 

But critics of white supremacy do not turn to prophecy only because its 
modes of address are a language of and for politics. They also turn to proph-
ecy because politics involves persuasion, persuasion means starting with au-
diences, and in America prophecy is vernacular theology in the idiom of 
redemption. Critics of white supremacy turn to prophecy to link race and 
politics to redemption, the vernacular language in America for speaking 
about agency and temporality. 

What I mean by vernacular political theology is illustrated by a reveal-
ingly unexceptional episode: Trent Lott, Republican senator from Missis-
sippi, was once forced to resign as majority leader because at a birthday 
dinner for Strom Thurmond he expressed regret that Thurmond’s white 
supremacy agenda had not been made national policy; when Lott was rein-
stated by the Republican caucus in November 2006 after they lost control 
of the Senate, John McCain commented, “We all believe in redemption. 
Thank God.”9 This “we” thanks a God of atonement who stands for mercy 
if we repent, but also, “thank God” we believe in redemption because 
otherwise, as Hannah Arendt argues, we are trapped by our history, by acts 
whose wayward and injurious consequences are boundless and binding.10 
But in a way that Arendt does not argue, which Thurmond and Lott ex-
emplify, practices of domination generate, for master and slave, rhetorics of 
redemption.

That McCain says “we” unreflectively, and that he seems not to doubt 
either the promise of redemption or its theistic author, is my initial point: 
“religion” is itself the surface of what Tocqueville calls an “involuntary agree-
ment” or “grammar” beneath argument, indeed, beneath every aspect of 
American life.11 Surely “redemption” is a commodity to acquire, as celebri-
ties and politicians perform obviously hypocritical rituals to “apologize for” 
and “put behind” them racist outbursts and other kinds of injurious or self-
exposing conduct. But the idiom of redemption can work as a commodity 
and is available for debasement because it remains alive in the culture; not so 
long ago both New Right rage at and black support for Bill Clinton were 
voiced in terms of redemption, and the Bush era surely demonstrated that 
the concept relates adversaries across other profound differences.
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McCain’s statement illustrates, therefore, that prophecy is not articulated 
doctrinally as theology but lived as common sense and narrative, condensed 
in a word, redemption. The context of that statement also signifies how the 
idiom of redemption is inseparably tied to the history and politics of a re-
public constituted by racial exclusion. The racial “we” and the redemption 
in which we believe are the two sides of the American ordinary. For Lott’s 
unthinking endorsement of Thurmond’s white supremacy, and his all-too-
easy redemption illustrate how racial domination remains both constitutive 
and intractable. And when McCain—himself baited in 2000 for having ad-
opted a black baby—defends redemption, he knows that Lott stands in for a 
white nation, whose redemption from racial sins McCain and Lott also ac-
credit too readily. But the “we” who believe in it are not only those invested 
in sustaining supremacy and innocence, for adversaries who are invested in 
freedom also invoke redemption. Just as Arendt links forgiveness to freedom 
and both to redemption, so most great critics of white supremacy have spo-
ken in redemptive terms, to grapple with the intractability of origins in the 
name of human capacities for self-overcoming, natality, and the miraculous. 
By starting with this incident, therefore, I am framing political theology less 
as philosophy and more as a rhetorical practice, and I am embedding that 
practice in an American ordinary constituted by relations of racial domina-
tion and by redemption as a vernacular language that is used both to sustain 
and to contest that domination.

Still, what is this redemption in which we believe, “thank God”? I have 
concluded that there are two different but related idioms of redemption, 
each originating in relation to domination. One idiom depicts redemption 
from captivity in Egypt or exile and oppression in Babylon, then from sin 
and from history. Redemption then seems like a noun denoting final free-
dom “from” a condition and sure achievement of another, but “redeeming 
from” is also a verb, an ongoing practice of making-free by action.

The other idiom depicts redemption of history: to “redeem” suffering or 
crime means to endow it with meaning, to atone for it or heal it, to make 
it justified, worthwhile, of value. In this idiom, masters and slaves, from re-
verse perspectives, seek to redeem domination—the crime or the injury. By 
this idiom we identify as guilty agents to redeem shameful acts and restore 
our worthiness; as subalterns subject to power, we also redeem a history of 
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suffering or a wounding experience of oppression, sometimes by drawing 
value from it and making it meaningful, sometimes by seeking vengeance, 
reparation, or vindication.

Lincoln invokes this second cluster of meanings when he narrates a story 
in which the sin of slavery is redeemed by Civil War deaths, which in turn 
“we the living” must redeem by our own dedication to the principle for 
which they died—or death and suffering are in vain.12 Martin Luther King 
invokes Moses to depict redemption from white supremacy, but when he 
calls on whites to “redeem” the American promise, he means make good on 
it; and by making amends for conduct that violates the promise of equality, 
they “redeem” themselves and “make whole” a union rent by injustice.13 
In this sense Baldwin and Morrison call us to redeem the past in a Nietz
schean sense, because we cannot escape it or change it.

The idioms of redemption from (oppression) and redemption of (past 
suffering or crime) form a grammar; in individual and collective senses, 
redeeming involves making-free and making-meaningful. Arendt deems 
politics redemptive, and Nietzsche calls amor fati (love of fate) “my redemp-
tion” because they grasp this double sense. But we can see why redemption 
readily goes awry, as Nietzsche most acutely analyzes. For if we seek deliv-
erance from conditions that are in fact fundamental to life, our practice of 
redemption bespeaks resentment and enacts violence. And if we imagine 
“unconditional truth,” as if to solve once and for all the problem of the 
meaning of our suffering, we erase the gap between art and life and create 
a “true world by which to devalue the actual one.”14

The damage wrought by redemptive language is indeed staggering, 
and by no means only in American history. Clearly, overt violence is au-
thorized by promises of redemption as deliverance: as redemption from 
Egypt dispossesses Canaanites, so the saved are produced by marking the 
preterits—those not elect, the pagans and racialized others who embody 
unredeemed life. Violence thus bridges the avowedly redemptive practices 
of Christianity and liberalism as emancipatory projects. In a parallel way 
Weber sees the Christian quest for redemption generating the iron cage 
of worldly asceticism.15 Likewise, for heirs of Nietzsche, redemptive rheto-
ric in religious and then secular forms justifies resentment, generates herd 
morality, and entails nihilism. 
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In one idiom, rhetorics of redemption as deliverance always seem to 
identify the saved by marking the damned, and always seem to purify con-
ditions seen to stain life rather than wrestle with conditions that constitute 
it. In the second idiom, if we lodge the redemption of our suffering or 
the meaning of our lives in our children, our possessions or our work, in 
community, in art, or in politics, we seem to impose an unfeasible burden 
and enact an imprisoning investment. Reckoning with redemption thus 
impels the question: what must people do to themselves and others to gain 
redemption as they construe it? As Baldwin always asks, what is the price 
of the ticket?16

For Talal Asad, the discourses of late modern power are authorized by 
this aspiration to forge a “we” and “redeem” it.17 The danger was intensified 
after 9/11, as ruling American elites revitalized the myth of America as a re-
deemer nation. It seems credible to conclude, therefore, that the survival of 
democratic life depends on disenchanting redemptive myths layer by layer, 
from liberal internationalism and human rights to teleological narratives in 
providential or progressive forms. If so, then the vocation or “office” of the 
theorist must be to drain communities and political action of redemptive 
meaning, to chasten dogmatism, unmask power, and foster reverence for 
endangered human diversity. Our task is not to justify resistance but to re-
veal the practices by which every justification is a form of power. Deideal-
ization of language, especially of redemptive and democratic rhetoric, is the 
only way to expose how ideals, taken up in the logics and ruses of power, 
are practiced at human expense.

Disillusioning practices need not be gloomy, however. Just think of the 
nonredemptive Marxism, Groucho’s, the voice of irreverent play, endlessly 
fertile and disruptive, standing against every form of order and author-
ity, every piety and virtue. Such iconoclastic yet inventive negativity sees 
meaning-making itself as a coercive imposition of order and propriety, and 
any specific form of meaning as a vanity to ridicule. If we arrogantly de-
value life in the effort to bestow meaning, and if we are imprisoned by the 
forms of meaning we make for ourselves and impose on others, the only 
way to escape self-defeat is shameless irreverence. By extension, a kind of 
liberatory antipolitics is performed by those who unmask the promises and 
mock the arts that elicit our investment in schemes of redemption. Against 
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those he calls “teachers of the purpose of existence,” Nietzsche above all 
defends the laughter of a “gay science” that subverts all convictions and 
motivational frameworks, while embracing the unredeemed matter we 
are.18 No wonder that jesters from Groucho to Philip Roth find in sex acts 
and pleasure what Roth calls a “redeeming corruption,” a blessed release 
from the tyranny of meaning.19 

Such a tension between the Apollonian and Dionysian suggests a tragic 
(Cornel West says tragi-comic) rather than redemptive vision.20 Indeed, some 
theorists do invoke a tragic ethos to both highlight and counter the dangers 
of redemptive rhetoric. They seek a vocabulary to oppose: teleological nar-
rative in the form of theodicy or providential design; dreams of communi-
tarian fullness; longings to purify “the human stain.” In these ways a “tragic” 
orientation toward life does seem more congenial to an agonistic politics. In 
response to the political question—what kind of language is needful now?—
it is credible to argue that neoliberalism and its evangelical alter ego can be 
countered best by a tragic (rather than theistic) ethos of finitude.

But perhaps another genre is not necessary; perhaps a tragic perspective 
on redemption already has been fashioned in American culture, as a minor-
ity yet still vernacular voice: there is the African American tradition of the 
blues, and other poets, songsters, literary artists, and critics retell—as trag-
edy—the stories of redemption driving the culture. They criticize the mo-
tives and worldly consequences of practices their audiences call redemptive, 
showing that what their audiences call redemption entails brutally violent 
as well as bewilderingly self-defeating forms of action. Yet those who ad-
dress race typically redefine rather than renounce redemption.

Some prophetic voices—Jeremiah, Douglass, John Brown, and King—do 
not narrate redemption as tragedy. Some—like Thoreau—remain ensnared 
by the redemptive logic whose costs they partly see. In contrast, Baldwin 
and Morrison (like Nietzsche) present more complex visions. Unlike other 
prophetic voices, they question rather than expound the idea of deliverance 
from captivity, trouble rather than avow the idea of a redemptive promise 
in politics, dramatize what is problematic and not just needful in efforts to 
redeem the past, and mark the limits and not only the power of language 
to redeem suffering. They stage redemption as a problem, but they make it 
impossible “to pass on,” as they try to redeem the history whose haunting 
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crimes and horrors they unblinkingly narrate. In sum, they forge a tragic 
perspective on redemption by the way they confront both American lan-
guage and history. 

Why is this ambivalent engagement preferable to directly unmasking 
justificatory schemes? Why retell rather than simply renounce stories of re-
demption? Baldwin and Morrison, like Nietzsche and Arendt, retell pre-
vailing redemptive stories to dramatize both their grip and their dangers. 
But they also rework redemption because human beings require a sense of 
purpose or meaning: redemption is a problem, but human beings cannot 
flourish unless, by creating ways to make life (seem) worthwhile, they resist 
the wisdom of Silenus—better not to have been born. Likewise, human 
beings must “redeem” the past because they cannot escape or change it: 
they must fashion a fruitful relationship to the past, or they live by amnesia, 
resentment, and repetition. As Arendt’s engagement with Silenus at the end 
of On Revolution shows so beautifully, meaning-making is the other side of 
the freedom that makes politics redemptive. 

They retell rather than renounce stories of redemption, because redemp-
tion is so intimately tied to freedom and to meaning. What, then, makes life 
worthwhile? For Nietzsche, making riddle, chance, and accident “cohere” 
by the art of narrative, so that we become not only subjects but authors and 
actors. For Arendt it is action, a capacity for initiative and generativity she 
associates with miracles and attributes to faith. That she turns to biblical 
exemplars to depict this “natality” is no more coincidental than Morrison 
quoting Paul (citing Hosea) for the epigraph to Beloved. But Morrison, 
like Baldwin before her, is thereby emphasizing love, which is devalued by 
Arendt and Nietzsche, but central to prophecy’s view of redemption as a 
collective (that is, political) aspiration and practice. 

Like Arendt and Nietzsche, however, Baldwin and Morrison rework re-
demption while insisting that we acknowledge the darkness surrounding 
us, which art, love, or action can momentarily illuminate but never banish. 
As Baldwin asserts at the end of The Fire Next Time: “Everything now, we 
must assume, is in our hands”—not in God’s—and “we have no right to 
assume otherwise.”21 If he thus echoes Nietzsche’s sense of amor fati as the 
greatest weight, necessary to take on yet impossible to bear, however, he 
here politicizes what Nietzsche calls “my redemption.” To assume there is 
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a providential design is bad faith, but to assume it is in my hands alone (as 
Nietzsche often suggests) is to avoid the politics Baldwin signals by “our,” 
a community not pregiven but conjured into being, if at all, by redemptive 
language. 

It has been the office of prophecy to conjure—to represent and sum-
mon—capacities for redemption by love, art, and action in the face of des-
perate suffering or domination. After two failed reconstructions, though, it 
seems that no speech or action in concert, trumpets blasting and pitchers 
smashing, can shake the walls of race. Yet no guarantee secures these walls 
or precludes contest. The appearance of intractability does not justify relin-
quishing the truth—or should I say faith?—that significant change remains 
a possibility we cannot preclude. Baldwin thus says, “I know that what I am 
asking is impossible. But in our time, as in every time, the impossible is the 
least one can demand—and one is, after all, emboldened by the spectacle of 
human history in general, and American history in particular,” which testi-
fies “to nothing less that the perpetual achievement of the impossible.”22 
Redemption—necessary to dream and (im)possible to realize—names the 
bent bow of democratic desire.
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