
Hirst, A.. & Michelsen, N. (2013). Introduction: International Relations and the 'Death of God'. 

MILLENNIUM-JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL STUDIES, 42(1), pp. 103-113. doi: 

10.1177/0305829813500371 

City Research Online

Original citation: Hirst, A.. & Michelsen, N. (2013). Introduction: International Relations and the 

'Death of God'. MILLENNIUM-JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL STUDIES, 42(1), pp. 103-113. doi: 

10.1177/0305829813500371 

Permanent City Research Online URL: http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/7125/

 

Copyright & reuse

City University London has developed City Research Online so that its users may access the 

research outputs of City University London's staff. Copyright © and Moral Rights for this paper are 

retained by the individual author(s) and/ or other copyright holders.  All material in City Research 

Online is checked for eligibility for copyright before being made available in the live archive. URLs 

from City Research Online may be freely distributed and linked to from other web pages. 

Versions of research

The version in City Research Online may differ from the final published version. Users are advised 

to check the Permanent City Research Online URL above for the status of the paper.

Enquiries

If you have any enquiries about any aspect of City Research Online, or if you wish to make contact 

with the author(s) of this paper, please email the team at publications@city.ac.uk.

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by City Research Online

https://core.ac.uk/display/42627825?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/
mailto:publications@city.ac.uk


Introduction: International ‘elations and the Death of God  

Aggie Hirst (City University London)  

Nicholas Michelsen King s College London  

 

F ied i h Nietzs he s p o la atio  of the Death of God  has o e to fu tio  as so ethi g aki  to a 
heuristic device in International Relations (IR) signifying the shattering of metaphysical and 

ontological certainty in European (post)modernity. According to Ch is B o , Nietzs he s de la atio  
is o o l  elie ed to sig if  a isis i  thought  hi h o stitutes a ge ui e da ge  i sofa  as it 
isks the ollapse of the fou datio s of the old o ld o de .  ‘ola d Bleike  otes that su h a isis 

is dee ed  a  to e s pto ati  of the loss of a ge e all  a epted o ld ie  that p o ided a 
stable ground from which it was possible to assess nature, knowledge, common values, truth, 

politics – i  sho t, life itself .  This fo u  seeks to i te ogate the substance and consequences of 

the lai  that God is Dead  i  the o te t of glo al politi s, a d spe ifi all  its i pli atio s fo  I‘ 
theory, contemporary political violence, and questions of ethics and responsibility.3 Before 

providing an overview of the points of synergy, agonism and divergence in the papers, this 

introduction will offer some contextualising remarks relating to the metaphysical, conceptual and 

histo i al pa a ete s of the Death of God , a ki g its e e ge e i  Eu opea  politi al thought and 

provisionally mapping the terrain of its pertinence to contemporary IR. 

While the lai  that God is Dead  a  e t a ed to Hegel,  as F. Tho as T otte  otes the st iki g – 

and problematic – shape of the term belongs, of course, to Nietzsche, who gave [it] extended 

e p essio .  He e plai s that the lai  ep ese ts ot a si gula  o e t of uptu e ith a e e t 
God-fearing past, but rather the culmination of an increasing scepticism towards revealed religion in 

Europe. God, he suggests, had been atta ked  a d out-fla ked  i  Eu ope o e  the ou se of se e al 
centuries, from Copernicus, through the Philosophes, culminating in the 19th century. God had been 

o  t ial , he lai s, fo  a o side a le pe iod, a d it as Nietzs he ho a ou ed that sentence 

had ee  passed.  A o g othe  i pli atio s, hat this de o st ates is that oth the death  a d 
the God  i  uestio  ust e ead as disti ti el  Eu opea  a d Ch istia . 

Nietzs he s a ou t of the death of this God is f e ue tl  t eated i  the discipline of IR as intimately 

connected to, indeed even synonymous with, a profound and enduring crisis underpinning the 

ode  o ditio . Despite the ag itude of this lai , ho e e , the i pli atio s of Nietzs he s 
thought in this context, as well as his corpus more generally, remain relatively undertheorised in IR. 

While William Connolly and James der Derian in particular have drawn significantly on Nietzsche, 

references to his thought, while not infrequent, tend to be somewhat cursory; as der Derian notes, 

Nietzs he has suffe ed o side a le egle t i  i te atio al theo .  This is o th  of ed ess ot 
least, as Co oll  a gues, e ause Nietzs he s thought o tai s sig ifi a t iti al pu hase: 

u e ous possi ilities eside i  the Nietzs hea  te ts, and several inspire democratic 

e o figu atio s of at i  i te p etatio s.  This is also i po ta t, he o ti ues, e ause a  
thinkers frequently drawn upon within IR inherit a good deal from Nietzsche; figures as diverse as 

Judith Butler, Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze, Michel Foucault, Luce Irigaray, Ernesto Laclau and 

Cha tal Mouffe a  all, Co oll  lai s, e ega ded as post-Nietzs hea .  At the hea t of this 
Nietzschean inheritance lies, according to Jim George and David Campbell, the notion that 



ontological and metaphysical claims to truth, knowledge or moral certainty have become radically 

p o le ati . A e t al featu e of disside t  a d post-st u tu al thought, the  lai , is that it looks 
fo  o disti tio  et ee  t uth  a d po e , fo  it expects none. Its perspective on history, society, 

a d politi s thus eso ates ith the oi e of Nietzs he.  Put diffe e tl , hat these thi ke s a d 
a  othe s i he it f o  Nietzs he is p e isel  his lai  of the Death of God , u de stood as a 

synonym for the foundationless condition of modern political thought and life, in which all divinely 

sanctioned, transcendental and universal guarantees have been undermined. As Brown suggests, 

Nietzs he s st ess o  the deep, ut la gel  u e og ised, sig ifi a e of the death of God  
prefigures twentieth century anti-fou datio alis .  It is f o  this oadl  a ti-foundationalist 

t aditio  that these pape s e e ge a d, d a i g o  a a ge of Nietzs he s i he ito s, de elop 
accounts of the ethico-political i pli atio s of the Death of God  ith espe t to glo al politi s. 

Nietzs he s fu ious i di t e ts of Eu opea  Ch istia it  a d his e stati  de la atio s of God s death 
reverberate throughout his entire oeuvre. Importantly for this forum, two broad tones are clearly 

discernible in his commentary. On the one hand, in bearing witness to these divine death throes, 

Nietzs he s dis ou se is ha a te ised  a se se of a e a d e iste tial e tigo: Ho  ill e o sole 
ou sel es, the u de e s of all u de e s! … who will wipe this blood from us? With what water 

could we clean ourselves? What festivals of atonement, what holy games will we have to invent for 

ou sel es? Is the ag itude of the deed ot too g eat fo  us?  He thus e phasises the ast ess of 
the void left i  God s stead: Eu opea  a  has sa ifi e[d] God fo  othi g ess.  P e iousl , he 
explains, God had provided a means by which existence could be rendered intelligible and 

ea i gful; a  a  sta d his suffe i g p o ided that he is sho  a eaning for it, a purpose of 

suffe i g… a d the a eti  ideal ga e it a ea i g!… I  that ideal suffe i g fou d a  e pla atio ; the 
t e e dous gap see ed filled; the doo  to all sui idal Nihilis  as losed … [M]a  as sa ed 
the e , he had a ea i g.  Thus a s etaph si al eed  as et. Follo i g the Death of 
God , ho e e , a  loses the o e tio  to su h ea i g, a d o se ue tl  feels a  u pleasa t 
e pti ess a d dep i atio  at the a ihilatio  of eligious delusio s.  With the Death of God  die 

all sta le poi ts of efe e e a d a ess to the t a s e de tal; a  fi ds hi self st a i g as though 
th ough a  i fi ite othi g.  

Yet i  o ju tio  ith this a ssal di e sio  of Nietzs he s t eat e t of the Death of God  is a fa  
more affirmatory to e. Fa  f o  la e ti g a s  e l  e tigi ous o ditio , Nietzs he f a es 
the Death of God  as o fe i g a  oppo tu it  a d a  ope i g as a o se ue e of the halle ges 
it poses to the o st ai ts a d li itatio s pla ed o  a   Ch istia it : This eternal accusation 

agai st Ch istia it  I ould fai  ite o  all alls, he e e  the e a e alls … I all Ch istia it  the 
o e g eat u se, the o e e o ous a d i e ost pe e sio , the o e g eat i sti t of e e ge … I 
call it the one immortal blemish of a ki d.  A o di g to Nietzs he, defe e e to the Ch istia  
God reflects and brings about a denial of what is sublime in human experience. Insofar as a 

pa ti ula  o al ode sa s God sees i to the hea t of a ,  it sa s a  to the p ofou dest a d 

most superior desires of life and takes God as the enemy of life. The saint in whom God is well 

pleased is the ideal eu u h. Life te i ates he e the Ki gdo  of God  egi s.  Thus, fo  
Nietzsche, Christianity has a domesticating and pacifying effect; a o di gl , he ega ds hat has 

ee  e e ed as God , ot as di i e , ut as et hed, a su d, pe i ious; ot as a  e o , ut as a 
i e agai st life … We de  God as God.  These t o di e sio s of Nietzs he s thought – the 

vertiginous and the affirmatory – are central to many forms of European critical thought which have 

since emerged, from mid-20th century Existentialism, through the Frankfurt School, to 



Poststructuralism and its variants, and this dual and frequently tension-ridden legacy plays a central 

role in what follows in this forum. 

What u ites these t o di e sio s o  to es i  Nietzs he s oeu e, as ell as o e ti g togethe  
a  of the o t i utio s i  this olle tio , is that the Death of God  ep ese ts a  oppo tu it  fo  

new and different forms of self- ealisi g su je ti it . As he e plai s, the o ept God  has ee  
the g eatest o je tio  to hu a  e iste e hithe to … We de  God, e de  espo si ilit  i  God: 
thus alo e do e sa e the o ld.  The o ld is sa ed, Nietzs he suggests,  this g eatest e e t 
e e t … that the elief i  the Ch istia  God has e o e u elie a le.  We ust, Nietzs he 
e plai s, e ou  o  e pe i e ts a d gui ea pigs,  e ust e o e ho e a e – human 

beings who are unique, incomparable, who give the sel es la s, ho eate the sel es.  What 
this e tails is a [ ]e aluatio  of all alues: that is  fo ula fo  the highest a t of self-reflection on 

the pa t of hu a it .  Thi ki g th ough the li itatio s a d possi ilities asso iated ith su h a 
adi al e iti g of alue  a d life  i  the o te t of glo al theo  a d p a is is a e t al the e of 

the papers in this collection. 

Such value scepticism is intimately connected to, and sheds light upon the contradictions within, 

many traditions of thought emanating from the Enlightenment. Taking their cue from apparently 

religiously motivated political violence some, such as Richard Dawkins and the late Christopher 

Hitchens, argue that the most urgent political project continues to be how we might complete the 

ejection of God, once and for all, such that humanity can take command of its enlightened 

destiny.26 Such a tradition is nowhere clearer than in the neo-classicist articulation of the Liberal 

vision in IR, under which a teleological framing of the progression from dogma and despotism to 

science and democracy ensures that Liberal society is ever faced by new yet old opponents, 

interchangeably Papist, Nazi, Stalinist or Jihadi.27 An Enlightenment historicism is no less present in 

the founding Westphalian narrative which traditionally frames Realist IR, namely reading 1648 as the 

moment at which political reason overtook religion in determining the behaviour of states, and so 

associating the birth of the modern International indelibly with the parochialisation of faith via the 

a essio  of easo ed states a ship. What this suggests is that the i pli atio s of the Death of 
God  fo  I‘ e tai l  a ot e thought ithout efe e e to a d e og itio  of the p o le s 
asso iated ith  the latte s i he itance of core Enlightenment themes. The contributors to this 

fo u  sha e a suspi io  that the fou di g i a ies of the E lighte e t, i  pa ti ula  that of faith 
s. easo , a e i teg all  p o le ati  a d p edi ated o  odes a d logi s of iole e. The Li eral 

t aditio  i  pa ti ula , it is lai ed, i sists upo  God s death o l  to pa e the a  fo  Hi  to etu  
as an archaism, a revenant of undead religiosity needing to be cast ever back into the abyss to affirm 

the reflective truth of the modern project. 

A o di gl , the o t i uto s to this fo u  suggest that the Death of God  has ee  g eatl  
o e stated.  The desi e fo  God s fi al  e pulsio  has al a s u  the isk of a su dit , i as u h as 
modern teleologies of progress can themselves be read as the dust  e a ts of eligious faith.  
Whilst the a essio  to ode , de eloped  o  easo ed  statehood is f e ue tl  p ese ted i  the 
discipline as intimately connected to the expulsion of religion as an ordering and animating political 

force, various theological threads were always woven into the fabric of mainstream IR. The work of 

classical Realists, with their particular understanding of the tragic vision marking out the 

impossibilities of the international, has always been closely bound up with a theology of human 

nature as indelibly corrupt and prone to sin that goes back to Hobbes.30 A recent flurry of work has 



centred on scrutinising the systematic theoretical occlusion of the many intertwinings between IR 

and Theology.31 The idea that we might anchor a critical project suitable for the contemporary 

global era in uncovering that religiosity lurking within modern international theories runs through 

the papers in this forum, several of which identify in the contemporary European Liberal-democratic 

moment a latent political theology which inherits directly from the Christian tradition.32 As Williams 

otes, fo  Nietzs he li e alis , so ialis , Utilita ia is  a d so o  a e just se ula ized e p essio s of 
those sa e [Ch istia ] fo es.  The e te t to which the Christian God has been merely eclipsed 

rather than murdered thus remains a crucial issue for contemporary IR.34 

The Death of God  is, ho e e , o e tha  si pl  a defi ie  of isio , o  i a ilit  to pe ei e His 
remains; in addition, it imputes a generic condition of under-determination. European critical 

thought has notably responded to this acute and disruptive provocation by developing modes of 

thinking which take seriously both the imperative to self-author under foundationless conditions, 

and the precarious and contingent nature of any and all such projects. Immanent to attempting to 

thi k the i sta ilit  a d i defe si ilit  hi h esults f o , a d is s o ous ith, the Death of 
God  is a o e  to a k, theo ise a d esist the effa ement of the violence that always 

accompanies political thought, praxis, and processes of subject-formation. Expressed through the 

e tigi ous f a es of Heidegge s das Ni hts , “a t e s ausea , Ca us  a su d , De ida s apo ias , 
a d Nietzs he s a ss , as ell as the o e affi ato  otio s asso iated ith Deleuze a d 
Guatta i s li es of flights  a d asse lages , the dis uptio  aused  the u settli g of the 
metaphysical tradition has been treated as a crucial problem and provocation underpinning radical 

philosophical and political thought. This concern resides at the heart of traditions as diverse as 

dialectical, deconstructive, genealogical and deterritorialising/nomadic thought, examples of which 

are all employed in this forum. Perhaps the most important result of this has been the increasingly 

broad scepticism with which historicist, onto-political, universal and transcendental claims have 

been treated. Far from the metaphysical and teleological security such premises seemed to promise, 

critical and Continental thought has read these as violent, exclusionary and totalising, and has 

consequently sought to address problems of ethics, responsibility and violence via interventions 

which interrupt, destabilise and subvert onto-political totalisation. 

Poststructuralist and other forms of post-positivist thought have been noteworthy for their 

conceptualisations of the project of detotalisation in IR and elsewhere, and many of the papers in 

the forum draw from this tradition. It is, however, crucial to emphasise that theoretical celebration 

of mobile identities and immanent ambiguity in the aftermath of the linguistic turn carries far from 

glo al appeal. As Baud illa d oted, the li uid te o  of i a e e, u de stood as the dissolutio  
of fixed subject positions, may appeal predominantly to minorities whose de-territorialization 

reflects a privileged location within the global economy.35 The celebration of fluidity, uncertainty 

and consequent injunctions to resilience associated with Neoliberalism appears to be no less acutely 

implicated in theoretical privilegings of immanence over transcendence after Nietzsche.36 In this 

context, ontological insecurity precisely gives urgency and justification to faith amidst postmodern 

futurity. As Barbato and Kratochwil point out, revolts against secular internationalism have 

u su p isi gl  ofte  ee  spea headed  ou te -elites a d o e ted  adhe e ts of 
se ula is .  Dee i g su h esu ge t  faith the e eptio  see s ot o l  i plausi le, ut also to 
occlude the reciprocity between (both critical and Liberal) political technologies of immanence and 

the turn to transcendence among populations worldwide. The growth and dissemination of 

o otheisti  faith a oss the glo e e tai l  see s to e de  pa tial, p o i ial a d e t a eous  a  



lai  to the u i e salit  o  i e ita ilit  of the Death of God.  Co se ue tl , e take the ie  that 
whilst many critical forms of thought attempt to theorise ethics, politics and violence given 

foundationlessness, there is arguably a problematic Eurocentrism to viewing such disruptive 

gestures as the necessary condition for salient forms of political thought and praxis. As post-colonial 

theo ists a o g othe s ha e a gued, fo s of iti al thought hi h egi  f o  the Death of God  
are frequently insufficiently circumspect regarding the geo-cultural specificity of this experience, and 

potentially totalising consequences of rendering this immanent and destabilising form of 

intervention the condition of possibility of a radical political agency. While intended to disrupt the 

homogenising and self-fulfilling tendencies of transcendental or onto-political projects, too inflexible 

an insistence on this risks becoming itself an exclusionary, hierarchising and totalising criterion of 

thought. 

I  this o te t, it is also o th keepi g i  i d that Weste  states  fo eig  poli ies a e ha dl  
unadulterated by explicit appeals to the sacred. The concept of an authentic Christian identity clearly 

still haunts European politics, more or less openly framing debates around EU expansion.39 The 

political ecology of the United States has sustained a demand for fervent religiosity amongst its 

politi al lasses, hi h lea es a u da t s ope fo  faith s e pli it asse lage ith state poli  at 
home and abroad.40 This collection is centrally concerned with the question of the propounded 

secularism of the current European context, but it is critical to note the multiplicity that assembles 

the West , ith a ti ulatio s of di i e p ese e a d a se e ef acted in quite different ways across 

the Atlantic. Western claims to a secular politics have always been abridged and provisional, subject 

to contamination and porosity, and thus pervaded by sacred articles in diverse ways. Recognition of 

this integral ambiguity has generated the recent testimonials to a nascent post-secular era.41 

Given this tangled conceptual terrain, each of the contributors to this forum has provided a distinct 

account of and engagement with the (im)possibilities of a critical-theoretical engagement with the 

Death of God , ut the  a e o etheless u ited  a u e  of o e the es. A ke  o e  sha ed 
a o g the pape s is that of te po alit . The Death of God  is t eated he e ot as a past e e t 
located in and limited to a determined temporal moment, but rather as an ongoing and violent 

se ies of uptu es. I  Dillo s te s, it e ai s a iole t p oje t, ot a  a o plish e t. Neithe  is 
it a do e theologi al o  philosophi al deal.  The sig ifi a e of this is that the politi al hallenges 

a d p o o atio s asso iated ith the Death of God  a e  o ea s si pl  a atte  of histo i al 
interest but rather retain unpredictable and ongoing implications for current political theorising and 

p a is. U de stood i  this a , the Death of God  efe s ot to a past e e t, the o se ue es of 
which are awaiting discovery, but rather to a vocabulary or register through which conversations 

between different critical traditions concerned with the calling in questions of ontological and 

metaphysical fou datio s a  o u . The uestio  of the possi ilit  of post-se ula it  is thus take  
up th ough a  e a i atio  of hat ight e te ed spe t al a ke s of uasi-t a s e de e,  
taking the form of messianic and tragic traditions of thought. Aggie Hirst and Tom Houseman 

respectively engage in some depth with the concept of the messianic, Hirst offering an account of 

the potential ethico-politi al li itatio s o  t aps  hi h a o pa  a e tu  to the st u tu al 
p o ise i  the o te t of the Death of God . As House a  si ila l  affi s, the essia i  p o ise 
has already been shattered, or indeed arrived at, in the gas chambers of Auschwitz, rendering 

messianism a horror in its own right. The question of the tragic as at once a marker of, and a form of 

thought which potentially resists, the totalising tendencies of ontology is also explored by Hirst, its 



letha gi  ele e ts a d to e of affi ati e pathos  o i i g Nietzs he s to es of e tigo a d 
affirmation in ways which pose important questions of the t agi s t aps a d possi ilities. 

The theme of eschatology relates closely to the post-secular, and is similarly at work in many of the 

pape s. Mi hael Dillo  situates Fou ault s thought ithi  this uestio   i te ogati g the 
i a e tisatio  of es hatolog  asso iated ith t uth-telling in Liberal modernity, claiming that 

hile the site of its ope atio  has ha ged, the o  i a e t es hato  etai s the fo e of the 
p o ise it a ies i  e ealed eligio  Judais , Ch istia it  a d Isla .  “u h an interiorised 

es hatolog  ields sig ifi a t politi al po e , a o di g to Dillo ; o i ed, sote iologi al a d 
finitudinal eschatology are not only capable of engendering violent world changing forces, they also 

pose an extraordinarily complex theo-logi o politi al p o le ati ue.  E plo i g the o ept of 
eschatology somewhat differently, Houseman presents a vision of Auschwitz as an apocalyptic 

es hatologi al eak, o e hi h i  its atast ophi  fulfil e t of the p o ise of histo  at o e 
heralds the collapse of the Enlightenment and undergirds a renewed critical-theoretical imperative. 

The related themes of the geo-, bio- and necropolitical configurations of contemporary Liberalism 

are also raised. Michael Dillon and Nicholas Michelsen explore these still-sacred configurations 

revealing that Liberal-de o a s i il eligio  is o ga ised a ou d logisti s of hu a  o talit . 
Mi helse  o se es that odi g o talit  is a iti al p o le  fo  a  a d all politi al diag a s, ut 
argues that suicide-bo e s  t uth-telling draws on and deterritorialises the mixed constitution of 

Liberal necropolitics. Mustapha Pasha develops this line of inquiry, exploring the assemblage of 

i a e e a d t a s e de e u de iti g apo al pti  isio [s]  a d the p ope sity for self-

a ihilatio  i  o te po a  politi s. Fo  House a , Aus h itz s t a sfo atio  of the dead i to 
e e e ai s  is ead as a  i e sio  of the eligious p o ise of esu e tio , a ho ifi  pa od  of 

the p ophesised ki gdo  of e ds . ‘elatedl , as oth Dillo  a d Hi st a gue, the Death of God  is at 
o e the death of Ma , the latte  u de stood as so ethi g i  pa ti ula . Fo  Dillo , the 
pe fo ati e si ula u  of su h e hausted e titudes as Ma  a d Life  o stitutes a li i g death ; 
this Ma  is ead as a figu e that helps to go e  life politi all  th ough the li i g death of the state, 
the oldest of old o ste s  geopoliti s  a d, he e that p o es i suffi ie t, th ough the Life of 

spe ies ei g iopoliti s .  As oth Dillo  a d Hi st espe ti el  affi , ho e e , the death of Ma  
spells ot the e d of the su je t s politi al life, u de stood as so ethi g othe  tha  the li i g death 
of Liberal modernity, but rather the condition of possibility of a certain kind of lively, politicised life. 

Dillo s o t i utio  se es as a p ologo e a to the a s i  hi h Fou ault s late  o k e plo es 
oppo tu ities fo  o el fo s of li i g th ough a  e plo atio  of otio s of the ou age of t uth , 

a e of the self  a d fo s of spi itualit . 

Residing at the heart of these discussions is the crucial question of the relationship between Europe 

a d the eligious othe s  o p isi g its o stituti e outsides. ‘eje ti g all too p e ale t f a i gs of 
these others as archaic insofar as they retain religious or transcendental modes of thought or belief, 

a d de o st ati g the e te t to hi h these outsides  a e i deed o stituti e of Eu ope s self-
ide tifi atio , the pape s seek to e de  i plausi le the latte s a ti ulatio  of its elatio ship to the 

sacred in simply oppositional terms. The constitutive role of global technological deterritorialisation 

in determining the meaning and character of Jihadist violence corrodes the border between a 

supposedly innocent secular West and the incurably un-modern other.44 This theme is taken up 

variously in the contributions of Pasha, Hirst and Michelsen. These papers, in different ways, suggest 

that if the e is o pu it  to defe d agai st the d ago s of se ula  i agi atio , de la i g the Death 



of God  appears simply to enforce neglect of the fractural and multi-lineal qualities of contemporary 

globalisations, thereby preventing us from recognising the porosity of the borders between 

immanence and transcendence in international life. Michelsen frames suicide-bombing and 

Liberalism as operating in a shared field of contestation with respect to the negotiation of 

immanence/transcendence in political theologies of the human qua mortal, and the political 

possibilities implied therein, rejecting the view that the practice simply represents an archaic 

sacrificial construction of transcendent ideals of community. Liberalism, he suggests, cannot sustain 

an uncontaminated purity from the practice of suicide-bombing, but neither can we comprehend 

suicide-bombing without reference to the immanentist political diagram that enframes it. Pasha 

o espo di gl  a gues that hat passes as Isla i  ihilis  … is the ihilis  of i a e e 
p ese ted, al eit, th ough the ediu  of t a s e de t autho isatio s.  He ou dl  iti ues the 

notion that immanence and transcendence are fundamentally incompatible, and argues that the 

i sepa a ilit  of t a s e de e a d i a e e i  e tai  e sio s of Isla i  sti is  … offe s a 
ajo  halle ge to the si gula it  of the death of God  a ati e a d its atte da t ihilis .  

The papers thus share a concern to conceptualise possible means by which the potential nihilism 

asso iated ith a godless  te ai  a  e a igated f o  the pe spe ti e of oadl  Eu opea  
thought, invoking variously dialectical (Houseman), genealogical (Dillon), deterritorialising 

(Michelsen) and deconstructive (Hirst) traditions. The limitations and exclusions associated with the 

pa a ete s of this o e satio  a e highlighted i  Pasha s e gage e t ith Isla i  a ou ts of 

nihilism; his account of the colonialism of a nihilism coded exclusively in European terms poses 

profound questions of much of Continental thought in this context. A crucial point of contention 

which emerges from this conversation is the status of what Pasha te s o tologi al ihilis , hi h 
is edee ed eithe   essia i  o   t agi  ualities. Fo  Pasha su h ihilis  a  o l  e ge de  
a  e ou te  ith the a ss,  so ethi g hi h is pa ti ula l  da ge ous i sofa  as it let[s] loose 
collective e e g  a d fu  o lo ge  sus epti le to do esti atio .  ‘ead i  this a e , the 
e e ge e of pa ti ula  u de sta di gs of the fou datio less ess p o oked  the Death of God  is 
connected to the triumphalist and crusading modes of thought which echo logics responsible for 

hu a  t aged  a d utalit  u leashed agai st o -Weste  Othe s i  p e edi g e tu ies.  
‘esisti g su h a  o tologi al ihilis , Pasha poi ts i stead to o e hi h is pu poseful  a d the e  
connected to the transcendental. In contrast to this reading, other contributors, including 

Houseman, Dillon and Hirst, attempt, in different ways, to think the ethico-political openings such an 

acutely, ontologically foundationless condition might render possible. In so doing, it is hoped in 

those accounts that such ontological destabilisation can perhaps be read in ways which gesture 

towards resisting, rather than bringing about, such cruelties and violence. Most important, however, 

is that what unites all of the papers included here with the question of nihilism is the recognition of 

various registers and forms of thinking absolute negation, and the variety of politically salient 

implications this may have both within and outside European configurations of thought. What these 

papers individually and collectively demonstrate is that thinking the abyss (in all its forms) and 

insisting upon affirmative forms of political disruption and self-creation are intimately connected to 

one another, and that the best hope for aiming towards an always impossible ethico-political 

responsibility is located at some intersection of these dual tones of vertigo and affirmation. 

Finally, the papers are united in their respective attempts to engage with the problem of violence in 

global politics, albeit read in multiple ways. Pasha and Michelsen locate their respective 

contributions in an examination of concrete forms of political violence which provoke and rupture 



the political-theological conceptual parameters of contemporary Liberalism. In so doing, they insist 

upon challenging many of the prevailing understandings and representations of so- alled Isla i  
violence, thereby exposing the silent and self-legitimating violences which are synonymous with the 

bio- and necro-political regimes underpinning European governa e afte  the Death of God . Dillo  
deals ith the iole es asso iated ith o te po a  Li e al o de  i  hi h the li i g death  of a  
al ead  e hausted figu e of Ma  o p ises a ke  di e sio  of its go e i g iopoliti al logi s, a 
lifeless life perfo ed so as ot to ha e to speak fo  fea  of falli g a k i to othi g ess.  Fo  thei  
part, Houseman and Hirst respectively explore the concept of violence in relation to the processes of 

material and ontological totalitarianisms which have always already taken place, and continue to 

take place, emanating as they do precisely from the Enlightenment logics and principles which 

underpin the everyday horrors of the neoliberal capitalist global order. The problem of violence is 

thus for all the papers intimately connected to the question of ethico-political responsibility. In their 

different focuses on violence, each contribution is haunted by the urgent challenge of responsibility 

i  the o te t of the Death of God , o p isi g ele e ts of Nietzs he s o e vertiginous and more 

affirmation tones regarding the (im)possibility of ethico-political responsibility. 

The Death of God  appea s i  ea h of these pape s as the p o le ati  spa e f o  hi h thought is 
called at once into being and into question. On the one hand, Dillon and Michelsen both ask whether 

a d ho  e ight e e  e do e  ith God if His di i e fi ge p i ts a e still all a ou d us, i ked i to 
e  histo i al fo s. To seek to fi all  e adi ate God s p ese e f o  the I‘ ould e to fo get the 

pathological value we moderns invested in His (always already in part illusory) expulsion, re-

presenting sustained contemporary traditions of, as Pasha shows, violent reverence within a binary 

opposition of novelty or archaism, and pinning our hopes for an authentic ethical critique on that 

gesture. Does the continuing international festival of horror and holocaust insist that we sustain or 

invent transcendent or quasi-transcendent markers for navigation, or are the former inexorably 

bound up with the continued production of the latter, as Houseman and Hirst explore? What is clear 

is that e a ot defe  a espo se to the Death of God  i  the o te t of glo al politi s. The 
urgency of the task is not encoded by temporality – as if God s death de a ded a si gular response 

o  – ut de i es f o  e og isi g that the Death of God  is a o flue e of p o le s that 
instantiates an imperative gravitational force, a seductively febrile condition of (im)possibility, a 

shattering of anchors and an invitation to new sacred and perhaps inevitably fatal games. 
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