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“What was missing in classical antiquity was the
problematization of the constitution of the self as
a subject. Beginning with Christianity we have
the opposite: an appropriation of morality by the
theory of the subject.” – Michel Foucault

Introduction: The Political Theology
of 'Man and the Citizen'

W

hile the recent riots were still
spreading across hundreds of
banlieues
throughout
the
French
1
territoriality, I had an opportunity to
discuss the politics of citizenship and
identity there with a national of the Republic
who had been pursuing his graduate studies
here at the University of Hawai'i at Manoa.
While initially, when we had still been
discussing the topic of the Iraq War, he
expressed understandable outrage at the
increasingly xenophobic and imperialistic
mentality that marks so much of
contemporary American life, when it came
to what seemed to me to be the related
situation within his own territory of origin, I
was surprised at how abruptly the tenor of
his argument changed. As he saw it, the riots
had no basis whatever, since in the French
national imaginary, only once immigrants
had lived there for a certain number of
generations, such that they could become
properly assimilated to the local culture,
should they really consider themselves
worthy of the Gallic tradition of 'liberty,
equality and fraternity'. While my
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interlocutor never considered the primarily
Catholic enframing of the lifeworld of which
he spoke, or of how it might have played a
role in the why these populations had
become so dramatically excluded in relation
to the 'citizens', it almost seemed as though
he believed he didn't have to. Unfortunately,
he counseled, for those who are suspended
between the culture from whence they came
and that into which they sought refuge
(which for him included not only first and
second, but even third generation bodies),
they were simply out of luck, for, as he
emphasized, without a hint of empathy, 'they
have no status'. Perhaps then, it is the
American version of this Christian politicaltheological background, so deeply woven
into the ostensibly secular cultures in the
West, that made the image of Johnny Depp's
announcement of his evacuation of France
seem so ludicrous, particularly after his
similarly justified departure from Los
Angeles in the wake of the riots of 1992. As
he exclaimed, incredulous that the identity
of his chosen home had revealed such
unsettling complexity and conflictuality,
"it's insane, that setting cars on fire is the
new strike. I went there (to France) to live
because it seemed so simple. Now it's
anything but. I don't know how they'll
recover from this."2
What is it then, that makes it so difficult
for so many French and Americans,
considered to be the very wellspring, not
only of the rights of the 'citizen', but also of
'man' as such, to conceive of immigrant
bodies as being of equal political validity to
their own? What is most clear in the
discourse of both the Frenchman and the
American cited above is that, despite their
parroting of liberal statist ideologies of
equality and liberty, for each of them, a
powerful national imaginary persists, in
which not so long ago, under the cloak of
Protestant or Catholic enframings of
'Christendom', the identity of the nation and
its subjects was still 'simple' and easy to
discern. From such a privileged locus of
enunciation, the real problem lies not within
the
circumscribed
political-theological
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strictures of national identity, the very basis
of self and Other upon which their
respective states were founded, but rather
with those bodies that 'have no status', as if
they could have 'chosen' otherwise. What I
would like to explore then, is how this
theological foundation of subjectivity that
later enabled the emergence within the
secular of the modern citizen-subject, first
emerged in late antiquity within the complex
web of events in which the Pauline
movement within Judaism, one which had
been directed precisely against the
subsumption of difference by identity was
ultimately recuperated by the Roman
Empire and redeployed as 'Christian' such
that the radical pluralism it might have
enabled was finally transformed into a
justification for solidification.

Confessions of the Citizen: Imperial
Practices of Political Subjectivization

W

hile there have been a considerable
number of studies on the emergence
of 'Europe' through the conversion of
Constantine to Christianity, a process that
necessarily enframed the emergence of the
modern state in the wake of the
Reformation, it is particularly striking that
there have been so few that sought to
investigate the history of the primary
political subject that it enabled in the
process, the subjectivization of the modern
'citizen'.3 Certainly, such continentallyfocused texts as James Everett Seaver's
Persecution of the Jews in the Roman
Empire (300-438) elucidate the legalization
of exclusion that began with the
recuperation
of
early
Christianity,
particularly insofar as its publication shortly
after the Second World War, made available
for the first time in English, large sections of
the Nicene and Theodosian Codes.4 Yet by
concomitantly avoiding the question of the
subject,
such
investigations
leave
unaccounted for the peculiar kinds of selves
that became necessary for these practices to
begin to take hold, much less for them to be
considered intelligible in the first place.
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Ironically then, it may be not to the
academic archive to which one must first
turn for such questions, but rather to the
British comedic film of the Seventies;
indeed, who can easily forget what is
perhaps the most outstanding scene in
Monty Python's The Life of Brian, in which
the protagonist, representing a parodical
cinematization of Jesus Christ, leans out of
his second-floor apartment and says to the
assembled crowd, "Look, you've got it all
wrong! You don't NEED to follow ME, You
don't NEED to follow ANYBODY! You've
got to think for your selves! You're ALL
individuals!" Seeming as though they might
have actually gotten his point, the bodies
reply together in a single, massive voice,
"Yes! We're all individuals!", to which Brian
chirps back, "You're all different!" The
paradox that props up the initial humor is
even more apparent the second time around,
when the mass replies once more, "Yes, we
ARE all different!" This characteristic style
of the Monty Python films is then cut short
by a narrative device in the following shot,
in which the only singular body in the entire
sea of 'individuals' has the fortitude to
proclaim, "I'm not..." This scene, and much
of the rest of the film, speaks volumes about
the long history that allowed for the
emergence of the modern citizen-subject as
a governable population, one that was "born
out of, on the one hand, the archaic model of
Christian pastoral, and, on the other, a
diplomatic-military technique, perfected on
European scale with the treaty of
Westphalia".5
There is however, a history of the
subject that can be mined for insights into
the history of the citizen, one that emerges
out of the work of Martin Heidegger on the
one hand, for whom the temporality of
being-in-the-world was most revealing, and
that of Louis Althusser on the other, whom,
in his celebrated essay on interpellation,
made a special point to consider the
peculiarity of the Christian contribution to
that project, arguing that because of its
demand for belief it actually serves as the
'number one' example of an Ideological
Vol. 3 Issue 1, page 2
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State Apparatus.6 His student Michel
Foucault can be understood as having
extended and radicalized the work of both,
producing an extensive corpus that can be
read as a genealogy of the subject as such,
stretching from Dream and Existence to
Confessions of the Flesh.7 While his earlier
work tended to suggest that the subject
emerged only with the Enlightenment
period, coinciding with the birth of the
modern state in the post-Westphalian
dispensation, the later volumes on the
History of Sexuality, which were intended as
his magnum opus, mark the first ventures
into the question of governmentality, which
he always insisted upon having originated
with 'Christianity' in late antiquity. What
this history suggests, is that one cannot
understand the governmentalization of the
state, and thereby of its modern citizensubject, without also appreciating the extent
to which what Nikolas Rose called 'the
governing of the soul', began not in the
modern period, but with the confessional
practices of early Christianity, which was
itself a redeployment of the earlier Platonic
practices of the self in ancient Greece. As
his remarks on the Anabaptists indicate,
Foucault believed that an emancipatory
theological strand emerged at various times
and places within the history of Christianity,
a tendency I identify in the conclusion as
indicative of the failure of the Roman
Empire's
redeployment
of
Pauline
'Christianity' to completely recuperate it, a
strange reversal in which what had began as
an anti-identitarian heretical movement
within
Judaism
was
instrumentally
redeployed as the most virulent subsumption
of difference in the history of the Occident.8
Indeed, if one revisits the archive, it quickly
becomes clear that this is precisely the
moment in which the confessional basis of
the authority of the Catholic Church, which
Foucault called 'pastoral power', meant that
one must recognize the 'truth' of oneself as a
sinner in the positive sense, thus laying the
foundation for the productivity of
subjectivity in modern liberal modes of
governance.
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Although the lectures themselves have
not yet been translated, much of this is
elucidated in his 1980 course summary, On
the Government of the Living, in which
Foucault suggests that the problematic of
governmentality is one in which it is not the
pure form of obedience to a repressive
sovereign that matters, but rather the stating
of the 'truth' of what one is that later enables
the 'art of govenrment', particularly insofar
as such practices render one governable
within a liberal discourse of freedom. As he
puts it, his question is "how is it that within
Western Christian culture, the government
of men requires, on the part of those who are
led, in addition to acts of obedience and
submission, 'acts of truth', which have this
particular character that not only is the
subject required to speak truthfully, but to
speak truthfully about himself and his faults,
his desires, the state of his soul, etc."9 This
confessional basis of the modern citizensubject begins then, as a Christianized
extension of the Platonic forms of gnothi
sauton, the Greek phrase for 'know thyself',
that Foucault describes as divided between
the 'ontological' concept of exomologesis, in
which the relationship of a penitential
subject to truth is one in which it becomes
important to dramatize one's status in front
of a crowd, and the epistemological notion
of exagoreusis, which emerges when the
performative foundation of the former is
replaced with "the duty of saying everything
on the movements of one's thoughts in a
formulation that is intended to be
exhaustive".10 Each of these forms of gnothi
sauton acquire their force through the
moralizing which Christianity encouraged in
the form of piety and humility, so that no
thought that might reveal what one 'is',
might ever be invisible to the administrative
gaze. In the earlier Stoic examination of
conscience, the 'take care of thyself' that was
known as epimelesthai sauto, the emphasis
was not so much upon the dramatization of
one's status or 'permanent vigilance towards
oneself', but instead upon the recollection of
the events of the day that had just ended,
such that one might develop an ethical
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framework in the negotiations between
oneself and others. In the Platonic-Christian
dispensation then, we observe that the focus
of attention is decontextualized and
recentered in the morality-based search for a
'truth' of the self, where one must carefully
examine each thought that enters the mind in
order to determine its source and then, like
Cassian's example of the moneychanger,
sort each of them according to its 'value' a
propos the kind of subject that one ought to
be. The process of gnothi sauton,
particularly in the latter form of exagoreusis,
is not a determination to be made alone, but
rather by the sovereign that one has
recognized, which is why the permanent
verbalization of every passing thought is so
important, it "allows the director to give
advice and to diagnose...[it is therefore] an
indispensable part of the government of men
by each other".11
Because of the writing style he adopted,
the late texts of Foucault are often subject to
confusion; indeed, even as astute a thinker
as Judith Butler seems to have overlooked
the difference between the PlatonicChristian gnothi sauton and the Stoic
epimelesthai sauto in her recent argument
that Foucault had been sympathetic to earlier
Greek versions of 'confession'. As she saw it
then, this production of the self that
Foucault identified as the basis of modern
governmentality was not necessarily
reproduced in every form of Freudian
psychoanalysis,12 and her use of it was
made more credible, since even the most
formidable opponent of it had discovered
forms of confession that might serve
emancipatory desires. Yet if one revisits the
work, it is quite clear that in rejecting the
moralizing basis of gnothi sauton, Foucault
also rejects the idea that the analysand will
necessarily be cured of his malady simply
by 'confessing' the truth of his madness to
the analyst. Much to the contrary, he
suggests that in psychoanalysis, what is
really taking place is not so much the
healing of the psyche as the reinscription of
the Western practice of confession, each of
which hold "that a man needs for his own
Journal of Philosophy and Scripture
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salvation to know exactly as possible who
he is and also, which is something rather
different, that he needs to tell it as explicitly
as possible to some other people".13 This
confession is a technology of the self
through which one experiences oneself as
wholly 'autonomous', a belief which is all
the more insidious insofar as these practices
intersect with practices of domination
through individualization and totalization, in
a manner that becomes increasingly
imperceptible to the same extent that it
becomes increasingly influential.14 Thus it
would certainly be a mistake to say that
Foucault is simply building upon the
Freudian notion that the law becomes
internalized by the subject, since what he
describes is more like what Deleuze
described as the 'societies of control', in
which late modern power becomes
deterritorialized from its institutional basis,
and acts directly upon and from within the
body, only later articulating with organized
domination. This is then, precisely where the
importance
of
discerning
the
transformations endogenous to antiquity
comes in, and its also why he was at such
pains to discern the finer edges of "a
transformation which took place at the
beginning of the Christian era, of the
Christian period, when the ancient
obligation of knowing oneself became the
monastic precept 'confess, to your spiritual
guide, each of your thoughts'".15 Contra
Butler then, as well as other advocates of
psychoanalytic critique as a 'liberating' of
the subject from sovereign power, what
Foucault argues is that in the Stoic school of
epimelesthai sautou, the individual was to
be armed through the master's discourse
with notions and concepts that would
provide him with a means of self-defense.16
From Profanation to Consecration: The
'Economic Theology' of Late Antiquity

I

f Foucault is correct that the confessional
basis of governmentality has roots that
extend as far back as Plato, one is tempted to
ask what took place with the shift from a
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Rome in which the pagan dispensation was
understood as politically expedient, to one in
which
Christianity
seemed
more
appropriate. Peter Brown considers some of
these questions in his insightful Authority
and the Sacred: Aspects of the
Christianization of the Roman World, with a
discussion of the theft of a fourth century
subject's purse, in which the victim referred
to all the possible suspects who might have
committed the act in a widely-distributed
notice, including most notably, a 'gentile or
a Christian, whomsoever'. He takes this as a
starting point from which to argue that, just
as the transformation from theological to
secular authority in the modern epoch was
by no means total, neither was that from
pagan to Christian in late antiquity, being
that there was considerable overlap in a
complex process that is still ongoing. Rather
than simply accepting that Constantine's
conversion marked the end of paganism
then, he argues that the commonly accepted
story of the fourth century is much like all
other discussions of historical periodization,
a representation that does not in the least
exhaust the possible understandings of what
occurred there – indeed, as he emphasizes, it
is one that "was first constructed by a
brilliant generation of Christian historians,
polemicists and preachers in the opening
decades of the fifth century".17 The reason it
was important for this story to be
constructed in the way that it was, he
suggests, is that after the appearance of
Christ on earth, paganism should have
disappeared, it should not have required
Constantine's imperial sponsorship of
Church doctrine as officially 'Roman' for its
solidification – rather, the exclusionary
doctrine of the Theodosian Code should
have
been
primarily
confirmatory,
amounting to little more than a 'mopping-up
operation'.
The history that he discerns however,
grates against this kind of discourse in a
manner that is most unsettling, such that the
'gentle violence' of that epoch becomes
considerably more clear, particularly insofar
as the stability of the political order came to
Journal of Philosophy and Scripture
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be connected conceptually with the spread
of Christianity. While paganism was most
often portrayed since the Fifth Century as
inert, static and therefore easily subsumed,
Christianity has been represented as
complex, fluid and adaptable, as though the
former was incapable of discovering ways of
inserting itself into the latter. What Brown
adds to the discussion is the notion that after
the failure of Christianity's mission to
convert the entirety of the world's
populations, the way in which this story has
been pieced together must be revisited so as
to reassemble it in a multitude of ways that
might make other worlds possible. Contra
the self-assured rhetoric of most thinkers,
for whom the pagan world had died a quick
and seamless death, he discusses the widely
revered Christian monk Shenoute, who in
this period counseled his followers on the
minutiae of attaching a jackal's claw to one's
body, as a charm believed to bring the
bearer an abundance of 'health and
happiness'. The religious common sense
with which we are most familiar today
emerged in precisely this way, by
recuperating aspects of pagan cosmology,
such as the moralizing injunction of gnothi
sauton, which Foucault investigated in the
work of Plato and Socrates, within a
Christianized frame made politically
intelligible by the conversion of Constantine
and the declaration of what had previously
been a disordered multiplicity as
'Christendom', but carried out in such a way
that rather than these demanding absolute
conformity to that order, divergent elements
could be brought back under the fold
through a special kind of tolerance, one in
which their difference could be incorporated
under the worship of the sovereign that often
took the place of the worship of earlier
gods.18 Thus when Robert Markus' insists
that "a history of Christianization in late
antiquity and in the early middle ages must
begin with close attention to what Christians
themselves
considered
to
be
19
'Christianization'", we ought to remember
the distinction that Foucault made between
the immanent and ethical basis of the Stoic
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epimelesthai sautou and the transcendental
and moralizing foundation of the gnothi
sauton.
Its particularly interesting then, when
one considers that the confessional subject
was constituted in the form of pre-existing
truth, that it is here that the word 'pollution'
enters Brown's historiography, in his
emphasis on the ambiguity of Christianity's
very special prejudice towards other
spiritual worlds, one which operated in the
form of 'repressive tolerance'. While this
was the primary way in which its authority
came to be understood as legitimate, rather
than through the 'spread of the Gospel' as
Fifth Century Christian historians preferred
to cast it, as thought everything else
immediately disintegrated, Brown argues
that this "sense of pollution, focused on the
act of pagan sacrifice and its associated
rituals, was framed in such a way as to
imply both that paganism lay outside their
own community and that it was there to
stay".20 Even in Augustine's discourse we
discover this kind of 'ban-and-capture'
formulation, in which long-standing pagan
rituals, particularly those which were
engaged in public, were described not as the
radical antitheses of the Christian
dispensation, as one would expect, but rather
as being within the 'favor of God'. Indeed, in
keeping with Foucault's argument that the
confessional practices of gnothi sauton
relied upon an ontology in which evil
thoughts were identifiable by the difficulty
one experienced in enunciating them, the
only practices considered as pollution in this
period were those that were conducted in
secret. To take the analogy further, we might
also consider Foucault's description of the
'pollution' of nocturnal emissions, as well as
any other corporeal event that escaped the
will, such as the involuntary erections that
the early monastic culture could not tolerate;
everything was to be mastered and placed
under the will of the subject, who was in
turn placed under the will of the sovereign.
The point of contact between this world
and that of the Roman Empire was inscribed
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primarily in the language of asceticism,
which held both that those furthest from the
material world will inherit the earth in the
long term, and that in the present "power
over others, superiorities of wealth and
culture, were...direct gifts from a High
God".21 It was this same exceptionalism
which allowed the destruction of pagan
temples in geographically dispersed
localities to occur in the midst of a certain
tolerance, which only reaffirmed the
universal order of Armageddon that was the
basis of the battle against 'pollution'. In the
work of Peter Brown then, what becomes
clear is that it was Augustine and not
Constantine who rejected this dispensation,
suggesting that pagan practices should be
immediately confronted wherever they
persist, as in the 'feast of the Kalends', in
which the former "condemned covered
celebrations that had been judged innocent
by Christians of an earlier generation".22
Such was the fare of the early representation
of a newly inaugurated Christendom, in
which the myth of the 'decline of the
Church', which begins with Origen,
paradoxically served as to reinforce its
hegemony. Indeed, this can be understood as
a primary moment in the history of the
ideology of progress, insofar as one of the
primary goals of the Augustinian
imperative, was the destruction of anything
considered to be ancient. It is this
imagination of the clean separation of these
worlds that persists today, while the lived
experience of that transition was nothing of
the sort in the world in which it occurred.
While it is tempting to posit a tolerant
pagan world against the sudden intolerance
of Christianity, Brown's work makes this
kind of rhetoric impossible, pointing out in a
manner that recalls Foucault's discussion of
the Platonic gnothi sauton, that the Athenian
citizen was not one who paraded his
singularity, but rather experienced himself
as a complex subject of a whole assemblage
of laws and expectations, which combined
persecution and toleration in a manner that
continued after the conversion of
Constantine. While the historians of the fifth
Vol. 3 Issue 1, page 6
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century sought to portray the replacement of
paganism with Christianity as a rapid and
decisive process, theologically destined to
imperial embodiment, the reign of Julian
and the inability of subsequent authorities to
exercise anything approaching 'complete
control' produced a situation in which only
with the appearance of the Theodosian Code
in the early fifth century would this become
the letter of the law. Interestingly enough,
Brown describes even these legal documents
as a kind of useful story, one in which "the
imperial laws on heretics, Jews and pagans,
collected in the sixteenth book, were
arranged in chronological order, starting
with the emperor Constantine...[such that]
all laws were seen to have led up to the new
Christian dispensation".23 The philosophers
then, tended to represent themselves as the
defenders of tolerance, but what is most
interesting here is that, despite the sheen of
rejecting material wealth and the trappings
of power, such figures rarely questioned
established authority, only calling for
respect for difference when it was
impossible for it to be easily subsumed,
which is to say, when it was useful. If
peoples of different religious persuasions
were able to coexist in the postConstantinian Roman Empire then, it was
largely because of governmental practices
that originated long prior to that time, rooted
in an ontology closer to that of the preSocratics for whom it was more important to
care for the self than to 'know' the self,
radically conflicted with the exclusionary
codes that are emphasized in histories of this
period, which is not to mention that "the
imperial government continued to depend, to
a very large extent, for its effectiveness, on
the consensus of a widely diffused network
of local elites".24 Thus, consensus derived
not so much from philosophy itself as from
common behavioral codes, such as those
signified as paideia and devotio, with the
former referring to the individual grooming
of future magistrates and the latter
signifying the obedience of elites to their
imperial guarantors – a hegemonic power, in
other words, made to seem natural because
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of the spectacle of a 'ceremonious majesty'.
In order for that to become possible,
uniformity could not be imposed
haphazardly, but required instead a more
gentle violence, one in which the dignity of
its authority could not come in to question.
Thus even in the later Roman Empire, the
collaboration of local elites through the
annual collection of taxes was what was
most indispensable to the continuity of its
power rather than absolute religious
uniformity, as is clear in the case of the city
of Gaza whose pagan temples were spared
by emperor Arcadius, lest their loyalty be
interrupted.
As Peter Brown shows, this became
most clear after the rise of Theodosius and
the legal solidification of the theological
hierarchy, in which Christian superiority
was made to seem as though it were organic,
given that pagans, Jews and others were
summarily treated as simple-minded
throwbacks to an earlier time. But it was the
concomitant consolidation of the new
political class, spread across the vast
territorial expanse, that made this legal
framework function practically, a culture of
power that despite officialistic rhetoric to the
contrary, was already pre-secular in almost
every detail of its actual operation. What
Brown argues in regard to the well-known
incidents of violence in the fourth and fifth
centuries against pagans and Jews is that
rather than being officially sponsored, these
were largely the acts of groups of monks
whose bodies carried no legal status, and
who were perhaps, most akin to modern
death squads, in regards to which the official
power could plausibly deny complicity,
being that they were officially disapproved
of by the Holy Roman authority, since
"spasmodic, largely unpredictable violence
of this kind was inconsistent with the
perpetual, controlled violence of a heavily
governed
society".25
It
was
the
intersectionality of these forces then, that
made up the gentle violence of the late
antique order, one in which the process of
Christianization was preceded by that of
Romanization,
which
as
Foucault
Vol. 3 Issue 1, page 7
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demonstrates with such erudition, privileged
a very particular practice of selfexamination in which morality became the
basis of the subject and the negotiative basis
of ethics became unintelligible.
Conclusion: Paul's Epistles as a Practice
of Political Subjectification

H

ow then, might we begin to think
outside of this enframing of the self as
positively-constituted identity, in ways that
might allow us to circumvent the 'world
without spirit' that has emerged between the
ancient practices of confession and the
government of the soul as the production of
the modern citizen-subject? At a key
moment in his investigations of selfexamination
under
post-Constantinian
Christianity, Foucault insists that "we must
underline that this expression does not have
as its end the establishing of sovereign
mastery of oneself by oneself; what is
expected, on the contrary, is humility and
mortification, detachment with respect to
oneself and the establishing of a relationship
with oneself which tends towards a
destruction of the form of self".26 We can
conclude from this that he does seek
alternative processes of subjectification,
such as that which emerged in the GrecoRoman dispensation, but also knows that in
order for the 'care of the self' to become
emancipatory, alternative approaches must
be constructed that would jettison the truthbasis of confession and make an immanent
and ethical process imaginable once more.
In Technologies of the Self, Foucault
suggests that sexuality is often at the core of
such processes, since it is within its
dominion that one discovers the longeststanding connection between the subject and
truth. Thus, contrary to "the associations of
prohibition and strong incitations to speak
[that is] a constant feature of our culture",27
he argues that paradoxically, the absence of
audibility and visibility might enable a
different space of resistance, one capable of
refusing both the incitation and the
prohibition at once, one that proceeds only
by the vicissitudes of desire itself and not, in
Journal of Philosophy and Scripture
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the fashion of the modern citizen-subject, by
'knowing who we are'.28
This
alternative
process
of
subjectification
becomes
particularly
interesting in Edith Wyschogrod's take on
the Foucauldian redeployment of Stoic
askesis, which she puts into dialogue with
the valorization in Heidegger of 'anxiety', as
a being-towards-death within which one
might attain a certain relationship to
freedom, a 'getting free of oneself' that is
crucial for any attempt at selftransformation, particularly one centered
upon a politics of radical pluralization.29 As
she puts it, "applied to Heidegger, askesis in
this sense can be envisaged as a disciplined
questioning of the meaning of Being,
language and truth, when applied to
Foucault, as a probing of strategies for the
formation and reinvention of the self".30
Rather than being overtly concerned with
the verbalization of one's truth, as in a
penitential humiliation ritual, Wyschogrod's
pathmarks suggest a discipline of silence, a
listening that makes the incalculability and
singularity of one's own being sensible to
oneself. Therefore, just as Heidegger
suggests that the essence of technology is
nothing technological, and that indeed, it is
only within its dispensation, which began
with the pre-Socratics, that one might
discover the 'saving-power', Foucault looks
to the continually-increasing danger of selfexamination as the production of a
positively-conceived self in the West, and
finds, after Plato and just prior to postConstantinian Christianity, a Stoic askesis in
which it is the process of questioning itself
that allows for one's transformation, one that
is not so much a journey between two
statically-conceived points of 'departure' and
'arrival', as it is of an openness to the
continuity of becoming. Wyschogrod argues
further that, because both Foucault and
Heidegger are concerned with the question
of intentionality, and thus of the ways in
which a will to truth becomes a will to total
control, "an emancipatory askesis must
somehow be will-less",31 and thus
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conceived quite apart from the PlatonicChristian injunction to 'know thyself',
preferring instead a phenomenological
consideration of 'beings as a whole'.32 The
triumph that they seek then, is not one of
total mastery, but rather one in which the
'common-sense' of not letting being be,
becomes suddenly and radically estranged,
such that the enframing is momentarily
unconcealed and the saving-power of 'an
askesis driven by mortality' becomes
activated.33
This then, is why an approach such as
that championed by Judith Butler, in which
Freud and Lacan become surreptitiously
grafted onto Foucault, without, in that
movement, giving up their confessional
foundation, cannot, in the final analysis,
provide for the kind of radically pluralizing
subjectification that would be needed in
order to overcome the individualizing and
totalizing hegemony of the modern citizensubject. Indeed, as Wyschogrod herself
suggests, the conceptual interarticulation
between Foucault and Heidegger, which is
what
enables
her
provocative
conceptualization of an emancipatory
askesis, surfaced first in Foucault's inaugural
publications from 1954, Dream and
Existence and Mental Illness and
Psychology, texts that are not easily
reconciled with Freud or his psychoanalytic
progeniture. It was within these writings that
we are first introduced to the German
phenomenological psychologist Ludwig
Binswanger, whose Heideggerian approach
inspired Foucault insofar as it ruptured the
Freudian dogma of the preexisting subject,
whose consciousness/unconsciousness split
must be teased out of the analysand,
decrying this as a 'hermeneutics of
suspicion' that should instead be approached
through the valorization of lived experience
and the contextualizing of 'truths' within the
ever-changing frames of space and time.34
While Butler suggests a contrary
interpretation more compatible with the
psychoanalysis she continues to value, a
careful reading of his work on the does not
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seem to back this up, particularly since what
she calls 'confession' is actually a private
affair that one undertakes at the end of the
day, examining one's actions and not one's
thoughts, that is to say, one's existence and
not one's essence. Indeed, what other
conclusion can be drawn from his
provocative question at the end of Mental
Illness and Psychology, in which he
enquires, "if this subjectivity of the insane is
both a call to and an abandonment of the
world, is it not of the world itself that we
should ask the secret of its enigmatic status?
Is there not in mental illness a whole
nucleus of significations that belongs to the
domain in which it appeared – and, to begin
with, the simple fact that it is in that domain
that it is circumscribed as an illness?"35
I would like then, while keeping in mind
the continuous attention that Foucault gave
to the question of the subject, to reread the
Pauline epistles not as a technology of the
self, as in the gnothi sautoun that Platonism
and
post-Constantinian
Christianity
deployed as 'confessional', but rather as
askesis in the Stoic form of epimelesthai
sautou, in which, in a way that connects
with Foucault's theory of governmentality,
as well as Jacob Taubes' suggestion that 'it is
not Greek that Paul spoke, but Yiddish'.
Beginning from this precept, it becomes
immediately evident in Paul that is not the
love
of
law
that
confronts
the
subjectivization of the modern citizensubject, but rather the law of love, such that
the ontological difference of community
trumps the epistemological homogeneity of
identity. This can be seen for instance, in the
Letter to the Corinthians, where he suggests
that regardless of what we might gain in the
world, whether knowledge, power or
esteem, if we do not possess love we will
finally amount to nothing; indeed, our very
tongues will cease to be intelligible,
resonating only as if they were a 'noisy gong
or clanging cymbal'. He insists that of faith,
hope and love, it is the latter that is the
greatest; 'love is patient; love is kind; love is
not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude.
It does not insist on its own way; it is not
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irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in
wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It
bears all things, believes all things, hopes all
things, endures all things. Love never ends.'
In fact, in a manner that approaches a
Spinozan pantheism, Paul argues that its
presence is so ubiquitous that every instance
of a 'thing' is actually a mere partiality
internal to it, for "we know only in part, and
we prophesy only in part, but when the
complete comes, the partial will come to an
end". Thus, when in the Letter to Romans,
Paul states with such force, "do not be
conformed to this world, but be transformed
by the renewing of your mind", we can
understand this as a certain kind of askesis,
that need not be understood as asceticism. If
in the Pauline, and I do not say 'Christian'
dispensation, love is the 'greatest' and is
indeed the only 'law' deserving of our
respect, it seems clear that this is because it's
the only "universalism [that] supposes one
be able to think the multiple not as a part,
but as in excess of itself, as that which is out
of
place,
as
a
nomadism
of
36
gratuitousness". In other words, as Badiou
argues, while the modern state is the
manifestation of the law of the particular
masquerading as universal, such that it
ultimately appears as a 'false' universal, love
is the law of the universal whose
universality is always in excess of itself,
such that it can be understood as a 'concrete
universal'. "Considered in its particularity,
that of the works it prescribes, the law
blocks the subjectification of grace's
universal address as pure conviction, or
faith. The law 'objectifies' salvation and
forbids one from relating it to the
gratuitousness of the Christ-event".37 In this
sense then, we can understand how 'love',
insofar as it invokes the possibility of a
relationality that is without a concept insofar
as it is 'universal', might be juxtaposed to
'identity' as the capture of the immanent
multiplicity of love.38 The political
implication of this reading of the meaning of
love is ultimately one of askesis or
'desubjectivization', insofar as it denotes an
opening to one's own singularity, through an
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essentially monotheistic ontology that
precisely because of its universality, is also
the only form of power that is without
exception; "the One is only insofar as it is
for all, and follows not from the law, but
from the event".39 Given this reading, in all
its Marxian inflection, we can discern that
while its call is "essentially [for] the
abolition of the law, which was nothing but
the empire of death", it nevertheless avoids
absolute immanence, since "it seems
necessary to distinguish between a
legalizing subjectivization, which is a power
of death, and a law raised up by faith, which
belongs to the spirit and to life".40
It is this theologized conception of law
as the Oneness of 'revolutionary love' then,
that Žižek embraces, because rather than
continuing its pagan definition as an
equality between interlocutors, after the
Christ-event love acquires a unilateral
imbalance, one that necessarily breaks with
the logic of exchange.41 Paul's 'gift of love'
then, as the relevant passage from the Letter
to the Corinthians is entitled, is one that
radically prioritizes its universality over
every other dimension of life, but
paradoxically concludes that in the end,
none of these are of importance anyway
since they all facilitate our ignorance that 'all
we have is love'. Thus if the meaning of
faith, hope and love are read in conjunction,
according to Žižek, one is left with the latter
as a concept of finitude, because, as the
epistles clearly state, it is only 'when the
complete comes' that it will prevail, which is
also why he argues, in a manner that recalls
Wyschogrod's deployment of Heidegger,
that the death-drive is emancipatory insofar
as it inspires one to live life in the present of
'now-time'. However, in characteristic
hyperbole, Žižek then attempts to construct
a parallel between the early 'Christian'
movement and the Russian Revolution;
"after confirming Jesus' death and
resurrection, Paul goes on to his true
Leninist business, that of organizing the new
party called the Christian community…was
not Paul, like Lenin, the great
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'institutionalizer', and as such reviled by the
partisans
of
'original'
Marxism42
Christianity?" Perhaps it is here that we
ought to recall the suggestion in the
epigraph to Agamben's Homo Sacer, which
implied that the Pauline embrace of
difference as love might well serve as an
alternative paradigm to the camps as the
Western logic of the sovereign Same, in
regards to which Badiou argued that to the
contrary, what we ought to have learned
from Paul's theology of love is that "the
death camp produces exorbitant differences
at every instant, that it turns the slightest
fragment of reality into an absolute
difference between life and death".43 While
both claim to advocate the interpretation of
Paul as the advocate of 'love against law',
perhaps what we are brought to in this
remark is a theopolitical tension between
what we might characterize as the 'Marxist
Christianity' of Badiou and Žižek on the one
hand, which because the source of
domination is primarily within capitalism,
wants to destroy every cultural identity that
might block the formation of a global
proletarian subjectivity, and the 'anarchist
Judaism' of Taubes and Agamben on the
other, in which, because power functions as
a network through an irreducible
multiplicity of sites, advocates alternative
deployments of Paul which allow him to be
both the apostle of singularity and the
'schizophrenic revolutionary' of multiple
identities.44
While many aspects of the Christianity
deployed by Badiou and Žižek within a
Marxian register are certainly worth
integrating into the critique of the modern
secular state, I would argue that one might
also shed some light on why the radical
Judaic interpretation of Paul parts ways with
it, by recalling that just as the Anabaptists
point to Paul and Jesus as the foundation of
their own radical break, anarchists such as
Peter Kropotkin, despite his own secularism,
in turn points to the Anabaptist tradition as
the primary forerunner of the impulse later
'completed' in anarchist thought. If we are to
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keep this in mind, the question of whether
the Marxist Christianity of Badiou and
Žižek is not too heavily indebted to that
which was deployed by the Holy Roman
Empire, the monarchies and even the
bourgeoisie against the cultural difference of
both the Anabaptists and the Jews cannot be
avoided.45 From this vantage point then, in
which Jesus, Paul and the Anabaptists are
recast as the 'pre-secular' founders of what
Kropotkin summarized as 'a society to
which pre-established forms, crystallized by
law, are repugnant', the hermeneutic anchor
which facilitates such a reading of such
epistles as the Letter to the Romans is
necessarily dragged from the infamous
passage which holds that 'those authorities
which exist have been instituted by God'
across practically every other paragraph of
the epistle, in which Paul's words attack the
hegemony of the 'stumbling-stone' of law as
territorializing identity and valorize instead
the radical grace of divine love. It is in this
sense then, that Taubes, who "proposes a
new universalism which undermines the
legitimacy of every political order, whether
imperial or theocratic",46 suggested that the
epistle is essentially a 'declaration of war' in
opposition to Empire as such, as seen in the
way that he begins his letter by addressing
his words to "all God's beloved in Rome
who are called to be saints",47 initiating in
that phrase a divide between those who
willingly bow to the subjectification
imposed by imperial power and those who
would conspire against it by subverting their
own identities through the askesis that the
epistles ultimately are. In stark contrast to
the authoritarianism, identitarianism and
xenophobia common to the Roman Empire,
'Christendom' and the post-Reformation
state, Paul goes on to say that "you have no
excuse, O man, whoever you are, when you
judge another; for in passing judgment upon
him you condemn yourself, because you, the
judge, are doing the very same things".48
Thus he begins the argument against
territorialized identity and for what
Agamben might refer to as an 'absolute
immanence', that opposes government as
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such, and in particular that of the then
prevalent Holy Roman Empire and all of the
subjectivities with which it forced its
'population' to identify.
The contradiction of imperial legalism
then, for radical 'Christians' and Jews alike,
is that "it is not the hearers of the law who
are righteous before God, but the doers of
the law who are justified. When Gentiles
who have not the law do by nature what the
law requires, they are a law unto themselves,
even though they do not have the law".49
Often then, as Scholem's example of the
Shabbatean heresy illustrates in the positive
sense, no less than does the bloody
suppression of the Anabaptists by Luther
and the Catholic Church in the negative
sense, it is precisely those 'who boast in the
law' that are most contrary to it, while those
who are supposedly outside of it are actually
the closest to its spirit. Living his life in
opposition to Leviathan, Paul is indeed what
Daniel Boyarin first described as a 'radical
Jew', but because he is speaking in the wake
of the Christ-event, he is also 'without a
concept', another reason why he might be
taken as an early Spinozan, since he too
"exempts the power of thinking from the
obligation to obey, and takes care, in its own
interest, not to subject thought to the rule of
the State".50 The critical nature of his
approach to political subjectivity becomes
exceedingly clear when he argues, 'If a man
who is uncircumcised keeps the precepts of
the law, will not his uncircumcision be
regarded as circumcision? He is a Jew who
is one inwardly, and real circumcision is a
matter of the heart, spiritual and not
literal".51 Importantly, this is also one of the
first passages after the Letter to the
Corinthians in which we are directed to the
primacy of the love over law, which is
reaffirmed in his argument that "the
righteousness of God has been manifested
apart from law"52 such that in turn, "a man
is justified by faith apart from works of
law".53 Although its true that he then
proceeds to argue that it is not overthrown
by faith alone, this statement can be read as
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a resignification of 'law' as such, perhaps
akin to Agamben's suggestion that "one day
humanity will play with law just as children
play with disused toys",54 such that while
the law of man is displaced, only the law of
God is affirmed, which is really not a 'law'
because it abolishes law as such. Thus when
Paul says that God is not only the God of
Jews but also of Gentiles, and that not only
the circumcised who have faith will be
saved, but also the uncircumcised who have
faith, we can conclude that contra Badiou, it
is not universality that he is ultimately after,
but rather a singularity in which identity
becomes fluid, available to subjects, not as
an apparatus of capture but rather as 'disused
toys'. This introduces a conception of
political community in which a multiplicity
that is immanent rather than transcendent
prevails, which is why it has often been
suggested that "Paul is striving to articulate
a de-centering of the subject".55 The further
question that might be asked then, if we
were to return to that of whether the camps
are ultimately the product of an ontology of
absolute difference (Badiou) or absolute
universality (Agamben), is whether that
decentering necessarily means the complete
erasure of identity or instead the explosion
of the centrality afforded for so long to the
citizen-subject; it seems clear that as
prescient as it might be, the question is
largely being considered apart from lived
experience, since part of what makes up our
'singularity' is precisely the unique
relationship that we negotiate with a
multiplicity of identities that are always
already interpellating us.56 The very fact
that those who are rereading Paul today tend
to embrace either a primarily Christian or
Judaic interpretation, despite a rhetorical
approach that would suggest its negation, is
the perhaps the best possible evidence of
how identity and difference are so
thoroughly woven into one another that a
'complete' unraveling is something of an
illusion.
The problem of 'love' then, is not how to
reinscribe a concept of universality, but
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rather how we might negotiate ontological
difference in a way that neither reinforces
the hegemony of the modern citizen-subject,
nor tells others how they ought or ought not
identify themselves. Yet there is still the
enigma of Romans 12, whereby, despite the
fact that the 'stumbling-stone' of law cannot
continue to serve as the basis of justice,
since "Christ is the end of the law, that
everyone who has faith may be justified",57
in Romans 12, where we are given a list of
behaviors that are supposed to characterize
the ideal figure that Paul has in mind – 'one
body in Christ', 'love your enemies', 'practice
hospitality', etc. – is immediately followed
by the seemingly incongruous command to
"let every person be subject to the governing
authorities".58 As is often noted, this
injunction runs directly counter to the
privileging of love against the law that we
find throughout the first half of the Letter to
the Romans, as well as the other epistles;
however, if we consider this in the
Agambenian sense of law as 'disused toys',
particularly in light of the passage in which
he says 'there is no authority except from
God, and those that exist have been
instituted by God', this can be interpreted as
a way of reaffirming the earlier statement,
such that it is not law but love that is of
utmost importance. While the authority of
the sword is described in Romans 13 as
having descended from the authority of God,
and as Luther would have it, the citizensubjects of sovereign power are therefore
called to subject themselves to it,
immediately following this passage we find
the statement which places the law of God
and of Man in opposition, "he who loves his
neighbor has fulfilled the law".59 If then, we
can conclude that Pauline love is of such a
nature that while 'Christ is the end of the
law' he is not the end of identity as such,60
perhaps by valorizing the Pauline notion of
love, we might be able to avoid the multiple
violences that always seem to attend 'citizen'
identities; with this in mind we can return to
Taubes' prescient suggestion that "love
means that I am not centered in myself…but
rather: I have a need. The other person is
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needed. I can't do without the other…the
point in Paul is that even in perfection I am
not an I, but we are a we".61
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