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Introduction: International ‘elations and the ͚Death of God͛ 

Aggie Hirst (City University London)  

Nicholas Michelsen ;King͛s College LondonͿ 

 

FƌiedƌiĐh NietzsĐhe͛s pƌoĐlaŵatioŶ of the ͚Death of God͛ has Đoŵe to fuŶĐtioŶ as soŵethiŶg akiŶ to a 
heuristic device in International Relations (IR) signifying the shattering of metaphysical and 

ontological certainty in European (post)modernity. According to Chƌis BƌoǁŶ, NietzsĐhe͛s deĐlaƌatioŶ 
is ĐoŵŵoŶlǇ ďelieǀed to sigŶifǇ a ͚Đƌisis iŶ thought͛ ǁhiĐh ĐoŶstitutes a ͚geŶuiŶe daŶgeƌ͛ iŶsofaƌ as it 
ƌisks ͚the Đollapse of the fouŶdatioŶs of the old ǁoƌld oƌdeƌ͛.ϭ ‘olaŶd Bleikeƌ Ŷotes that suĐh a Đƌisis 
is deeŵed ďǇ ŵaŶǇ to ďe sǇŵptoŵatiĐ of the loss ͚of a geŶeƌallǇ aĐĐepted ǁoƌldǀieǁ that pƌoǀided a 
stable ground from which it was possible to assess nature, knowledge, common values, truth, 

politics – iŶ shoƌt, life itself͛.Ϯ This foƌuŵ seeks to iŶteƌƌogate the substance and consequences of 

the Đlaiŵ that ͚God is Dead͛ iŶ the ĐoŶteǆt of gloďal politiĐs, aŶd speĐifiĐallǇ its iŵpliĐatioŶs foƌ 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 

histoƌiĐal paƌaŵeteƌs of the ͚Death of God͛, ŵaƌkiŶg its eŵeƌgeŶĐe iŶ EuƌopeaŶ politiĐal thought and 

provisionally mapping the terrain of its pertinence to contemporary IR. 

While the Đlaiŵ that ͚God is Dead͛ ĐaŶ ďe tƌaĐed to Hegel,ϰ as F. Thoŵas Tƌotteƌ Ŷotes the ͚stƌikiŶg – 

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

eǆpƌessioŶ.͛ϱ He eǆplaiŶs that the Đlaiŵ ƌepƌeseŶts Ŷot a siŶgulaƌ ŵoŵeŶt of ƌuptuƌe ǁith a ƌeĐeŶt 
God-fearing past, but rather the culmination of an increasing scepticism towards revealed religion in 

Europe. God, he suggests, had been ͚attaĐked͛ aŶd ͚out-flaŶked͛ iŶ Euƌope oǀeƌ the Đouƌse of seǀeƌal 
centuries, from Copernicus, through the Philosophes, culminating in the 19th century. God had been 

͚oŶ tƌial͛, he Đlaiŵs, foƌ a ĐoŶsideƌaďle peƌiod, aŶd ͚it ǁas NietzsĐhe ǁho aŶŶouŶĐed that sentence 

had ďeeŶ passed.͛ϲ AŵoŶg otheƌ iŵpliĐatioŶs, ǁhat this deŵoŶstƌates is that ďoth the ͚death͛ aŶd 
the ͚God͛ iŶ ƋuestioŶ ŵust ďe ƌead as distiŶĐtiǀelǇ EuƌopeaŶ aŶd ChƌistiaŶ. 

NietzsĐhe͛s aĐĐouŶt of the death of this God is fƌeƋueŶtlǇ tƌeated iŶ the discipline of IR as intimately 

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

ŵodeƌŶ ĐoŶditioŶ. Despite the ŵagŶitude of this Đlaiŵ, hoǁeǀeƌ, the iŵpliĐatioŶs of NietzsĐhe͛s 
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, 

NietzsĐhe has suffeƌed ĐoŶsideƌaďle ͚ŶegleĐt iŶ iŶteƌŶatioŶal theoƌǇ.͛ϳ This is ǁoƌthǇ of ƌedƌess Ŷot 
least, as CoŶŶollǇ aƌgues, ďeĐause NietzsĐhe͛s thought ĐoŶtaiŶs sigŶifiĐaŶt ĐƌitiĐal puƌĐhase: 
͚Ŷuŵeƌous possiďilities ƌeside iŶ the NietzsĐheaŶ teǆts, and several inspire democratic 

ƌeĐoŶfiguƌatioŶs of ŵatƌiǆ iŶteƌpƌetatioŶs.͛ϴ This is also iŵpoƌtaŶt, he ĐoŶtiŶues, ďeĐause ŵaŶǇ 
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 

ChaŶtal Mouffe ĐaŶ all, CoŶŶollǇ Đlaiŵs, ďe ƌegaƌded as ͚post-NietzsĐheaŶ.͛ϵ At the heaƌt 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 

pƌoďleŵatiĐ. A ĐeŶtƌal featuƌe of ͚dissideŶt͛ aŶd post-stƌuĐtuƌal thought, theǇ Đlaiŵ, is that ͚it looks 
foƌ Ŷo distiŶĐtioŶ ďetǁeeŶ ͞tƌuth͟ aŶd poǁeƌ, foƌ it expects none. Its perspective on history, society, 

aŶd politiĐs thus ƌesoŶates ǁith the ǀoiĐe of NietzsĐhe.͛ϭϬ Put diffeƌeŶtlǇ, ǁhat these thiŶkeƌs aŶd 
ŵaŶǇ otheƌs iŶheƌit fƌoŵ NietzsĐhe is pƌeĐiselǇ his Đlaiŵ of the ͚Death of God͛, uŶdeƌstood 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, 

͚NietzsĐhe͛s stƌess oŶ the deep, ďut laƌgelǇ uŶƌeĐogŶised, sigŶifiĐaŶĐe of the ͞death of God͟ 
prefigures twentieth century anti-fouŶdatioŶalisŵ.͛ϭϭ It is fƌoŵ this ďƌoadlǇ aŶti-foundationalist 

tƌaditioŶ that these papeƌs eŵeƌge aŶd, dƌaǁiŶg oŶ a ƌaŶge of NietzsĐhe͛s iŶheƌitoƌs, deǀelop 
accounts of the ethico-political iŵpliĐatioŶs of the ͚Death of God͛ ǁith ƌespeĐt to gloďal politiĐs. 

NietzsĐhe͛s fuƌious iŶdiĐtŵeŶts of EuƌopeaŶ ChƌistiaŶitǇ aŶd his eĐstatiĐ deĐlaƌatioŶs of God͛s 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, 

NietzsĐhe͛s disĐouƌse is ĐhaƌaĐteƌised ďǇ a seŶse of aǁe aŶd eǆisteŶtial ǀeƌtigo: ͚Hoǁ ǁill ǁe ĐoŶsole 
ouƌselǀes, the ŵuƌdeƌeƌs of all ŵuƌdeƌeƌs! … 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 

ouƌselǀes? Is the ŵagŶitude of the deed Ŷot too gƌeat foƌ us?͛ϭϮ He thus eŵphasises the ǀastŶess of 
the void left iŶ God͛s stead: ;EuƌopeaŶͿ ͚ŵaŶ͛ has ͚saĐƌifiĐe[d] God foƌ ŶothiŶgŶess.͛ϭϯ PƌeǀiouslǇ, he 
explains, God had provided a means by which existence could be rendered intelligible and 

ŵeaŶiŶgful; ŵaŶ ĐaŶ staŶd his suffeƌiŶg ͚pƌoǀided that he is shoǁŶ a ŵeaning for it, a purpose of 

suffeƌiŶg… aŶd the aĐetiĐ ideal gaǀe it a ŵeaŶiŶg!… IŶ that ideal suffeƌiŶg fouŶd aŶ eǆplaŶatioŶ; the 
tƌeŵeŶdous gap seeŵed filled; the dooƌ to all suiĐidal Nihilisŵ ǁas Đlosed … [M]aŶ ǁas saǀed 
theƌeďǇ, he had a ŵeaŶiŶg.͛ϭϰ Thus ŵaŶ͛s ͚ŵetaphǇsiĐal Ŷeed͛ϭϱ ǁas ŵet. FolloǁiŶg the ͚Death of 
God͛, hoǁeǀeƌ, ŵaŶ loses the ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ to suĐh ŵeaŶiŶg, aŶd ĐoŶseƋueŶtlǇ ͚feels aŶ uŶpleasaŶt 
eŵptiŶess aŶd depƌiǀatioŶ at the aŶŶihilatioŶ of ƌeligious delusioŶs.͛ϭϲ With the ͚Death of God͛ die 

all staďle poiŶts of ƌefeƌeŶĐe aŶd aĐĐess to the tƌaŶsĐeŶdeŶtal; ŵaŶ fiŶds hiŵself ͚stƌaǇiŶg as though 
thƌough aŶ iŶfiŶite ŶothiŶg.͛ϭϳ 

Yet iŶ ĐoŶjuŶĐtioŶ ǁith this aďǇssal diŵeŶsioŶ of NietzsĐhe͛s tƌeatŵeŶt of the ͚Death of God͛ is a faƌ 
more affirmatory toŶe. Faƌ fƌoŵ laŵeŶtiŶg ͚ŵaŶ͛s͛ ŶeǁlǇ ǀeƌtigiŶous ĐoŶditioŶ, NietzsĐhe fƌaŵes 
the ͚Death of God͛ as ĐoŶfeƌƌiŶg aŶ oppoƌtuŶitǇ aŶd aŶ opeŶiŶg as a ĐoŶseƋueŶĐe of the ĐhalleŶges 
it poses to the ĐoŶstƌaiŶts aŶd liŵitatioŶs plaĐed oŶ ŵaŶ ďǇ ChƌistiaŶitǇ: ͚This eternal accusation 

agaiŶst ChƌistiaŶitǇ I ǁould faiŶ ǁƌite oŶ all ǁalls, ǁheƌeǀeƌ theƌe aƌe ǁalls … I Đall ChƌistiaŶitǇ the 
oŶe gƌeat Đuƌse, the oŶe eŶoƌŵous aŶd iŶŶeƌŵost peƌǀeƌsioŶ, the oŶe gƌeat iŶstiŶĐt of ƌeǀeŶge … I 
call it the one immortal blemish of ŵaŶkiŶd.͛ϭϴ AĐĐoƌdiŶg to NietzsĐhe, defeƌeŶĐe to the ChƌistiaŶ 
God reflects and brings about a denial of what is sublime in human experience. Insofar as a 

paƌtiĐulaƌ ŵoƌal Đode ͚saǇs ͞God sees iŶto the heaƌt of ŵaŶ,͟ it saǇs ŶaǇ to the pƌofouŶdest aŶd 

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

pleased is the ideal euŶuĐh. Life teƌŵiŶates ǁheƌe the ͞KiŶgdoŵ of God͟ ďegiŶs.͛ϭϵ Thus, foƌ 
Nietzsche, Christianity has a domesticating and pacifying effect; aĐĐoƌdiŶglǇ, he ƌegaƌds ͚ǁhat has 
ďeeŶ ƌeǀeƌed as ͞God͟, Ŷot as ͞diǀiŶe͟, ďut as ǁƌetĐhed, aďsuƌd, peƌŶiĐious; Ŷot as aŶ eƌƌoƌ, ďut as a 
Đƌiŵe agaiŶst life … We deŶǇ God as God.͛ϮϬ These tǁo diŵeŶsioŶs of NietzsĐhe͛s 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 uŶites these tǁo diŵeŶsioŶs oƌ toŶes iŶ NietzsĐhe͛s oeuǀƌe, as ǁell as ĐoŶŶeĐtiŶg togetheƌ 
ŵaŶǇ of the ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶs iŶ this ĐolleĐtioŶ, is that the ͚Death of God͛ ƌepƌeseŶts aŶ oppoƌtuŶitǇ foƌ 
new and different forms of self-ƌealisiŶg suďjeĐtiǀitǇ. As he eǆplaiŶs, ͚the ĐoŶĐept ͞God͟ has ďeeŶ 
the gƌeatest oďjeĐtioŶ to huŵaŶ eǆisteŶĐe hitheƌto … We deŶǇ God, ǁe deŶǇ ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ iŶ God: 
thus aloŶe do ǁe saǀe the ǁoƌld.͛Ϯϭ The ǁoƌld is saǀed, NietzsĐhe suggests, ďǇ this ͚gƌeatest ƌeĐeŶt 
eǀeŶt … that the ďelief iŶ the ChƌistiaŶ God has ďeĐoŵe uŶďelieǀaďle.͛ϮϮ We ŵust, NietzsĐhe 
eǆplaiŶs, ͚ďe ouƌ oǁŶ eǆpeƌiŵeŶts aŶd guiŶea pigs,͛Ϯϯ ǁe ŵust ͚ďeĐoŵe ǁho ǁe aƌe – human 

beings who are unique, incomparable, who give theŵselǀes laǁs, ǁho Đƌeate theŵselǀes.͛Ϯϰ What 
this eŶtails is a ͚[ƌ]eǀaluatioŶ of all ǀalues: that is ŵǇ foƌŵula foƌ the highest aĐt of self-reflection on 

the paƌt of huŵaŶitǇ.͛Ϯϱ ThiŶkiŶg thƌough the liŵitatioŶs aŶd possiďilities assoĐiated ǁith suĐh a 
ƌadiĐal ƌeǁƌitiŶg of ͚ǀalue͛ aŶd ͚life͛ iŶ the ĐoŶteǆt of gloďal theoƌǇ aŶd pƌaǆis is a ĐeŶtƌal theŵe 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 

aĐĐessioŶ of ƌeasoŶed statesŵaŶship. What this suggests is that the iŵpliĐatioŶs of the ͚Death of 
God͛ foƌ I‘ ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ ĐaŶŶot ďe thought ǁithout ƌefeƌeŶĐe to ;aŶd ƌeĐogŶitioŶ of the pƌoďleŵs 
assoĐiated ǁithͿ the latteƌ͛s iŶheƌitance of core Enlightenment themes. The contributors to this 

foƌuŵ shaƌe a suspiĐioŶ that the fouŶdiŶg ďiŶaƌies of the EŶlighteŶŵeŶt, iŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ that of ͚faith 
ǀs. ƌeasoŶ͛, aƌe iŶtegƌallǇ pƌoďleŵatiĐ aŶd pƌediĐated oŶ Đodes aŶd logiĐs of ǀioleŶĐe. The Liďeral 

tƌaditioŶ iŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ, it is Đlaiŵed, iŶsists upoŶ God͛s death oŶlǇ to paǀe the ǁaǇ foƌ Hiŵ to ƌetuƌŶ 
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. 

AĐĐoƌdiŶglǇ, the ĐoŶtƌiďutoƌs to this foƌuŵ suggest that the ͚Death of God͛ has ďeeŶ gƌeatlǇ 
oǀeƌstated.Ϯϴ The desiƌe foƌ God͛s ͚fiŶal͛ eǆpulsioŶ has alǁaǇs ƌuŶ the ƌisk of aďsuƌditǇ, iŶasŵuĐh as 
modern teleologies of progress can themselves be read as the ͚dustǇ ƌeŵŶaŶts of ƌeligious faith.͛Ϯϵ 
Whilst the aĐĐessioŶ to ͚ŵodeƌŶ͛, ͚deǀeloped͛ oƌ ͚ƌeasoŶed͛ statehood is fƌeƋueŶtlǇ pƌeseŶted iŶ 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 

Ŷotes, foƌ NietzsĐhe ͚liďeƌalisŵ, soĐialisŵ, UtilitaƌiaŶisŵ aŶd so oŶ aƌe just seĐulaƌized eǆpƌessioŶs of 
those saŵe [ChƌistiaŶ] foƌĐes.͛ϯϯ The eǆteŶt to which the Christian God has been merely eclipsed 

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

The ͚Death of God͛ is, hoǁeǀeƌ, ŵoƌe thaŶ siŵplǇ a defiĐieŶĐǇ of ǀisioŶ, oƌ iŶaďilitǇ to peƌĐeiǀe 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 

thiŶk the iŶstaďilitǇ aŶd iŶdefeŶsiďilitǇ ǁhiĐh ƌesults fƌoŵ, aŶd is sǇŶoŶǇŵous ǁith, the ͚Death of 
God͛ is a ĐoŶĐeƌŶ to ŵaƌk, theoƌise aŶd ƌesist the effaĐement of the violence that always 

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

ǀeƌtigiŶous fƌaŵes of Heideggeƌ͛s ͚das NiĐhts͛, “aƌtƌe͛s ͚Ŷausea͛, Caŵus͛ ͚aďsuƌd͛, Deƌƌida͛s ͚apoƌias͛, 
aŶd NietzsĐhe͛s ͚aďǇss͛, as ǁell as the ŵoƌe affiƌŵatoƌǇ ŶotioŶs assoĐiated ǁith Deleuze aŶd 
Guattaƌi͛s ͚liŶes of flights͛ aŶd ͚asseŵďlages͛, the disƌuptioŶ Đaused ďǇ the uŶsettliŶg 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 

gloďal appeal. As Baudƌillaƌd Ŷoted, the ͚liƋuid teƌƌoƌ͛ of iŵŵaŶeŶĐe, uŶdeƌstood as the dissolutioŶ 
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 

uŶsuƌpƌisiŶglǇ ofteŶ ďeeŶ speaƌheaded ͚ďǇ ĐouŶteƌ-elites aŶd ͞ĐoŶǀeƌted͟ adheƌeŶts of 
seĐulaƌisŵ.͛ϯϳ DeeŵiŶg suĐh ͚ƌesuƌgeŶt͛ faith the eǆĐeptioŶ seeŵs Ŷot oŶlǇ iŵplausiďle, ďut 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 

ŵoŶotheistiĐ faith aĐƌoss the gloďe ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ seeŵs to ƌeŶdeƌ ͚paƌtial, pƌoǀiŶĐial aŶd eǆtƌaŶeous͛ aŶǇ 



Đlaiŵ to the uŶiǀeƌsalitǇ oƌ iŶeǀitaďilitǇ of the ͚Death of God.͛ϯϴ CoŶseƋueŶtlǇ, ǁe take the ǀieǁ 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 

theoƌists aŵoŶg otheƌs haǀe aƌgued, foƌŵs of ĐƌitiĐal thought ǁhiĐh ďegiŶ fƌoŵ the ͚Death of God͛ 
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. 

IŶ this ĐoŶteǆt, it is also ǁoƌth keepiŶg iŶ ŵiŶd that WesteƌŶ states͛ foƌeigŶ poliĐies aƌe haƌdlǇ 
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 

politiĐal Đlasses, ǁhiĐh leaǀes aďuŶdaŶt sĐope foƌ faith͛s eǆpliĐit asseŵďlage ǁith state poliĐǇ 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 West͛, ǁith aƌtiĐulatioŶs of diǀiŶe pƌeseŶĐe aŶd aďseŶĐe ƌefƌacted 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 God͛, ďut theǇ aƌe ŶoŶetheless uŶited ďǇ a Ŷuŵďeƌ of Đoƌe theŵes. A keǇ ĐoŶĐeƌŶ shaƌed 
aŵoŶg the papeƌs is that of teŵpoƌalitǇ. The ͚Death of God͛ is tƌeated heƌe Ŷot as a past eǀeŶt 
located in and limited to a determined temporal moment, but rather as an ongoing and violent 

seƌies of ƌuptuƌes. IŶ DilloŶ͛s teƌŵs, it ͚ƌeŵaiŶs a ǀioleŶt pƌojeĐt, Ŷot aŶ aĐĐoŵplishŵeŶt. Neitheƌ is 
it a doŶe theologiĐal oƌ philosophiĐal deal.͛ϰϮ The sigŶifiĐaŶĐe of this is that the politiĐal Đhallenges 

aŶd pƌoǀoĐatioŶs assoĐiated ǁith the ͚Death of God͛ aƌe ďǇ Ŷo ŵeaŶs siŵplǇ a ŵatteƌ of histoƌiĐal 
interest but rather retain unpredictable and ongoing implications for current political theorising and 

pƌaǆis. UŶdeƌstood iŶ this ǁaǇ, the ͚Death of God͛ ƌefeƌs Ŷot to a past eǀeŶt, the ĐoŶseƋueŶĐes 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 fouŶdatioŶs ĐaŶ oĐĐuƌ. The ƋuestioŶ of the possiďilitǇ of ͚post-seĐulaƌitǇ͛ is thus takeŶ 
up thƌough aŶ eǆaŵiŶatioŶ of ǁhat ŵight ďe teƌŵed speĐtƌal ŵaƌkeƌs of ͚Ƌuasi-tƌaŶsĐeŶdeŶĐe,͛ϰϯ 
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-politiĐal liŵitatioŶs oƌ ͚tƌaps͛ ǁhiĐh aĐĐoŵpaŶǇ a ;ƌeͿtuƌŶ to the stƌuĐtuƌal 
pƌoŵise iŶ the ĐoŶteǆt of the ͚Death of God͛. As HouseŵaŶ siŵilaƌlǇ affiƌŵs, the ŵessiaŶiĐ pƌoŵise 
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 



͚lethaƌgiĐ͛ eleŵeŶts aŶd toŶe of ͚affiƌŵatiǀe pathos͛ ĐoŵďiŶiŶg NietzsĐhe͛s toŶes of ǀeƌtigo aŶd 
affirmation in ways which pose important questions of the tƌagiĐ͛s tƌaps aŶd possiďilities. 

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

papeƌs. MiĐhael DilloŶ situates FouĐault͛s thought ǁithiŶ this ƋuestioŶ ďǇ iŶteƌƌogatiŶg the 
͚iŵŵaŶeŶtisatioŶ of esĐhatologǇ͛ assoĐiated ǁith tƌuth-telling in Liberal modernity, claiming that 

ǁhile the site of its opeƌatioŶ has ĐhaŶged, the Ŷoǁ iŵŵaŶeŶt esĐhatoŶ ͚ƌetaiŶs the foƌĐe of the 
pƌoŵise it Đaƌƌies iŶ ƌeǀealed ƌeligioŶ ;Judaisŵ, ChƌistiaŶitǇ aŶd IslaŵͿ.͛ “uĐh an interiorised 

esĐhatologǇ ǁields sigŶifiĐaŶt politiĐal poǁeƌ, aĐĐoƌdiŶg to DilloŶ; ͚ĐoŵďiŶed, soteƌiologiĐal aŶd 
finitudinal eschatology are not only capable of engendering violent world changing forces, they also 

pose an extraordinarily complex theo-logiĐo politiĐal pƌoďleŵatiƋue.͛ EǆploƌiŶg the ĐoŶĐept of 
eschatology somewhat differently, Houseman presents a vision of Auschwitz as an apocalyptic 

esĐhatologiĐal ďƌeak, oŶe ǁhiĐh iŶ its ͚ĐatastƌophiĐ fulfilŵeŶt of the pƌoŵise of histoƌǇ͛ at oŶĐe 
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-deŵoĐƌaĐǇ͛s Điǀil ƌeligioŶ is oƌgaŶised aƌouŶd logistiĐs of huŵaŶ ŵoƌtalitǇ. 
MiĐhelseŶ oďseƌǀes that ͚ĐodiŶg ŵoƌtalitǇ͛ is a ĐƌitiĐal pƌoďleŵ foƌ aŶǇ aŶd all politiĐal diagƌaŵs, ďut 
argues that suicide-boŵďeƌs͛ tƌuth-telling draws on and deterritorialises the mixed constitution of 

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

iŵŵaŶeŶĐe aŶd tƌaŶsĐeŶdeŶĐe uŶdeƌǁƌitiŶg ͚apoĐalǇptiĐ ǀisioŶ[s]͛ aŶd the ͚pƌopeŶsity for self-

aŶŶihilatioŶ͛ iŶ ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ politiĐs. Foƌ HouseŵaŶ, AusĐhǁitz͛s tƌaŶsfoƌŵatioŶ of the dead iŶto 
͚ŵeƌe ƌeŵaiŶs͛ is ƌead as aŶ iŶǀeƌsioŶ of the ƌeligious pƌoŵise of ƌesuƌƌeĐtioŶ, a ͚hoƌƌifiĐ paƌodǇ of 
the pƌophesised kiŶgdoŵ of eŶds͛. ‘elatedlǇ, as ďoth DilloŶ aŶd Hiƌst aƌgue, the ͚Death of God͛ is at 
oŶĐe the death of ͚MaŶ͛, the latteƌ uŶdeƌstood as soŵethiŶg iŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ. Foƌ DilloŶ, the 
peƌfoƌŵatiǀe siŵulaĐƌuŵ of suĐh eǆhausted Đeƌtitudes as ͚MaŶ͛ aŶd ͚Life͛ ĐoŶstitutes a ͚liǀiŶg death͛; 
this ͚MaŶ͛ is ƌead as a ͚figuƌe that helps to goǀeƌŶ life politiĐallǇ thƌough the liǀiŶg death of the state, 
͞the Đoldest of Đold ŵoŶsteƌs͟ ;geopolitiĐsͿ aŶd, ǁheƌe that pƌoǀes iŶsuffiĐieŶt, thƌough the Life of 
speĐies ďeiŶg ;ďiopolitiĐsͿ.͛ As ďoth DilloŶ aŶd Hiƌst ƌespeĐtiǀelǇ affiƌŵ, hoǁeǀeƌ, the death of ͚MaŶ͛ 
spells Ŷot the eŶd of the suďjeĐt͛s politiĐal life, uŶdeƌstood as soŵethiŶg otheƌ thaŶ the liǀiŶg death 
of Liberal modernity, but rather the condition of possibility of a certain kind of lively, politicised life. 

DilloŶ͛s ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ seƌǀes as a pƌologoŵeŶa to the ǁaǇs iŶ ǁhiĐh FouĐault͛s lateƌ ǁoƌk eǆploƌes 
oppoƌtuŶities foƌ Ŷoǀel foƌŵs of liǀiŶg thƌough aŶ eǆploƌatioŶ of ŶotioŶs of the ͚Đouƌage of tƌuth͛, 
͚Đaƌe of the self͛ aŶd foƌŵs of ͚spiƌitualitǇ͛. 

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

aŶd the ƌeligious ͚otheƌs͛ ĐoŵpƌisiŶg its ĐoŶstitutiǀe outsides. ‘ejeĐtiŶg all too pƌeǀaleŶt fƌaŵiŶgs of 
these others as archaic insofar as they retain religious or transcendental modes of thought or belief, 

aŶd deŵoŶstƌatiŶg the eǆteŶt to ǁhiĐh these ͚outsides͛ aƌe iŶdeed ĐoŶstitutiǀe of Euƌope͛s self-
ideŶtifiĐatioŶ, the papeƌs seek to ƌeŶdeƌ iŵplausiďle the latteƌ͛s aƌtiĐulatioŶ of its ƌelatioŶship 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 theƌe is Ŷo puƌitǇ to defeŶd agaiŶst the dƌagoŶs of seĐulaƌ iŵagiŶatioŶ, deĐlaƌiŶg the ͚Death 



of God͛ 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 

ĐoƌƌespoŶdiŶglǇ aƌgues that ͚ǁhat passes as IslaŵiĐ Ŷihilisŵ … is the Ŷihilisŵ of iŵŵaŶeŶĐe 
pƌeseŶted, alďeit, thƌough the ŵediuŵ of tƌaŶsĐeŶdeŶt authoƌisatioŶs.͛ He ƌouŶdlǇ ĐƌitiƋues the 

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

͚iŶsepaƌaďilitǇ of tƌaŶsĐeŶdeŶĐe aŶd iŵŵaŶeŶĐe iŶ ĐeƌtaiŶ ǀeƌsioŶs of IslaŵiĐ ŵǇstiĐisŵ … offeƌs a 
ŵajoƌ ĐhalleŶge to the siŶgulaƌitǇ of the ͞death of God͟ Ŷaƌƌatiǀe aŶd its atteŶdaŶt Ŷihilisŵ.͛ 

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

assoĐiated ǁith a ͚godless͛ teƌƌaiŶ ŵaǇ ďe Ŷaǀigated fƌoŵ the peƌspeĐtiǀe of ;ďƌoadlǇͿ EuƌopeaŶ 
thought, invoking variously dialectical (Houseman), genealogical (Dillon), deterritorialising 

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

paƌaŵeteƌs of this ĐoŶǀeƌsatioŶ aƌe highlighted iŶ Pasha͛s eŶgageŵeŶt ǁith IslaŵiĐ aĐĐouŶts 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 teƌŵs ͚oŶtologiĐal Ŷihilisŵ͛, ǁhiĐh 
is ƌedeeŵed Ŷeitheƌ ďǇ ŵessiaŶiĐ Ŷoƌ ďǇ tƌagiĐ Ƌualities. Foƌ Pasha suĐh Ŷihilisŵ ͚ĐaŶ oŶlǇ eŶgeŶdeƌ 
aŶ eŶĐouŶteƌ ǁith the aďǇss,͛ soŵethiŶg ǁhiĐh is paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ daŶgeƌous iŶsofaƌ as it ͚let[s] loose 
collective eŶeƌgǇ aŶd fuƌǇ Ŷo loŶgeƌ susĐeptiďle to doŵestiĐatioŶ.͛ ‘ead iŶ this ŵaŶŶeƌ, the 
eŵeƌgeŶĐe of paƌtiĐulaƌ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶgs of the fouŶdatioŶlessŶess pƌoǀoked ďǇ the ͚Death of God͛ is 
connected to the triumphalist and crusading modes of thought which echo logics responsible for 

͚huŵaŶ tƌagedǇ͛ aŶd ͚ďƌutalitǇ uŶleashed agaiŶst ŶoŶ-WesteƌŶ Otheƌs iŶ pƌeĐediŶg ĐeŶtuƌies.͛ 
‘esistiŶg suĐh aŶ oŶtologiĐal Ŷihilisŵ, Pasha poiŶts iŶstead to oŶe ǁhiĐh is ͚puƌposeful͛ aŶd theƌeďǇ 
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-Đalled ͚IslaŵiĐ͛ 
violence, thereby exposing the silent and self-legitimating violences which are synonymous with the 

bio- and necro-political regimes underpinning European governaŶĐe afteƌ the ͚Death of God͛. DilloŶ 
deals ǁith the ǀioleŶĐes assoĐiated ǁith ĐoŶteŵpoƌaƌǇ Liďeƌal oƌdeƌ iŶ ǁhiĐh the ͚liǀiŶg death͛ of aŶ 
alƌeadǇ eǆhausted figuƌe of ͚MaŶ͛ Đoŵpƌises a keǇ diŵeŶsioŶ of its goǀeƌŶiŶg ďiopolitiĐal logiĐs, a 
lifeless life perfoƌŵed ͚so as Ŷot to haǀe to speak foƌ feaƌ of falliŶg ďaĐk iŶto ŶothiŶgŶess.͛ Foƌ theiƌ 
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 

iŶ the ĐoŶteǆt of the ͚Death of God͛, ĐoŵpƌisiŶg eleŵeŶts of NietzsĐhe͛s ŵoƌe vertiginous and more 

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

The ͚Death of God͛ appeaƌs iŶ eaĐh of these papeƌs as the pƌoďleŵatiĐ spaĐe fƌoŵ ǁhiĐh thought is 
called at once into being and into question. On the one hand, Dillon and Michelsen both ask whether 

aŶd hoǁ ǁe ŵight eǀeƌ ͚ďe doŶe͛ ǁith God if His diǀiŶe fiŶgeƌpƌiŶts aƌe still all aƌouŶd us, iŶked iŶto 
Ŷeǁ histoƌiĐal foƌŵs. To seek to fiŶallǇ eƌadiĐate God͛s pƌeseŶĐe fƌoŵ the I‘ ǁould ďe to foƌget 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 ǁe ĐaŶŶot defeƌ a ƌespoŶse to the ͚Death of God͛ iŶ the ĐoŶteǆt of gloďal politiĐs. The 
urgency of the task is not encoded by temporality – as if God͛s death deŵaŶded a siŶgular response 

͚Ŷoǁ͛ – ďut deƌiǀes fƌoŵ ƌeĐogŶisiŶg that the ͚Death of God͛ is a ĐoŶflueŶĐe of pƌoďleŵs 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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