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for all those who have endured criminalization,

and for all those building toward a world without it.
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PREFACE

The late theologian of black liberation James Cone argued that “one’s social and historical
context decides not only the questions we address to God but also the mode or form of the
answers given to the questions.” The questions that drive this project and the answers it
articulates emerge out of a decade of concurrent engagement with black and economically
dispossessed peoples experiencing criminalization,? on the one hand, and theological study, on
the other. As such, my project dwells at the nexus of the “theological” and the “political: it
seeks to discern how, in Cone’s words, “theology is political language,” first, in the context of
the dehumanizing and death-dealing criminalization of black and economically dispossessed
peoples, and, second, how theology might constitute political language in more life-giving,
emancipatory, and specifically decarceral ways. So how did I, a white property-owning man
from an upper-middle class background, come to write a dissertation on the political theologies
at work in the criminalization of black and economically dispossessed communities? Narrating
my journey to this project in a thorough way could be a dissertation in its own right.
Nevertheless, narrating a few key moments along the way may help contextualize its genesis in a
way that will perhaps enable greater understanding of the project as a whole, and how and where

| show up in its pages.

! James H. Cone, God of the Oppressed, Rev. ed (Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis Books, 1997), 14.

2 While not all of my engagement with criminalized peoples is documentable, two manifestations of that work are.
The first is a 2013 study | authored that is comprised of data on and interviews with unhoused people who
experienced criminalization in Nashville, Tennessee. Andrew Krinks, “Criminal: When Existing in Public Becomes
Illegal,” The Contributor Volume 7, Number 31 (July 11-31, 2013). The second is a 2016 study that | facilitated and
co-authored on the criminalization of black drivers in Nashville. Gideon’s Army, Driving While Black: A Report on
Racial Profiling in Metro Nashville Police Department Traffic Stops (October 2016).
<https://drivingwhileblacknashville.files.wordpress.com/2016/10/driving-while-black-gideons-army.pdf>. | cite
from both of these projects in chapter three.

3 Cone, God of the Oppressed, 41



In early 2007, 1 met people from what | thought at the time were two absolutely separate
worlds. First, a few college friends (including my future partner, Lindsey) and | found ourselves
the students of a group of unhoused activists and organizers who, along with a few of their
housed accomplices, were agitating against Metro Nashville Government for its failure to build
needed affordable housing, on the one hand, and its habit of criminalizing people trying to
survive without housing, on the other. We didn’t know what we were doing, but we joined them
anyway, eager to find ways to let our Christian faith find expression beyond the walls of our
churches and private faith-based university. We organized letter-writing campaigns and a
demonstration of students and faculty members at City Hall, and were pressured by university
administrators to stand down in the process. It was an imperfect expression of a juvenile desire
for social justice, but it set a course for me (and my partner) for years to come. Around the same
time, | followed one of my professors into prison as a volunteer teacher at the Tennessee Prison
for Women, and as a participant in a small learning and worshiping community at the local
men’s prison, Riverbend Maximum Security Institution. Behind layers of razor wire fencing,
concrete walls, and steel doors, people | had always been taught to fear welcomed me as a friend.
Thanks to teachers and intellectuals both “professional” and “organic,” both institutional and
institutionalized, | learned anew that the social, political, and economic order of things works on
the basis of its supposed naturalness: poor people are poor because of bad choices and people in
prison are in prison because they are bad. In the end, it was the very people trapped on the other
side of boundaries of property and prison who facilitated for me the process of unlearning such
death-dealing presuppositions. Part of that process included discovering that the two worlds |
thought were separate—the streets and the prison—were not so far apart after all. As | learned,

the majority of people in prison come from economically dispossessed communities, and many



economically dispossessed people end up behind bars, and if not behind bars, then in court
making plea deals (due to their inability to afford freedom) for petty offenses so often derived
from their state of dispossession as opposed to any real harm.

In 2008, I began working as the editor of Nashville’s street newspaper, The Contributor.
Many of my responsibilities in that role required listening to homeless and formerly homeless
community members relate stories of being harassed, cited, and arrested by police officers while
trying to survive their precarious situations. The idea of it was hard to calculate: why would
those who were supposed to “serve and protect” treat people struggling to survive as though they
were criminals for sitting, standing, and sleeping in public, or for coping with their situation
using substances that people consumed on Broadway every night without consequence? In my
final year at the paper, we released a special issue asking this very question through analysis of
police records, interviews with people criminalized for their state of dispossession, and
photographs of them sitting or standing in the exact places where officers approached them.
While combing through police records I discovered an affidavit for a criminal trespassing charge
against a woman named Charlotte whose address was listed as the Women’s Mission. The
officer discovered Charlotte in early morning hours of April 7, 2013 in the parking lot of the Rite
Aid at the corner of Rosa Parks Boulevard and Jefferson Street. As the affidavit reads:
“Defendant was observed at arrest location going through trash can. Right next to where
defendant was standing in plain view there was a sign posted no trespassing, loitering, or
standing.” For plunging her arm into a trashcan, Charlotte spent two nights in jail before being
released back to the streets. Charlotte’s story, told by a police officer, was only three sentences
long, but it spoke volumes. And as | discovered, she was far from the only unhoused person in

Nashville to have been treated by law enforcement in so humiliating a way.
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Around the same time that | conducted my work with The Contributor on the
criminalization of homelessness, | began to learn more concretely what | had paid attention to
only peripherally up to that point, namely, that being poor isn’t the only way to be targeted by
the police. A year earlier, in 2012, neighborhood watchman George Zimmerman shot and killed
unarmed black seventeen-year-old Trayvon Martin, who was walking home from a convenience
store, suspecting him to be a criminal responsible for thefts in the neighborhood. In the summer
of 2013, a jury found Zimmerman not guilty of murdering Trayvon Martin. A group of grieving
organizers and activists held a rally at the foot of the state capitol building in Nashville to
condemn the verdict. A longtime black organizer | knew asked me to say a few words to the
crowd of mostly black Nashvillians who had gathered in mourning. | resisted, but he insisted.
Was this really the place for a white person to speak about the death of a black teenager and the
justice system that did not value his life? To my friend, the public needed to see a white face
calling Zimmerman’s “not guilty” verdict what it was. I did not think it was the right move but I
agreed to say a few words. Holding the bullhorn in my shaking hands, | said the few words that
came to mind, most of which I cannot remember. The only thing | can remember saying is that it
was time for white people to stop talking so much and start listening to black people and other
people of color when they say they are experiencing injustice. Afterwards, a black woman about
my age approached me and thanked me for my words, but corrected a gap in my understanding:
“It’s good for white people to listen,” she said. “But it’s equally important that you speak up.” As
the phrase “white silence is violence” indicates, and as I had not yet learned, white people might
not lead the fight for racial justice, but without white people calling racial injustice what it is and
doing something about it in their own communities, justice will come slower than it otherwise

might.
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As the Movement for Black Lives emerged in the years that followed, | worked—quite
imperfectly at times—to stand alongside and participate in the work of holding cities and police
departments accountable for their implicit and explicit anti-black racism and violence, and of
fighting for a world without white supremacy, mass incarceration, and the economic inequities
and displacements produced by neoliberal capitalist “accumulation by dispossession.” For me,
this work has included: participating in spiritual community with incarcerated people on a
weekly basis at Riverbend Maximum Security Institution; co-founding a local chapter of the
national organization Showing Up for Racial Justice to provide space for white people to
participate in racial justice work; co-leading a “Ban the Box” campaign to eliminate barriers to
employment for formerly incarcerated people; joining struggles against gentrification and for
affordable housing; facilitating and co-authoring a major community report on racial disparities
in Metro Nashville Police Department (MNPD) traffic stops; and contributing to a successful
grassroots campaign led by black women directly affected by police violence to institute a
community oversight board in the wake of two murders of young black men—Jocques
Clemmons in February 2017 and Daniel Hambrick in July 2018—at the hand of white police
officers. While my work over a decade ago was motivated, in part, by a sense of guilt for never
having had to experience the injustices that others have, I have since striven to engage in this
work from a sense of solidarity built on the premise that my own wellbeing is wrapped up in the
wellbeing of others, a principle that is at once theological and political in nature.

The questions driving this project emerged from personal encounters with injustices that
altered the way | see the world and the direction my life has taken. The particular shape this
project has taken is also a result of the theological and ethical classrooms in which | learned from

and with professors and colleagues and obtained knowledge and resources upon which this
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dissertation stands. Courses in constructive and systematic Christian theology, liberation,
feminist, and womanist theologies and ethics, theology and economy, African American social
ethics, critical race theory, political theology, continental philosophy, and more provided space
for deepening my understanding and sharpening my tools for analyzing what God and God-talk
have to do with the realities | was engaging outside the classroom. From the classrooms of the
streets and prisons of Nashville to the classroom of formal theological study, this project came to

be. It is my hope that it contributes in return even a portion of what | gained therein.
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INTRODUCTION

In the last ten to fifteen years, the dehumanizing and death-dealing injustices of mass
incarceration and the prison industrial complex have come to the attention of an increasingly
wider public. This growing interest in and opposition to mass incarceration is first of all a result
of social justice prison reform and abolition movements led primarily by people directly affected
by mass incarceration starting in the 1990s,* as well as subsequent corresponding texts written by
scholars and scholar-activists in political theory, political philosophy, and legal studies. Mumia
Abu Jamal’s 1995 Live from Death Row, Angela Davis’s 2003 Are Prisons Obsolete?, Michelle
Alexander’s 2010, New York Times Bestselling The New Jim Crow, and Bryan Stevenson’s
2014 Just Mercy stand as four landmark texts that have reached a broad audience, helped raise
public consciousness about the pervasiveness and enormity of the prison industrial complex and
mass incarceration—and especially the raced, classed, and gendered inequities inherent in
them—and assisted in laying the groundwork for a growing scholarly discipline or area of

concern called carceral studies or critical carceral studies.? Critical carceral studies is distinct

! See: Critical Resistance, INCITE!, All of Us or None. Prison abolition movements, including prisoner rebellions,
arguably had their start as something like a coherent movement (or a series of events with enough commonalities to
view them as part of the same whole) in the 1970s, but a second movement wave of sorts, which began in the 1990s,
as the crises of mass incarceration were becoming increasingly legible, helped give birth to the current phase of
critical awareness and response to incarceration in the U.S. For more on the history of movements against the
carceral state, see: Dan Berger and Toussaint Losier, Rethinking the American Prison Movement, American Social
and Political Movements of the Twentieth Century (New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2018); Dan
Berger, Captive Nation: Black Prison Organizing in the Civil Rights Era (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 2014).

2 Mumia Abu-Jamal, Live from Death Row (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1995); Angela Y. Davis, Are Prisons
Obsolete? (New York, NY: Seven Stories Press, 2003); Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass
Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New York, NY: The New Press, 2012); Bryan Stevenson, Just Mercy: A
Story of Justice and Redemption (New York, NY: Random House, 2014). Four earlier landmark texts that should
arguably be included in the canon of literature about American carcerality—and their connection to racism,
capitalism, and patriarchy, are: Malcolm X and Alex Haley, The Autobiography of Malcolm X, 65th print (New
York: Ballantine Books, 1999); George Jackson, Soledad Brother: The Prison Letters of George Jackson (Chicago,
IL: Lawrence Hill Books, 1994); Angela Y. Davis, Angela Davis: An Autobiography (New York: International
Publishers, 1988); Assata Shakur, Assata: An Autobiography (Chicago, IlI: L. Hill Books, 2001).



from the field of criminology in that carceral studies does its work from a perspective inherently
critical of carceral formations, whereas criminology as most understand it strives toward what it
understands to be a more objective social scientific analysis of criminal justice practices and
institutions, which means that scholars both critical and generally accepting or supportive of the
existence of carceral institutions comprise the field.®

Most popular discourse on matters of criminal justice presumes that “crime” and
“punishment” correspond to one another in neutral and objective ways: criminals are people
who, due to either their corrupted moral agency or social environment, break the law that
protects the moral and social order, which necessitates punishment that fits the crime and enacts
some semblance of justice, and perhaps “corrects” the criminal dispositions that led to the crime
in the first place. Explanations for why we have prisons and thus how we deal with people who
have broken the law, social theorist Ruth Wilson Gilmore argues, tend to fall under a mixture of
the categories of “retribution,” “deterrence,” and “rehabilitation.” As Gilmore and others show,
these traditional understandings of crime and punishment, of why we have prisons at all, may
help explain part but far from the full scope of the reality of prisons and why we have them.
According to Gilmore, while aspects of these reasons for prisons might be or have been true at
various times, the overwhelming reason for prisons is today, and arguably has been for some
time, “incapacitation.” Prisons deal with “crime” by disposing of—by warehousing—those

accused of committing it.

3 In addition to the social movements and scholar-activist texts that have helped to catalyze and bolster stages in a
growing, evolving, and multidimensional movement against mass incarceration, historians of fourteenth through
nineteenth century England, early colonial America, and American slavery, reconstruction, and post-reconstruction
have published a multitude of texts focused on the institutions, practices, and cultures that have constituted penal
justice in England, Europe more broadly, the American colonies, and the United States. | engage with a number of
these texts throughout this project.

4 Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing California
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 14-15.



So-called criminal justice is and never has been a purely neutral or objective enterprise.
While many aspects of the “law” in the modern west are effective and necessary means of
dealing with the conflicts that inevitably arise in communities and societies, the law has also long
been a mechanism by which ruling classes—primarily white, propertied men—preserve the
“order” that maintains the social, political, economic, and cultural arrangements that serve and
maintain their power. The law is not “blind” (meaning disinterested or objective) like the image
of a blindfolded “Lady Justice” implies; it views and orders society from the perspective of
people who already hold social, political, economic, and cultural power, and in so doing helps
keep that power in place. As Gilmore points out, legal and cultural definitions of “crime” are not
fixed but ever changing: “what counts as crime in fact changes, and what happens to people
convicted of crimes does not, in all times and places, result in prison sentences,” Gilmore writes.
“Laws change, depending on what, in a social order, counts as stability, and who, in a social
order, needs to be controlled.”® As a result, many federal, state, and municipal laws on the books
in the United States serve little if any other purpose than ensnaring nonwhite and non-propertied
people into the criminal justice system, while other laws that might theoretically enable safety
and justice and that might apply equally to all people are enforced in deliberately

disproportionate ways, leading to the vast numbers of nonwhite® and economically dispossessed’

°> Gilmore, Golden Gulag, 12. See also: Angela Y. Davis, The Meaning of Freedom (San Francisco, CA: City Lights
Books, 2012), 67-68.

8T use the terms “nonwhite” and “nonwhiteness” not to reduce all people who aren’t white into a single monolithic
whole. On the contrary, I use the term “nonwhite” to be precise about the fact that whiteness, by definition, makes
“non”’s of everyone who exists outside whiteness. Thus, the term “nonwhite” is intended not as catchall description
of peoples who are in many ways quite different from one another, but as a way of incorporating the othering that
whiteness activates into the language | use to describe peoples affected by it.

1 use the term “economically dispossessed” more than simply “poor”—and “economic dispossession” more than
simply “poverty”—throughout this project in order to emphasize and be ever attentive to the fact that the condition
of poverty is a condition created by individuals, systems, and structures that distribute wealth and resources in
deliberately inequitable ways. “Dispossession”—literally taking possessions away—conveys that states of poverty
are not natural or inevitable but conditions produced by the choices and desires of others. Understanding this fact is
integral to my overall argument. Thus, despite the fact that it is a bit more clunky and takes up more space, in order



people criminalized and imprisoned in the U.S. today. Significant numbers of people imprisoned
in the United States have arguably done no harm at all, both because the law often punishes
harmless actions and because a significant number of those punished are innocent of the crimes
with which they have been charged. Others have done minimal harm and are receiving
disproportionately harsh and life-altering punishments in return. For those who have committed
more serious harm, one’s race, class, and gender are significant factors in the kind of legal
defense and the length and severity of sentence one is likely to receive for all manner of offenses.
Historically speaking, and today, “crime and punishment,” along with the institutions that define
and execute them, are not first of all matters of neutral and objective justice but the management
of marginal populations. In Gilmore’s words, prisons function as “catchall solutions” to social,
political, and economic crises and the precarities they produce for so many.2

Within the more general problem of carcerality or “mass incarceration,” the specific
problem I engage in this dissertation is the “criminalization” of black and economically
dispossessed communities, a phenomenon with origins in early modern England and America.
While incarceration and imprisonment technically refer just to the fact of carceral confinement
itself, criminalization is a matter of the forces that determine what and who constitutes and
embodies criminality, and thus who should be captured and confined in order to manage the
threat such peoples seem to pose to the broader social order. Criminalization, for those
criminalized, is a primary entry point into the carceral continuum of American society, often
leading to short- and long-term incarceration, legal and economic incapacitation,

disenfranchisement, state surveillance, and early death. Because the seemingly causal

to be as precise as possible, I opt for “economic dispossession” as opposed to “poverty” in all but a few places
throughout the project.
8 Gilmore, Golden Gulag, 6, 26.



relationship between “crime and punishment”—the perception that criminal actions lead to just
and warranted carceral consequences—does not adequately account for or explain the mass
criminalization and imprisonment of black, other nonwhite, and economically dispossessed and
non-propertied peoples in the United States, | focus on criminalization as a phenomenon
concerned not just with actions but with particular raced, classed, and gendered forms of life and,
only subsequently, the acts and behaviors that are understood to follow by nature or
circumstance from them. Criminalization, in other words, is a matter of defense against via
containment of forms of life and the acts that are understood to follow by nature or circumstance
from them, as opposed to simply acts or behaviors judged in abstraction from identity and
socioeconomic status (which a purportedly neutral law concerns itself with), because the same
acts carried out by persons constructed as non-normative are frequently performed by normative
persons without legal consequence.® The construction of black, other nonwhite, and
economically dispossessed peoples as inherently prone to criminality means black, other
nonwhite, and economically dispossessed individuals are especially vulnerable to being ensnared
by a “criminal justice system” that always already perceives them in terms of potential
criminality. While not all black people or all poor people end up in prison, being black and/or
poor does make one far more vulnerable to being ensnared by the law than white people
possessing some degree of wealth and property. Raced, classed, and gendered criminalization
helps account for and allows us to grasp on a deeper level why mass incarceration and its racial,
classed, and gendered disparities are so pervasive today.

Many scholars and activists presuppose that the problems of the carceral society and the

criminalization fundamental to it are, at their most basic level, essentially political problems,

° | unpack the concepts of normativity and non-normativity (or “abnormality””) via engagement with the work of
Michel Foucault in the “Methodology and Approach” section below.



which is to say matters of the secular, non-religious realm. My project makes the case that
carcerality and criminalization, in both their foundations and implications, constitute not simply
political but theological-political phenomena, which is to say phenomena in which Christian
theological thought and practice fuse with modern political thought and practice in mutually
formative ways such that it is difficult to discern where one ends and the other begins. Despite
the formative role Christian religious and theological reasoning has played both at various
junctures during the formation and evolution of carceral institutions—from chattel slavery to the
penitentiary to mass incarceration—and in meaning-making carried out by persons living under
the influence of those institutions, and despite the prominence of political, penal, and economic
metaphors and frameworks undergirding foundational concepts in Christian theology, only a
handful of texts in historical studies have attended to the theological dimensions of carcerality,
while texts in carceral studies have more or less ignored the categories of religion and theology
altogether. Moreover, despite some involvement from religious communities in social
movements and ministries related to incarceration, and despite the publication of a number of
non-academic texts (primarily articles and edited volumes) written from a Christian religious and
ethical perspective,® within the academic disciplines of theology or ethics, only a handful of
scholarly texts concerned with the theological dimensions or significance of penal justice or

carcerality have been published in the last twenty-five years.*! While a few of those texts engage

10 Two examples of mostly non-academic texts on incarceration written from a mostly Christian perspective are:
Laura Magnani and Harmon L. Wray, Beyond Prisons: A New Interfaith Paradigm for Our Failed Prison System
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2006); Will D. Campbell and Richard C. Goode, eds., And the Criminals With
Him: Essays in Honor of Will D. Campbell and All the Reconciled (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2012).

11 Mark L Taylor, The Executed God: The Way of the Cross in Lockdown America, 2nd Edition, 2015,
http://public.eblib.com/choice/publicfullrecord.aspx?p=4396229; Mark L Taylor, “‘The Prisons Fill Up’: The
Specter of Mass Incarceration as Compelling Theological Issue,” in The Task of Theology: Leading Theologians on
the Most Compelling Questions for Today, ed. Min, Anselm K. (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2014); T. Richard
Snyder, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Punishment (Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 2001); James Samuel
Logan, Good Punishment?: Christian Moral Practice and U.S. Imprisonment (Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans,
2008); Amy Levad, Redeeming a Prison Society: A Liturgical and Sacramental Response to Mass Incarceration



in considerations of the theological foundations and dimensions of carceral institutions and
practices, the most consistent theological feature of these texts is not the interrogation of
carcerality’s undergirding theological-political frameworks but the recommendation that existing
criminal justice institutions move from a retributive to a restorative justice approach. While this
is a crucial point, and should continue to be made in new ways, further critical theological
analysis of the theological dimensions of the undergirding conceptual frameworks of carcerality
itself—and not just what to do about it—still needs to be carried out in order to meaningfully
contribute to both the study and dismantling of death-dealing carceral formations, and the
phenomenon of criminalization in particular. This project seeks to make one such contribution.
My argument in its first phase is that the criminalization of black, other nonwhite, and
non-propertied, economically dispossessed peoples is a means of protecting whiteness and
absolutely exclusive private property regimes, and the patriarchy with which they are
intertwined, from those who register, from the perspective of whiteness, private property, and
patriarchy, as threat or trespass against them.'2 And yet, because we only adequately understand
criminalization insofar as we attend to the fusion of the theological and political thought and

practice that make it possible, my argument, theologically rendered, is that whiteness, private

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2014); Rima Vesely-Flad, Racial Purity and Dangerous Bodies: Moral Pollution,
Black Lives, and the Struggle for Justice (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2017). Two texts from a more biblical
studies framework on issues of punishment and prisons are: Lee Griffith, The Fall of the Prison: Biblical
Perspectives on Prison Abolition (Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 1993); Christopher D. Marshall, Beyond
Retribution: A New Testament Vision for Justice, Crime, and Punishment (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2001).

12 While “race” in its modern sense encapsulates far more than “white” and “black,” whiteness is the constructed
center in relation to which all other “racial” positions register as inherently other or non-normative. In the history of
racial and racist discourse, blackness stands as the near total opposite of whiteness in every regard. Other
“nonwhite” positions and peoples are also constructed as inferior in relation to whiteness, but | focus on blackness
because of the way whiteness, especially in the United States of America, posits its supremacy in relation to
blackness in particular. For more on the relation of analysis that focuses on the black-white dyad to more expansive
racial analysis, see George Lipsitz, How Racism Takes Place (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2011), 12-13,
where he writes: “I focus on the Black/white binary...not because I believe it exhausts the racial geography of our
society, but because a focus on Black space reveals particular dynamics that have been central to the construction of
racialized space for everyone.”



property, and patriarchy are manifestations of a sinful, self-idolatrous aspiration to exclusive,
godlike transcendence, invulnerability, and power, an aspiration that necessarily generates
criminalization as a distorted pseudo-salvific mechanism for returning nonwhite and
dispossessed peoples to proper theo-carceral subjection, and in so doing saving—deifying—the

white supremacist capitalist patriarchal social order itself.

Methodology and Approach

Before unpacking this argument in greater detail, and in order to convey it more effectively, |
begin by outlining the methodology and approach of this project as a whole. My analysis of
whiteness, private property, patriarchy, and the criminalization that emerges from them is based
in a synthesis of multiple disciplinary approaches and lived experiences, namely, Foucauldian,
black radical, Marxist, feminist, and critical race theory, liberation and political theology, and the
more than ten years | have spent engaging with people directly affected by policing in Nashville,
Tennessee. While I do not directly engage Michel Foucault’s work with much frequency
throughout this project, core aspects of his approach to understanding human subjectivity and
power have shaped the overall direction my dissertation has taken. Specifically, from Foucault |
deploy—and elaborate—the insight that the modern making of “criminals” is a process that takes
place through discursive definitions of normal and abnormal personhood, and through complex
modes of power that arrange the world according to such definitions. According to Foucault, an
“abnormal” individual is one whose nature and morals contradict the standards for personhood
and behavior upon which the social and legal order of things is understood to depend. The
purpose of ascribing abnormality in regards to the law, he argues, is not just establishing when a

law is broken, but determining those anthropological traits that may be identified as criminal



before the law is ever broken. The reason for determining the criminal disposition of abnormality
in an individual may be, on the one hand, to prevent a crime from being committed, but the
broader purpose of the attribution of an abnormal individual’s criminality is to initiate processes
whereby a series of institutions and entities may begin to intervene to either correct and
normalize or manage and disappear the abnormal individual from the social order.*® Foucault
names such interventions “techniques of normalization,” a component of power complexified
beyond its earlier “sovereign” forms.

According to Foucault, whereas power in pre-modern and early modern eras manifests
and is rightly understood in terms of a sovereignty that exercises dominative and repressive
authority over subjects, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, ways of knowing, being, and
doing!* shift such that sovereign power evolves to take on (at least) two new forms: first,
disciplinary power, which normalizes and manages individuals and bodies, and second,
biopower, which intervenes at the level of life (bios) itself, and is concerned with the
management of populations and the species as a whole.*® Disciplinary power consists of
regimented techniques that focus on bodies as sites of power and productivity, while biopower
moves through networks of life itself, not just individuals and bodies.*® Foucault holds that
sovereign power has not been “replaced by” these new forms of power; rather, he argues that

with the advent of biopower in particular, the old sovereign right “to take life or let live” has

13 Michel Foucault, Abnormal: Lectures at the Collége de France, 1974-1975, trans. Burchell, Graham (New York,
NY: Picador, 2003); Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan, 2nd
Vintage Books ed (New York: Vintage Books, 1995), 100-103, 251-256.

141 borrow this typology—a way of summarizing the dimensions of Foucault’s understanding of epistemic shifts
into modernity—from Ellen T. Armour, Signs and Wonders: Theology After Modernity (New York, NY: Columbia
University Press, 2016), 25-26. See also: Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human
Sciences (New York, NY: Vintage, 1994).

15 Michel Foucault, “Society Must Be Defended”: Lectures at the College de France, 1975-1976, trans., David
Macey (New York: Picador, 2003).

16 1bid., 242-243.



been permeated by the ability to “‘make’ live and ‘let’ die,” thereby emphasizing that modern
power’s life-giving and death-dealing capacities are more complex than the objectively
recognizable mechanisms of sovereign repression, condemnation, or pardon.’ In other words,
sovereignty transfigured in modernity is the power not merely to end life or pardon it, but the
power to take control of and manage bodies and life in such a way that they can be made useful
when needed and slowly eradicated when certain forms of life are deemed either unnecessary or
a threat to the maintenance of normative forms of life and the human species as a whole.!®
Foucault’s work provides a critical framework that helps shape my approach to
criminalization, but it alone does not provide all the resources necessary for grasping the why and

how of criminalization. In addition to Foucault, | engage critical carceral,*® black radical,?

17 1bid., 241.

18 T write more about Foucault’s theory of power’s modern complexification in relation to Jacques Derrida and the
“death penalties” they both analyze in Andrew Krinks, “The Color of Transcendence: Whiteness, Sovereignty, and
the Theologico-Political,” Political Theology 19, no. 2 (February 17, 2018): 137-56. Foucault locates the
phenomenon of criminalization as a manifestation of this modern transition in forms of power: “Replacing the
adversary of the sovereign, the social enemy was transformed into a deviant, who brought with him the multiple
danger of disorder, crime, and madness,” thereby forging a “carceral network™ that links “the punitive and the
abnormal.” Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 299-300.

19 Angela Y. Davis, Are Prisons Obsolete? (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2003); Joy James, “Introduction:
Democracy and Captivity,” in The New Abolitionists: (Neo)Slave Writings and Contemporary Prison Narratives, ed.
Joy James (Albany, NY: State University of New York, 2005); Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass
Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, Revised edition (New York: New Press, 2012); Loic Wacquant,
Punishing the Poor: The Neoliberal Government of Social Insecurity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009);
Jordan T. Camp, Incarcerating the Crisis: Freedom Struggles and the Rise of the Neoliberal State (Oakland,
California: University of California Press, 2016); Gilmore, Golden Gulag.

20W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America: 1860-1880, 1. ed (New York, NY: The Free Press, 1998);
Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (Chapel Hill, NC: University of
North Carolina Press, 2000); Davis, Are Prisons Obsolete?; Nikhil Pal Singh, Race and America’s Long War
(Oakland, California: University of California Press, 2017); Walter Johnson et al., Race Capitalism Justice (Forum
1) (Boston, MA: Boston Review, 2017); Robin D. G Kelley, Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination
(Boston, Mass.: Beacon Press, 2008).
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Marxist,?* black feminist,?> Marxist feminist,?3 and critical race theorists?* to understand what
Foucault only partially explores: how whiteness and private property, together with patriarchal
power and violence, are subject-making and world-arranging forces that deploy mechanisms of
policing and carceral captivity as means of their protection, thereby determining access to life
and proximity to death for populations conceived according to the differentiations produced by
whiteness, patriarchy, and capitalist “accumulation by dispossession.”?® Synthesizing these and
other sources, | elaborate notions of (ab)normality and power in order to understand the
criminalization of black, other nonwhite, and non-propertied peoples not merely as a
manifestation of sheer sovereign repression against such people, but as criminalization for the
preservation of the (white, propertied, masculine) normality upon which the social order is

understood to depend.

21 Karl Marx, Capital, Volume 1: A Critique of Political Economy, trans. Ben Fowkes (London: Penguin Books in
association with New Left Review, 1981); Peter Linebaugh, The London Hanged: Crime and Civil Society in the
Eighteenth Century, 2nd ed (London: Verso, 2006); Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker, The Many-Headed
Hydra: Sailors, Slaves, Commoners, and the Hidden History of the Revolutionary Atlantic (Boston, Mass: Beacon
Press, 2003); Peter Linebaugh, Stop, Thief! The Commons, Enclosures and Resistance (Oakland, CA: PM Press,
2014); David Harvey, The New Imperialism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); Singh, Race and America’s
Long War; David R. Roediger, How Race Survived U.S. History: From Settlement and Slavery to the Obama
Phenomenon (London: Verso, 2010); Patrick Wolfe, Traces of History: Elementary Structures of Race, First
published (London New York: Verso, 2016).

22 Angela Y. Davis, Women, Race & Class, 1st Vintage Books ed (New York: Vintage Books, 1983); Kimberlé
Williams Crenshaw, “Race, Reform, and Retrenchment; Transformation and Legitimation in Anti-Discrimination
Law,” in Critical Race Theory: The Key Writings That Formed the Movement, ed. Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw and
Neil Gotanda (New York, NY: The New Press, 1995); bell hooks, Ain’t I a Woman: Black Women and Feminism,
Second edition (New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2015); Sarah Haley, No Mercy Here: Gender,
Punishment, and the Making of Jim Crow Modernity, Justice, Power, and Politics (Chapel Hill: The University of
North Carolina Press, 2016).

23 Silvia Federici, Caliban and the Witch, 2., rev. ed (New York, NY: Autonomedia, 2014); Silvia Federici, Re-
Enchanting the World: Feminism and the Politics of the Commons (Oakland, CA: PM Press, 2019).

24 Derrick A. Bell, Faces at the Bottom of the Well: The Permanence of Racism (New York, NY: Basic Books,
1992); Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against
Women of Color” in Critical Race Theory: The Key Writings that Formed the Movement, eds., Kimberlé Crenshaw,
et al. (New York, NY: The New Press, 1995); Crenshaw, “Race, Reform, and Retrenchment: Transformation and
Legitimation in Anti-Discrimination Law”; Cheryl 1. Harris, “Whiteness as Property,” Harvard Law Review 106, no.
8 (June 1993): 1707-91; Angela P. Harris, “Gender, Violence, Race, and Criminal Justice,” Stanford Law Review
52, no. 777 (2000 1999).

5 For more on the notion of “accumulation by dispossession,” see: Harvey, The New Imperialism.
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While my analysis in its first phase (chapters 1 and 3) synthesizes largely non-theological
sources, my argument in its second and culminating phase (chapters 2, 4, and 5) elaborates
theologically on these sources, placing them in conversation with a range of theological sources,
namely the work of Augustine, Anselm, and Calvin, and black, womanist, and Latin American
liberation theologies, among a few others. While putting such a broad range of theologies in
conversation with more recent non-theological scholarship on race, class, gender, and carcerality
might seem a somewhat uncommon methodological approach, it is arguably one manifestation of
a subdiscipline or collection of subdisciplines within academic theology called “political
theology.” Political theology’s definitions are as numerous as those who are understood to be (or
understand themselves to be) working within it. For some, political theology refers to the work
of post-war European theologians concerned with Christian theology’s and Christian faith’s
application in social and political realms, exemplified in the work of theologians including
Jurgen Moltmann, Johann Baptist Metz, and Dorothee Sélle, among others. For others, political
theology refers to the work of the above theologians, plus the work of Black, Latin American,
Asian, Native American, and other liberation theologians. For others, political theology refers to
the specific texts produced by—and the textual conversations between—German political
philosophers such as Carl Schmitt and Erik Peterson, among others. For others, political theology
should refer to the theologies articulated through the lives, struggles, and writings of figures like
W. E. B. Du Bois, Martin Luther King, Jr., and transatlantic traditions of Christian socialism.?®
For others still, political theology names “critical...approaches to the intersection of religion and

politics” carried out by scholars working in “a variety of disciplinary and transdisciplinary

% Gary Dorrien, Social Democracy in the Making: Political and Religious Roots of European Socialism, 1st edition
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2019).
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contexts across the humanities and some of the social sciences.”?’ Some current voices,

including the editors of the journal Political Theology and the network associated with it, suggest
that we should embrace the multiplicity of disciplinary approaches invoked by the term and treat

political theology as a set of disciplines concerned in various possible ways with the intersection

of religion, theology, and politics.

Attending to the intertwining of the theological and the political, and thus perhaps a work
fitting somewhere within the field or fields of “political theology,” my project is concerned with
the way ideas and ways of thinking about God and God’s relationship to humans and the world
both shape and are shaped by the way societies arrange their political and economic orders.
While my project does not seek a directly causal explanation of the relationship between
theology and any particular political phenomenon—abecause | do not understand the history of
ideas or institutions to move in such a neatly linear fashion—I do suggest that political forms can
and often do gain a sense of coherency and legitimation by way of theological categories or
modes of reasoning, which themselves often already gain their own coherence by way of
political concepts.

In his study of “the theological power of money in the west,” theologian Devin Singh
argues that the relationship between money and theology is not one of “unidirectional
influence”—originating with either money or theology—but mutual formation: the
conceptualities undergirding money and economy shaped and shapes theology, and theology, in
turn, shaped and shapes understandings of money and economy.?® The broader point is not

simply that metaphors for God derive from political conceptualities and formations, but that

27 Vincent Lloyd and David True, “What is the Political Theology Canon?” Political Theology, Volume 18, Issue 7
(2017): 539-541.

28 Devin Singh, Divine Currency: The Theological Power of Money in the West, Cultural Memory in the Present
(Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2018), 1-5.
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political conceptualities and formations also derive from God-talk: the theological and the
political are—and have long been—mutually formative. While thinking of theological and
political concepts as “analogous” is often clarifying, Singh’s project takes the additional step of
tracing how the relation between theology and money, in his case, is a “homologous” relation in
which “similarities between two fields can be understood not merely as coincidentally analogous
and thematically or structurally similar but as partially the result of actual historical and
conceptual interaction between the two spheres.”?® Forestalling the question of pure origins,
theological investigations like Singh’s discern moments of “intermeshing” within “a horizon of
confluence” and “resonance” between seemingly separate phenomena.3® While my project is
distinct from Singh’s in numerous ways, it nevertheless works from a similar methodological
premise. Christian theological anthropologies and soteriologies exist in something like a
homologous relation of resonance with structures of modern carcerality in general and
criminalization in particular. My project also takes the additional step of distilling from Christian
theology to critique political theologies of whiteness, property, patriarchy, and the
criminalization that emerges from them as death-dealing theological distortions. In these ways,
my project engages in something like what theologian Willie Jennings calls “theological analysis
of theology’s social performances,” which is to say theological discernment of the way that
theological ideas take concrete shape in social and political realms.3! Focused on the relationship
between Christian doctrine and political (and social and economic) arrangements, my project
considers the life of doctrinal and theological formulations beyond ecclesial life alone, following

after the materialization of theological ideas in concrete historical formations. As such, | use the

2 bid., 18.

%0 Ibid., 17-23.

3L Willie James Jennings, The Christian Imagination: Theology and the Origins of Race (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2010), 10.
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term “theological-political” throughout in order to signify and convey the conglomerate
composition of phenomena in which it is difficult to discern where the theological and political
begin and end.

| follow those who situate liberation theologies under the larger umbrella of “political
theology” because liberation theologians work at the place where ideas about God and ideas
about how we do and how we should arrange our world meet. For James Cone, for example, it is
impossible to do theology apart from the real life of one’s social and political context. Theology
is always shaped by and carried out for a given social and historical context, even when
theologians are unaware of that fact.3? The task for all theologians—and not just black
theologians—Cone suggests is “to do theology in the light of the concreteness of human
oppression as expressed in color, and to interpret for the oppressed the meaning of God’s
liberation in their community.”3® Cone channels Karl Marx in arguing that “theologians must
ask, “‘What is the connection between dominant material relations and the ruling theological ideas
in a given society?’” When they do so, Cone writes, “theologians will find it hard to avoid the
truth that their thinking about things divine is closely intertwined with the ‘manifestations of
actual life.””** Theology, in short, is “political language,” whether we realize it or not.3® Being
aware of this fact enables us to critically discern the distorted intertwinings of theology and
politics as well as to discern constructive possibilities for participating in God’s emancipatory

redemption on earth as it is in heaven.®® While I do not quite consider this project a work of

32 James H. Cone, God of the Oppressed, Rev. ed (Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis Books, 1997), 14.

33 James H. Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 40th anniversary ed (Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis Books, 2010), ix-x.
34 Cone, God of the Oppressed, 39.

% 1bid., 41.

% Ibid., xviii. Much like Cone, Gustavo Gutiérrez envisions theology as contributing to the process of liberation
itself: it is the necessary theoretical moment in the dialectical movement of “praxis” between theory and action. As
he writes: “[Liberation theology] is a theology which does not stop with reflecting on the world, but rather tries to be
part of the process through which the world is transformed.” Gustavo Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation: History,
Politics, and Salvation, 15th Anniversary Edition (Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis Books, 1988), 12.
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black liberation theology, | do understand it as one that enters into and aims to contribute to the
conversation—and political practice—that black liberation theologies make possible.

In the end, this project relies on both the accounts of those who possess whiteness,
private property, and patriarchal power, and who manage the carceral institutions that emerge
from them, as well as those made subject by whiteness, property, patriarchy, and criminalization.
While much of my analysis rests on the lived experiences of historical actors (largely by way of
written text), it does so in a way that elaborates from them in pursuit of insight at the level of
what theorists call social imaginary.3” More than merely empirical or descriptive,® exploration
of social imaginaries pursues understanding of the conceptualities, narratives, and mythologies
that both shape and are shaped by concrete social, political, economic, and cultural forms.
Because the stuff of social imaginaries is the stuff of conceptual frameworks, of myths, of
guiding narratives, my analysis also intervenes at such a level, as opposed to describing only life
lived in its raw concreteness. As | understand them, whiteness, private property, and patriarchy
are not reducible to isolatable and observable objects in real time; they are, more fundamentally,
powers—principalities—that help animate and arrange the world of modernity as we know it in
all its specificity. While understanding these phenomena does not enable us to understand
everything about our world today, it does deepen our capacity to discern the why and how of
many aspects of contemporary western society—the United States in particular—and specifically
the carcerality that characterizes it at such a deep level. Moving between concrete historical
formations and experiences, on the one hand, and the larger social—and theological—

imaginaries to which they correspond, on the other, this project aspires to deepen understanding

37 For more on social imaginaries, see: Charles Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham: Duke University Press,
2004); Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007).

3 Vincent Lloyd and David True, “What is the Political Theology Canon?” Political Theology, Volume 18, Issue 7
(2017): 539-541.
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of the phenomena it engages (whiteness, private property, patriarchy, and criminalization) by
exploring both their “lived” and “imagined” manifestations. As such, this project does not entail
any single blueprint for action in light of the realities it explores. And yet, by intervening at the
level of how we think about and understand these phenomena in the first place, this project
might, at its best, spur further deftness and creativity for those working to dismantle white
supremacist capitalist patriarchy, to eliminate criminalization, and to create a new world in their

place.

Overview of the Argument

The overall structure of this project is as follows. The first four chapters comprise a critical
account of criminalization as a theological-political reality, while chapter five sketches or
gestures toward the beginnings of a constructive vision for a political theology that might help
nourish a world without criminalization. In order to understand the why and how of
criminalization, chapters one and two engage the intertwined realities of whiteness, private
property, and patriarchy: chapter one outlines the historical formation of whiteness, private
property, and patriarchy while chapter two theorizes those phenomena as manifestations of a
kind of theological anthropology. Chapters three and four engage the criminalization that | argue
emerges from the heart of whiteness, private property, and patriarchy: chapter three narrates the
history of the criminalization of black, other nonwhite, and economically dispossessed peoples,
and chapter four interprets criminalization as a kind of pseudo-soteriology or system of salvation.
In pursuit of a world beyond the dispossession and criminalization explored in chapters one

through four, chapter five explores notions of participation and decarceration as core elements of
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a constructive theological antidote to whiteness, private property, patriarchy, and the evil of

criminalization that emerges from them.

Chapter One

My argument in its first phase is that the criminalization of black, other nonwhite, and
non-propertied peoples is a means of protecting whiteness and absolutely exclusive private
property regimes, and the patriarchy with which they are intertwined, from those who register,
from the perspective of whiteness, private property, and patriarchy, as threat or trespass against
them. Criminalization, in short, is a tool for maintaining the supremacy and security of some by
managing, confining, or disappearing others. Because we only understand criminalization insofar
as we understand that which it seeks to protect or defend, chapter one narrates the historical
formation of whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property regimes, and the patriarchy with
which both are intertwined. | narrate the formation of modern racial concepts—and whiteness in
particular—Dby outlining important aspects of the project of chattel slavery at the center of
European colonialism and racial capitalism and the resistance that challenged its foundations.
Before the beginning of the eighteenth century, “race” signified general matters of language,
tradition, lineage, and cultural heritage. Over the course of the seventeenth century, race became
a concept of classification that distributed power hierarchically by linking physical and
eventually biological characteristics with cognitive, cultural, and moral essences.*® Forged
through Eurocolonial and racial capitalist quests for power and wealth, modern race emerged not

as a neutral, value-free, or “prepolitical” descriptor of difference but as a “strategic” political tool

39 Ladelle McWhorter, Racism and Sexual Oppression in Anglo-America: A Genealogy (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 2009), 73; Wolfe, Traces of History, 7.
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for differentiating and distributing power amongst peoples.*® Modern race is a way of “making
up people” in pursuit of the capacity to possess the world exclusively and absolutely.* | also
show how patriarchal notions of gender within colonialist discourse and policy played a role in
the formation of racial concepts. In addition to—and often buttressing—the material practices of
European colonialism and racial capitalism, race in its modern manifestation took the shape it
did through religious, philosophical, and scientific discourses that articulated whiteness as the
godlike power to recreate the world and its peoples, as the apex of rational, universal reason, and
as the biological perfection of the human species. At the same time that they deified and
idealized whiteness, these discourses cast blackness and other forms of nonwhiteness as
inherently immoral, fleshly, irrational, and biologically abnormal, all of which served the social,
political, and economic power of whiteness as a world-ordering, world-possessing force.

If race in its more absolute, modern form comes into existence not as a neutral descriptor
of different kinds of people but as “a means of structuring power through difference,” then race
in general and whiteness in particular cannot be adequately understood today simply by
reference to differences in “identity,” or as matters of phenotype or pigmentation alone, in
isolation from the maintenance of capitalist political economy and the anthropological
differentiations it requires.*? As such, whiteness certainly involves but ultimately encapsulates—
both conceptually and materially, both in its origins and today—more than “skin color” and

“white people” as such. Thus, while in one sense the term “whiteness” today certainly signifies a

40 Joel Olson, The Abolition of White Democracy (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004), 30; Michael
Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States, Third edition (New York: Routledge/Taylor &
Francis Group, 2015), 111.

41 Omi and Winant, Racial Formation in the United States, 105-112. Omi and Winant are here deploying a phrase
by Charles Mills.

42 Robin D. G. Kelley — What is Racial Capitalism and Why Does it Matter? YouTube video, 1:26:46, from a lecture
recorded at the University of Washington, Seattle, Washington on November 7, 2017, posted by KODX Seattle,
November 18, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=--gim7W_jQQ.
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phenotypically marked, localizable, agential subject position—i.e., “being a white person”—it
also must be understood as a supra-agential, institutional force, crystalized and maintained in the
fires of colonialism, capitalism, and Christianity, that manages racialized forms of life by
ordering the conditions within which they exist.*

I narrate the formation of absolutely exclusive private property regimes by summarizing
predominant trajectories of thought on property possession throughout history. The predominant
view on property throughout history—from the ancient world to the early modern period—is
that, while more common forms of ownership might have characterized the original or created
state of things, human finitude and sinfulness make common possession untenable because of the
chaos that would ensue were we to possess property collectively. Private property, under such a
view is a regrettable but necessary means of preserving order and peace. A less predominant
view, though still widely articulated throughout the same long history, is that private possession
is not an answer to sinfulness but an originary manifestation of it. By the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, popular views on private property transitioned from casting it as a
necessary evil to a necessary and original good. In and through the thought of figures including
especially John Locke, absolutely exclusive private property becomes sacralized as the
normative and ideal mode of relating to the world. I conclude chapter one by exploring how
whiteness and private property interact and even come into existence in and through one another

as manifestations of what critical race theorist Cheryl Harris calls the “right to exclude.”*

“3 On the disciplinary and biopolitical “management” of populations, see: Foucault, Discipline and Punish and
Foucault, Society Must Be Defended. On the relationship between race and management, see: David R. Roediger and
Elizabeth Esch, “‘One Symptom of Originality’: Race and the Management of Labor in US History” in David R.
Roediger, Class, Race, and Marxism (New York: Verso, 2017) and Roediger, How Race Survived U.S. History, 64-
98.

4 Cheryl Harris, “Whiteness as Property,” 1721, 1744.
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From this perspective, we can discern whiteness and private property—together with
patriarchy—as historically intertwined manifestations of the desire to transcend and master the
finite world and its peoples. Emerging together from the confluence of European colonialism,
racial capitalism, and the Christian theological thought and practice that buttress them, whiteness
and private property, together with patriarchy, are aspirations to infinite and invulnerable power
that work by transforming nonwhite and economically dispossessed peoples into exploitable
resources, on the one hand, and criminal threats that necessitate carceral intervention, on the
other. Powerful only when those they render inferior are dispossessed and secure only when
those they render criminal are held in carceral captivity, whiteness, private property, and
patriarchy dispossess and criminalize in pursuit of their own survival. Understanding the scope
of whiteness and private property—of whiteness as private property—in such terms enables us to
discern whiteness and private property, and the patriarchy with which they are intertwined, not
simply as political but theological-political realities. While chapter one only partially explores
the theological dimensions of whiteness, property, and patriarchy, chapter two thoroughly
engages these phenomena as theological realities in their own right. It should be noted that this
project as a whole is a narrative that unfolds one step at a time: rather than try to encapsulate the

29 ¢

full scope of their meanings at the outset, the reader will find that “whiteness,” “private

99 ¢

property,” “patriarchy,” and “criminalization” accrue meaning as my analysis unfolds, which, in
a sense, mirrors the actual historical evolution of the realities these terms signify. Moreover,
while these phenomena cannot be reduced to one another, they also cannot be understood apart

from one another, hence why I interpret them both in isolation and in relation to one another

throughout.
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Chapter Two

Chapter two theologically elaborates and expands upon the histories outlined in chapter
one by arguing that, because whiteness and private property situate themselves as the organizing
centers of a theological and political vision of what humans are and should be in relation to
others, to the world itself, and to God, they may be interpreted as expressions of a kind of
theological anthropology, a doctrinal category of Christian systematic theology concerned with
the origins, nature, and ends of human existence before God. Whiteness and private property
possession (along with patriarchy) are both “positions” and “powers” of theological
anthropology: they are finite positions in a theological-political vision of what humans are and
should be in relation to one another, the world, and God. Seeking to transcend their finite place
in the world, however, whiteness, private property possession, and patriarchy also become
powers of theological anthropology in the sense that they claim and in part become the power to
make and remake others in inferior relation to their own fabricated supremacy. As a power of
subject-making, whiteness and property also become powers of world-arranging: the (racial,
propertied) power to make up people crystalizes as the godlike power to possess the world
itself—what W. E. B. Du Bois calls “ownership of the earth forever and ever, Amen!”#

Christian theological anthropology in its predominant conception holds that all humans
are both—and equally so—created in the image of God (imago dei) and heirs to an inherent
sinfulness that separates humans from God and one another. Whiteness, absolutely exclusive
private property, and patriarchy are manifestations of a malformed understanding of human
personhood because they claim for their possessors (white propertied men and women in

particular) a proximity to and even embodiment of godlikeness to the near exclusion of inherent

45 W. E. B. Du Bois, Darkwater: Voices from within the Veil (New York, NY: Verso, 2016), 18.
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sinfulness, which they displace, via projections of savagery, monstrosity, criminality, and so
on—onto those nonwhite and non-propertied peoples that are perceived as existing outside and
beneath them. In place of the imago dei of traditional Christian anthropologies, whiteness and
private property (and patriarchy) are means by which their possessors and inhabitors not only
define themselves in greater proximity to God but effectively drop the “imago” altogether and
become simply deus themselves. The histories of whiteness and private property (and patriarchy)
show that they “become” deus precisely through the dehumanization and exploitation of others,
escaping the vulnerabilities of finitude by climbing on the bent backs of nonwhite and non-
propertied (and non-masculine) peoples. Whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property
possession, and patriarchy, in short, are manifestations of the aspiration to transcend finitude in
pursuit of the godlike power to possess and re-create—often by de-creating—the world and its
peoples for the building up of their own power and control.

A predominant conception of sin in the Christian theology, associated primarily with
Augustine, discerns the crux of sin as self-absolutizing pride. Extending the idea of sin-as-pride
beyond merely individual to social and institutional manifestations enables us to discern
whiteness and absolutely exclusive private property regimes—and the patriarchy with which
they are intertwined—as manifestations of sin that proliferates evil in the world. | engage the
work of Du Bois, James Cone, Dwight Hopkins, and others to show how whiteness and
absolutely exclusive private property possession should be understood as instantiations of the
desire to “play God in the realm of human affairs,” a desire that in turn brings about immense
harm.® | also engage the work of white feminist and womanist theologians to clarify how the

aspiration to godlike transcendence and power is an expression of patriarchal power harnessed

46 Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 115.
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by whiteness and private property possession. In the second half of the chapter, I illustrate at
length the self-deifying character of whiteness and private property possession—together with
patriarchy—by elucidating their pseudo-divine attributes. Orthodox Christian theologies
understand God by way of the so-called divine attributes, which include, among others,
transcendence, infinitude, omniscience, omnipresence, omnipotence, impassibility, and aseity,
which is to say originating and existing “in oneself” and thus utterly independent in the most
absolute sense. As means by which humans pursue and wield pseudo-divine power at the violent
expense of others, whiteness and absolutely exclusive private property regimes constitute
“principalities and powers” in the biblical sense of the term. Theologians interpret what some
translations of Ephesians 6.12 calls the “principalities and powers” not simply as immaterial
cosmic phenomena that swirl invisibly in our midst, but as spiritual phenomena that take quite
concrete, even institutional forms in society.*’ As instantiations of separation from God, the
principalities and powers are fallen forces that wreak havoc on earth through exploitation,
violence, and death. As theologian William Stringfellow writes: “The principality, insinuating
itself in the place of God, deceives humans into thinking and acting as if the moral worth or
justification of human beings is defined and determined by commitment or surrender—literally,
sacrifice—of human life to the survival interest, grandeur, and vanity of the principality.”*® Bent
on their own self-preservation at the expense of everyone and everything else, principalities and

powers like whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property, and patriarchy, serve a few by

47 See, for example: William Stringfellow, An Ethic for Christians & Other Aliens in a Strange Land (Eugene, OR:
Wipf and Stock, 1973); Walter Wink, The Powers That Be: Theology for a New Millennium, 1st ed (New Y ork:
Doubleday, 1998); Jacques Ellul, The Subversion of Christianity (Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 1986); Karl
Barth, “October 18, 1914 Sermon in 4 Unique Time of God: Karl Barth’s WWI Sermons, ed. William Klempa
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2016).

48 Stringfellow, An Ethic for Christians & Other Aliens in a Strange Land, 81, 67-114.
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dealing dehumanization and death to many, and thus oppose God’s will, and as such may be
characterized as “demonic.”

Chapter two concludes by reflecting on the relation between deification and destruction at
work in these principalities and powers. In order for whiteness, private property, and patriarchy
to be vehicles of godlike power for those who possess and inhabit them, those rendered
inherently inferior and immoral in relation to them must be destroyed. As James Cone writes,
whiteness—and, | add, the private property and patriarchal regimes with which it is historically
intertwined—is “the source of human misery in the world.”*® One of the primary forms of the
human misery that whiteness and property (and patriarchy) produce is dispossession in its many
forms: stealing resources from many in order for a few to enjoy “ownership of the earth forever
and ever, Amen!” In addition to processes of dispossession, another form of the misery that
whiteness, private property, and patriarchy produce is criminalization and the carceral society of
which it is a part. It is toward the history and political theology of criminalization that I turn in

chapters three and four, respectively.

Chapter Three

The first two chapters explore how whiteness, private property, and patriarchy are sinful
forces—principalities—that work by dispossessing others in idolatrous pursuit of their own
godlike power. In the third chapter, | explore how the label of “criminal” functions as one of the
foremost designations that constructs and conveys the threat that black, nonwhite, and
economically dispossessed peoples pose to whiteness, private property, and patriarchy, both in

their mere existence and their active resistance to the systems that treat them as threats. As noted

49 Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 114.
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above, the overall frame of this project, and the third chapter in particular, is that the
phenomenon of criminalization emerges out of the aspiration-to-godlike-power that constitutes
whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property, and patriarchy. We understand criminalization
when we discern not just who criminalization affects but who or what criminalization is for, who
it protects, defends, and empowers. Criminalization, I argue, protects whiteness, property, and
patriarchy from those who register as threats to their godlike power. Black and economically
dispossessed peoples are not arbitrarily selected targets of the security regimes of white
supremacist capitalist patriarchy. On the contrary, as means of exclusive possession over against
others, whiteness, property, and patriarchy are inherently fragile, threatened phenomena that
need to posit antagonists in order to be powerful themselves. If “whiteness comes into being as a
form of landscape,”®® a kind of property or mode of possession,®! and if “the greatest offence
against property [is] to have none,”® then to be nonwhite and/or non-propertied in a world made
for white propertied men (and women) is to trespass, to be fundamentally “out of place,” to live
under the realization that one does not belong,>* and to seek survival within geographies and
materialities that make that non-belonging concrete. The material deification of whiteness,
property, and patriarchy entails the criminalization of those rendered suspect in relation to them.
The central work of the third chapter is to convey the origins and stubborn persistence of
a social order in which states of dispossession—economic, racial, and gendered—constitute
states of criminality. | narrate this history—a history of the present—in four stages. | begin by

outlining how the dispossession that early modern capitalism and the law in England and

%0 Jennings, The Christian Imagination, 59.
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colonial America produced with one hand it criminalized with the other through compulsory
labor and vagrancy laws. People accused of vagrancy were guilty of the “idleness” that was
defined as a transgression against the moral standards of productivity under capitalism. One of
the specific forms that the legal and moral transgressions of poor people in early modernity took
was offenses against private property, which, according to one historian, stood as the “measure
of all things,” the “deified” center of the social order.> As | show, the criminalization of
economically dispossessed and propertyless people in early modernity was also a thoroughly
gendered phenomenon: patriarchal expectations often defined “criminal” male vagabonds as
effeminate while “criminal” women were forced through carceral processes intended to restore
proper womanhood and subjected them to forms of sexualized violence that began in the
domestic sphere but also manifested beyond it. The second phase of the history of
criminalization as | present it is the transition from racial slavery to racial criminalization. As
many scholars have narrated, chattel slavery did not so much end as change shape and persist
beyond legal proscriptions against it—an evolution made possible in part by the thirteenth
amendment itself. I explore this phase of criminalization’s history by considering vagrancy laws,
convict leasing, prison farms, and the racialized and patriarchal gender differentiations that
shaped designations of criminality during and after Reconstruction in both the northern and
southern United States, and that continue to shape conceptions of criminality today.

After illustrating how criminalization emerged from both (racial) capitalism’s
“accumulation by dispossession” and the chattel slavery that stood at its center, I outline the
origins of modern policing in its emergence out of slave patrols, security forces formed to

“control the dangerous classes” composed of immigrant working classes, and forces formed to

% Douglas Hay, “Property, Authority and Criminal Law” in Douglas Hay, Peter Linebaugh, and E.P. Thompson,
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police English and American colonial subjects. The roots of the modern institution of policing lie
in attempts to manage peoples forced into precarity by a political economy and culture formed
by racial capitalism, colonialism, and patriarchy. While policing as an institution has involved to
incorporate things like crime control and protecting (some) people, its original function was to
manage surplus populations. That function continues into the present era of neoliberal racial
capitalism and the “broken windows” approach to policing at its heart. Narrating multiple
specific cases of the criminalization of black and unhoused people in Nashville, Tennessee, |
conclude chapter three by meditating on the question posed by social movements to police forces
in recent decades: Who do you serve?! Who do you protect?! The answer, | suggest, is the

possessors and beneficiaries of whiteness, private property, and patriarchy.

Chapter Four

Just as chapter two elaborates theologically on the history of the formation of whiteness
and private property (and patriarchy) that I outlined in chapter one, so chapter four elaborates
theologically on the history of criminalization outlined in chapter three. Whereas chapter two
interprets whiteness, property, and patriarchy in terms of a subject-making, world-arranging
theological anthropology, chapter four analyzes criminalization as a manifestation of a distorted,
death-dealing soteriology or system of pseudo-salvation. Likewise, just as theological
anthropology and soteriology are interconnected dimensions of Christian systematic theologies,
so the theological anthropologies of whiteness, private property, and patriarchy are intertwined
with the distorted pseudo-soteriology of criminalization and carcerality. Ina 1970 letter to black
radical freedom fighter and abolitionist Angela Davis, James Baldwin reflected on the ongoing

reality of “chains on black flesh.” Rather than becoming an “intolerable” sight to the American
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people, Baldwin writes, “they appear to glory in their chains; now, more than ever, they appear
to measure their safety in chains and corpses.”® White America obtains its wealth and power,
and thus its safety, Baldwin writes, only when black people are “brutalized” for white profit and
eventually “bound”—*“both soul and body”—*“in hell.”®” Chapter four elaborates theologically
upon Baldwin’s insight by arguing that if whiteness and private property possession—and
patriarchal power—are sacred, then nonwhiteness and propertylessness inevitably constitute
states of moral trespass, and thus warrant damnation, which is to say, a return to their proper
subjected place in the allegedly natural, fundamentally inequitable order of things. For whiteness
and private property to be something like divine and all-powerful, black and economically
dispossessed peoples must be damned to chains, rendered powerless, captive, exploitable.

The criminalization of black, other nonwhite, and economically dispossessed peoples
expresses not simply a secular political reality but a distorted, death-dealing system of pseudo-
salvation. I make this argument by outlining some of the ways that religion and criminal law
have intertwined both conceptually and materially throughout history, especially in the modern
west, and in the United States in particular. Illustrating how the law that white propertied men
and women have deployed for their protection has been shaped by and in turn shapes Christian
religious thought and practice provides a backdrop against which to discern the dynamics of the
specific pseudo-salvific work of criminalization. Having explored those intertwinings, | outline
key features of what | argue is a predominant trajectory within Christian soteriological thought
that helps us discern similar dynamics at work in criminalization. Three of the most influential

theologians in the tradition who carry forward important theological continuities across nearly
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one thousand years of Christian thought and practice exemplify this trajectory: Augustine,
Anselm, and Calvin. | interpret and trace the commonalities that bind their theologies through
what | call a soteriology of subjection that understands sin as the disobedient refusal to be subject
to a benevolent God—a refusal that derives from a corrupted ontological state—and salvation as
that which enables a return to life-giving subjection to God. For these figures, the refusal to be
subject to God establishes a relation of indebtedness to and guilt before God. A key presumption
from which these theologies operate is that wrongdoing—or, more specifically, ontological
wrong-being that produces wrongdoing—requires either recompense or punishment, which is
why they interpret salvation as entailing a satisfaction of debt and/or a justice-satisfying
punishment.

The same presumption undergirds criminalization, to deadly ends. In a world where
whiteness, property, and patriarchy are approximations of godlike power, black, other nonwhite,
and economically dispossessed peoples are inevitably vulnerable to being discerned as criminal
threats, which is to say ontologically corrupted peoples inherently disposed to disobediently
refusing proper subjection, staying in their proper place in the social order of things and the
divine order of things of which it is supposed to be a reflection. The criminal refusal to be
subject (to a law made by and for the possessors of whiteness, property, and patriarchy)
establishes a relation of indebtedness and guilt that can only be paid by carceral recompense or
punishment. Criminalization and carceral confinement are thus pseudo-soteriological means by
which people constructed and legally defined as criminal are made to “pay their debts” by
submitting to punishment that restores them to their proper (inferior) place in the social order.
This restoration to proper place is, from the perspective of those with power, a kind of salvation

for those they hold subject insofar as it is a return to a place in a social arrangement that best
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suits their allegedly immoral nature and limited capacities. For those who experience this return
to subjection, however, it is in fact a kind of damnation to hell on earth. Thus, in the end, this
restoration to proper subjection constitutes a kind of salvation—in the sense of deification,
becoming God—not for those held captive, but for the managers and beneficiaries of a white
supremacist capitalist patriarchal social order who measure and obtain their idolatrous, illusory
safety—their pseudo-salvation—*“by chains and corpses.”®® If whiteness, private property, and
patriarchy are death-dealing principalities, then the criminalization that emerges from them is a
distorted system of salvation for a few and damnation for many, and thus a manifestation of

structural sin and evil.

Chapter Five

The first four chapters of this project, together, constitute a critical account of the ways
theological thought and practice fuse with political thought and practice to sacralize
criminalization and carceral captivity as (distorted) expressions of God’s work in the world.
Chapter five pivots toward a constructive consideration of what might be entailed in a political
theology in pursuit of a world without racial capitalist dispossession and criminalization. In
contrast to the individual, exclusive, and unlimited “possession” that constitutes the normative
(white, propertied, male) modern person and “his” godlike power over creation, I gesture in this
chapter toward a conceptualization of personhood based in theological-political “participation”
in the life of God, others, and the world itself that conceives of and arranges the relationship
between God, person, and world according to a non-possessive sociality in which both individual

and collective modes of being exist in dialectical relation. Likewise, in contrast to a carceral
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soteriology that sacralizes subjection and permanent relations of obligation, | outline a decarceral
soteriology based, on the one hand, in release from forced captivity and, on the other, the healing
of infirmity.

Theological “participation” signifies a mode of relation that entails a sharing, a
communion—between humans and God, and humans and humans—in which each remains
distinct and yet interrelated. The “sharing” of theological participation has to do primarily, in its
earliest usage, with shared properties, elements of essence, but it also has to do with a dynamic
sharing, an ongoing interrelation—shared life—in both “vertical” and “horizontal” senses. As
theologians across the Christian tradition suggest, participation in the life of God entails
freedom-making relations of solidarity with others created imago dei. Participation in its political
and economic valence also signifies a mode of relation: between persons, between individuals
and collectives, and between individual persons, collectives, and things. Rather than shared
ontological essence—apart from perhaps a general sense of solidarity based in shared
humanity—political and economic participation are matters of shared power and resources, the
means of life and self-determining freedom. Theological participation, by itself, provides an
important frame for understanding the relation of communion between God and humans, and in
turn between humans and other humans: humans meet God “vertically” through prayer and
worship, but also “horizontally” through freedom-making acts of solidarity. Synthesizing
political (and economic) participation with theological participation deepens and widens what
exactly is entailed in “participation” across its multiple significations. Theological participation
is a matter of sharing in the life of God. Political and economic participation are matters of
sharing in the lives of others. Participation in its conglomerate theological-political valence, then,

might signify a mode of relation between humans and humans, and between humans and the
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world, marked by freedom-making solidarity understood as concrete means of participating in
the life of God. We participate in God’s life by mutual human participation and by participating
in—rather than exclusively possessing—the world itself.

If theological anthropologies of whiteness, private property, and patriarchy entail a
soteriology of subjection and captivity, then a theological anthropology of participation must
also entail a soteriology of release from captivity. If, as a long Christian tradition argues, God is
a God who liberates those who experience oppression, then in a criminalizing social order, the
work of God is the work of decarceration, emptying carceral cages of those dehumanized and
made subject by them. Indeed, participating in God’s life and work in a carceral society means
participating in the task realized and catalyzed in Jesus of Nazareth: bringing “release to the
captives.” In an age of mass incarceration and criminalization, a soteriology of decarceration
understands carceral captivity as a manifestation of sin and evil generated from the desire of
some to exercise godlike power over others. If captivity is a condition forged by sin, then release
from captivity is a dimension of the salvation that God enacts. Transforming people made in
God’s image into inherently criminal and immoral threats and then bringing them under carceral
subjection is a work that makes captives, and thus directly contradicts the spirit of God made
manifest in the proclamation of “release to the captives.” I argue that decarceration also entails
the healing that is a partial manifestation of what the Christian tradition calls salvation because it
serves to repair relational fragmentations between people where possible, restores (by liberating)
people subjected to living death, and makes possible the kind of just, equitable, life-giving
recompense or reparation that does not depend upon people being caged. In the end, if whiteness,
private property, and patriarchy are expressions of sin that proliferate evil, which is to say

principalities and powers, then those who inhabit and possess them—those who play a role in
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holding others captive—might also be said to be living under the kind of bondage theologians
talk about when they talk about sin as captivity to the power of the devil. Liberation in such a
context is liberation for those held captive and liberation for those held in a kind of spiritual
bondage by the desire to bind others in pursuit of godlike power. Just as for theologies of
liberation, for a theology of decarceration, it is God who makes possible release from captivity to
sin and the material captivities that sin creates, but humans are invited to “participate” in that

work, and in so doing to encounter God.
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CHAPTER 1

The Historical Formation of Whiteness and Private Property

Much popular commentary on matters of race, class, and gender takes the categories of race,
class, and gender for granted as natural and neutral categories of classification: at this point in
history, they seem to refer to basic features of the world so simply and directly that many assume
they are categories that have always been with us, and that they do no more than objectively
describe the way things already happen to be. In other words, it seems to many that race simply
refers to the natural fact of skin color, that class simply describes naturally occurring social and
economic positions, and that gender is a category used to describe the seemingly natural
categories of male and female. The reality, however, is that these categories themselves, as well
as the realities that correspond to them, have a history, a point of origin, which means they only
seem natural today because they have undergone processes of naturalization wherein their
conceptual and material construction have been largely erased and/or forgotten.* The fact that
these categories are “constructed,” however, does not for that reason mean that they are socially
insignificant: while the categories of race and gender in particular may be constructed—made up,
fabricated—their effects are all too real in shaping peoples’ lives and social relationships. As
critical race theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw writes, “To say that a category such as race or gender is

socially constructed is not to say that that category has no significance in our world. On the

! This process of naturalization is also captured in part by Marxist theorization of “ideology.” As historian Patrick
Wolfe writes: “As used by Marx and Engels, who did not define the concept formally, ideologies represent ruling
groups’ dominance as given in nature rather than as historically imposed and contingent. Attributing suzerainty to
natural processes is a particularly powerful mode of legitimation, since it renders the situation seemingly eternal and
unchangeable.” Patrick Wolfe, Traces of History: Elementary Structures of Race (London: Verso, 2016), 7-8,
footnote 16. For more on “ideology,” see: Louis Althusser, On the Reproduction of Capitalism: Ideology and
Ideological State Apparatuses, trans. G. M. Goshgarian (London: Verso, 2014). For more on the naturalization and
erasure of the formation of race, see: Falguni A. Sheth, Toward a Political Philosophy of Race (Albany, NY: State
University of New York Press, 2009).
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contrary, a large and continuing project for subordinated people...is thinking about the way in
which power has clustered around certain categories and is exercised against others.” As such,
Crenshaw argues, the “most pressing problem...is not the existence of the categories but, rather,
the particular values attached to them and the way those values foster and create social
hierarchies.””

While | concur with Crenshaw that social construction does not equate to social
insignificance, on my analysis, understanding the very formation and existence of these
categories is in fact of primary importance because the processes by which they came into
existence were processes that already entailed hierarchical value allocation. Categories of race
and gender, in other words, are not simply neutral tools of classification that only subsequently
get utilized for harm; on the contrary, their becoming fixed categories was itself a means by
which powerful people pursued, maintained, and increased their power over others. Like race
and gender, the category of class is also a construct that does not in itself signify anything
absolutely essential about human personhood. And yet, also like race and gender, class does in
fact signify something that has been made materially real by the social, political, economic, and
cultural forces that forge the worlds in which we live. Moreover, despite first coming about
largely as a result of social forces that exercise power over people’s lives, the categories of class,
race, and gender can and have also been claimed by oppressed peoples as meaningful
cornerstones of self-identification and self-determination, and thus as tools for collective struggle

against the very forces that violently forge a society structured according to distinctions in class,

2 Kimberl¢ Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of
Color” in Critical Race Theory: The Key Writings that Formed the Movement, eds., Kimberlé Crenshaw, et al. (New
York, NY: The New Press, 1995), 375.
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race, and gender in the first place.® Because they have become socially and materially
meaningful, and because they have been critical aspects of struggles against oppression,
attending to the categories and realities of race, class, and gender—as opposed to ignoring them
in the hopes that, in so doing, we might diminish their hold over us—is our best hope for
pursuing a world where such categories do not so thoroughly determine the shape of our lives
against our will.*

The criminalization of black, other non-white, and non-propertied people and
communities is, at its heart, a matter of race and class, as well as gender. More specifically, |
argue that criminalization comes about not through race, class, and gender in general, but
through whiteness, private property, and patriarchy in particular. Whiteness and private property
are the primary phenomena that this study considers, but because it is impossible to understand
them adequately without also attending to gendered oppressions, | explore whiteness and
property in relation to patriarchal power. While the scope of this project does not allow for the
most thorough possible account of these interrelated phenomena, establishing a few integral
dimensions of their coming-to-be will enable us to grasp the fused operation of the theological
and political at work within whiteness and private property (and patriarchy), which I explore in
chapter 2, and subsequently, in chapters 3 and 4, how criminalization emerges as a theological-

political means of protecting them.

3 For one recent and classic example of the positive, liberatory reclamation of identities originally forged as tools of
oppression, see: How We Get Free: Black Feminism and the Combahee River Collective, ed. Keeanga-Yamahtta
Taylor (Chicago, IL: Haymarket Books, 2017). On the formation of classes and “class struggle,” see Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto (New York, NY: Penguin, 2002).

4 In the case of race, race-consciousness, rather than so-called “colorblindness,” is the only potentially
transformative response to the realities tethered to racial categorization. For more on race-consciousness, see: Gary
Peller, “Race-Consciousness™ in Critical Race Theory: The Key Writings that Formed the Movement, eds., Kimberlé
Crenshaw, et al. (New York, NY: The New Press, 1995), 127-158. Likewise, class-consciousness and gender-
consciousness—attending to rather than ignoring their construction and the realities put into place by them—are
necessary means of participating in the transformation of a world structured according to white supremacy,
capitalism, and patriarchy.
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Race, Colonialism, and Capitalism

Whiteness and private property emerge from the historical confluence of three phenomena:
colonialism, capitalism, and Christianity. Colonialism and capitalism are the most direct
progenitors of whiteness and private property, while Christianity is the midwife that helps deliver
colonialism and capitalism—and, by extension, whiteness and private property—into the world. 1
begin with capitalism and colonialism before outlining the role of Christian religious and
theological reasoning in facilitating their proliferation.

Capitalism—a way of arranging an economy as well as a political order—originates in
what Karl Marx calls “primitive accumulation,” the processes whereby persons with access to
wealth expropriate, privatize, and commoditize land, natural resources, and other people’s labor
as a basis for realizing capitalism’s fundamental telos, the generation and private possession of
further wealth. This process first took place historically, and continues to take place today, by
enclosing land and displacing people who enjoyed some degree of access to it. Indeed, one of the
first and most fundamental transformations that capitalism brings about is the transformation of
land from a means of subsistence to a means accumulation.® Along with the transformation of
land comes the transformation of the lives of people displaced from it: separated from a primary
means of subsistence in early modernity, peoples dispossessed by the privatization of land and
other natural resources fell into dependence upon private (agricultural and industrial) owners in
the form of wage labor wherein workers sell their labor for a wage significantly less than the
price for which the product that their labor created would eventually be sold.® Because its

fundamental orienting principle is the generation of profit, capitalism works only if the products

5 Karl Marx, Capital, Volume 1: A Critique of Political Economy, trans. Ben Fowkes (London: Penguin Books in
association with New Left Review, 1981), 873-895.
& Marx, Capital, Volume 1, 270-280, 675-682, 873-876.
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that laborers create generate a significant enough “surplus,” meaning revenue left over after
having paid (in the form of a wage) for its production. Capitalism, in other words, distributes
resources inequitably or it does not work at all, which is why “possession” and “dispossession”
may be understood as the mutually dependent anchors of capitalist political economy: private,
exclusive possession requires dispossessing others of that to which they previously held some
claim, whether as individuals or as groups of people. Land itself is the first and is still a primary
means of subsistence from which people are displaced under colonial and capitalist political
economies. Moreover, capitalism’s development in the world hinges, in Marx’s analysis, upon
“ownership” of the “means of production,” which is to say, property. For these reasons, the
institution of private property, a cornerstone of capitalist political economy, is an integral
dimension of this project’s analysis. Capitalism has offered and does still offer dispossessed
people who, against all odds, manage to obtain capital the opportunity to build wealth, and
measures can be made within capitalism to lessen the dispossession upon which it depends. The
fundamental structure of capitalism, however, is such that, even when it cultivates good for
some, it ultimately works only if it robs or takes away access to resources for others, whether in
ways big or small.

The necessary inequity of capitalism is so widely accepted on a twofold premise: (1) the
hyper-productive wealth-generation of capitalism is natural, and (2) it ultimately benefits more
people than do more common or equitable distributions of wealth and property. As Marx points
out, capitalism’s proponents have long understood the necessary inequity of capitalist society as
an arrangement that occurs as the result of naturally occurring variations in individual
intelligence and behavior: “diligent, intelligent...and frugal” people naturally accumulate wealth

and become owners, the story goes, while lazy people, as a result of inferior intelligence and
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immoral behavior, “have nothing to sell except their own skins” as laborers who offer their very
selves in exchange for a wage.’” The implication is that capitalism is not a forced condition or set
of relations but one that emerges naturally, and that corresponds with already existing differences
between people. This premise would eventually be taken to its logical conclusion in the work of
nineteenth century Social Darwinists like William Graham Sumner, who argued that the scarcity
of nature’s resources requires that humans labor in competition with one another for their
accumulation, which inevitably—naturally—results in social and economic inequality.
Arranging society according to a forced equality, Sumner argues, would contradict the natural
law of competition and thereby requires an unfreedom that “carries society downwards and
favors all its worst members.” A society that allows nature to take its inherently unequal
course—a society that recognizes that the fundamental fact of human existence is
“individualism”—is a society that thrives. Conceptualizing capitalism in such terms, Sumner
understands private property to be “a feature of society organized in accordance with the natural
conditions of the struggle for existence,” which is why private property is—and can only be—a
fundamentally unequal relation.® Capitalism, its proponents presume, reflects the world as it
really is, which is why it is the model of political economy that, despite its inherent inequities,
most promises to benefit all in the end. The notion that capitalism is a natural outgrowth of the
way the world happens to be is part of what gives it such staying power. Indeed, the apparent
unguestionability of the arrangements inherent in capitalist political economy functions as a well
reinforced boundary that keeps us from imagining a world arranged any other way. But

capitalism has not always been with us, and need not always be.

" Marx, Capital, Volume 1, 873.
8 William Graham Sumner, “William Graham Sumner on Social Darwinism” in Voices of Freedom: A Documentary
History, Volume 2 (Fifth Edition), ed. Eric Foner (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2017), 35-39.
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Emerging in tandem with liberal, individualistic conceptions of personhood, capitalism
hinges on freedom from state interference in economy, on the one hand, and freedom for the
unfettered disposal of one’s self and property, on the other. The reality, however, is that the
“freedom” of capitalism both depends upon and proliferates unfreedom on a massive scale.
Indeed, contrary to capitalism’s mythological origin story, the history by which many of the
world’s societies and economies were transformed from feudal to capitalist ones starting in the
early modern era—a process that accompanied colonial expansion, proliferated slavery and
industrialization, and that more thoroughly fractured populations into owners and laborers,
possessors and dispossessed—is a history, Marx writes, written “in letters of blood and fire.”®
Massive disparities in wealth, along with massive, organized resistance to such disparities in
practically all capitalist societies over the last four hundred years, is evidence that capitalism
does not benefit everyone, and indeed that freedom and abundance for a few not only creates but
depends upon unfreedom and scarcity for many.*°

Most commentators conceptualize the built-in polarities of capitalism—abundance and
scarcity, possession and dispossession, freedom and unfreedom—as strictly “economic” matters.
The social and political relationships that capitalism shapes, however, are matters of more than a
narrowly conceived idea of economic “class” alone. As scholars of the black radical tradition
help us perceive, the history of capitalism’s accumulation and violence is also a racial history,

which is to say that capitalism is always already “racial capitalism.”'* There is, as historian

9 Marx, Capital, Volume 1, 875.

10 For histories of resistance to capitalism, see: Federici, Caliban and the Witch; Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism:
The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2000). My
account of capitalism here and throughout the project does not attend specifically or equally to each of its stages,
from agrarian to merchant to industrial to global, late, and neoliberal, but rather attends to the more general
dynamics inherent in capitalist political economy that persist across its various stages.

11 The flagship text of this scholarship is Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical
Tradition (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2000).
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Robin D. G. Kelley puts it, “no such thing as non-racial capitalism.”? Because capitalism was
from its origins and is today a thoroughly racial (and, as we will see, gendered) way of arranging
the world and the modes of relation that comprise it, the pillars of capitalism—conquest,
colonization, dispossession, slavery, and environmental destruction—are at the same time and
for the same reasons the pillars of white supremacy. The concrete shape that capitalism takes in
the world is and always has been fundamentally racial.*®

But in what ways, specifically, do race and capitalism fuse to such an extent that it is
possible to speak of racial capitalism as capitalism’s most basic form? Building off the work of
scholars of racial capitalism and European colonialism, | argue that race and capitalism fuse
fundamentally in two primary senses: first, capitalism emerged and persisted as an order that
took particular shape according to already existing proto-racial differentiations that, second,
through the global proliferation of European colonialism, became absolutized and systematized
as “racial” in the modern sense that we understand it today, namely, as a mark of essential (as
opposed to incidental) difference deployed as a basis for determining value and distributing
power hierarchically.

Starting with the first point, Cedric Robinson, who first elaborated and popularized the
term “racial capitalism,” argues that racial differentiation does not appear for the first time with
Europe’s colonial relation to non-European peoples, the transatlantic slave trade, or as an
accidental byproduct of chattel slavery. Rather, Robinson argues, early forms of “racialism” and
its differentiations have their “genesis” with relations “internal” to feudal Europe, including

through racialized relations between normatively defined Europeans and their inter-European

12 Robin D. G. Kelley — What is Racial Capitalism and Why Does it Matter? YouTube video, 1:26:46, from a lecture
recorded at the University of Washington, Seattle, Washington on November 7, 2017, posted by KODX Seattle,
November 18, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=--gim7W_jQQ.

3 hid.
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“immigrant” others (including Slavic, Irish, and Jewish peoples, among others), thereby
impacting the inequitable form that labor would take under capitalism both within and beyond
Europe.'* As an inherent and “enduring” feature of European civilization itself, Robinson argues,
racialism was a fundamental component of European order well before the origin of capitalism,
which is why, when it did emerge, “capitalist society pursued essentially racial directions.”*®
Capitalism, in other words, entered the world racially by utilizing already existing racial or
proto-racial ways of perceiving and differentiating peoples as a means of organizing its work of
expropriation and exploitation.®

But the “racial” in racial capitalism should be understood as more than just a matter of
the deployment of notions of race that pre-existed capitalism. Through its emergence and its
sedimentation as a fundamental feature of social order in the west, capitalism, together with
European colonialism and chattel slavery, reproduced racial categories by systematically
absolutizing and essentializing them. In so doing, European colonialism and racial capitalism—
particularly through the European enslavement, commodification, and global trade of African
peoples—deepened and expanded the meaning and power of race, fundamentally restructuring
the world and its peoples, and our understandings of them, in the process. Attending more
closely to the intertwining of colonialism, capitalism, and slavery—particularly as they took on
new global breadth in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—will help us understand more

precisely this process of race’s redefinition and reconstitution.

14 Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism, 2-4. The term “racial capitalism” was first used by both architects of South
African apartheid and members of movements against it. Robinson elaborated the term into an analytic frame for
understanding the shape of capitalism in a more thoroughly global sense. For more on racial capitalism, see: Robin
D. G. Kelley — What is Racial Capitalism and Why Does it Matter?

15 Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism, 2, 28.

16 As | establish more thoroughly in what follows, I use “proto-racial” to describe what Robinson calls “racialist”
concepts that were operative before the formation of more modern conceptions of race, which take root around the
beginning of the eighteenth century.
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Slavery in its many forms is nearly as old as civilization itself, but it was Europe, and
later Europe’s Atlantic and American colonies, that expanded slavery into a global phenomenon
that served as a cornerstone of European and European-American political and economic
power.t” As early twentieth century black radical scholar and activist W. E. B. Du Bois writes,
“The using of men for the benefit of masters is no new invention of modern Europe. It is quite as
old as the world. But Europe proposed to apply it on a scale and with an elaborateness of detail
of which no former world ever dreamed. The imperial width of the thing,—the heaven-defying
audacity—makes its modern newness.”'® The European nation of Portugal began capturing and
forcibly enslaving Africans in the middle of the fifteenth century. By the early sixteenth century,
Portugal and Spain began colonizing land and indigenous peoples beyond their own boundaries,
including in the “New World” of the Americas, by expropriating the forced labor of the African
peoples they enslaved and shipped there as human cargo, a process essential to the forms of
settler colonialism that would proliferate across the globe in the centuries to come.® Starting in
the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, Dutch, French, and English colonizers entered
the slave trade in pursuit of their own colonial expansions across the globe.?° Historians estimate
that European and European-American colonizers shipped approximately 12.4 million African
people across the Atlantic between the late fifteenth and the late nineteenth century.
Approximately 1.8 million Africans died in the “middle passage,” and many millions more died

early deaths as a result of the many forms of violence that Europeans and European-Americans

17 Ancient and medieval peoples on the continent of Europe also enslaved other Europeans. See Cedric Robinson,
Black Marxism, 9-28.

18 W. E. B. Du Bois, Darkwater: Voices from within the Veil (New York, NY: Verso, 2016), 24.

19 This double work of displacing native peoples and expropriating the labor of enslaved peoples on native people’s
lands—the origin story of the United States of America—is not an aberration but the foundation of settler
colonialism in practically all its forms. See: Patrick Wolfe, Traces of History.

20 Hugh Thomas, The Slave Trade: The Story of the Atlantic Slave Trade: 1440-1870 (New York, NY: Simon &
Schuster, 1997); Robin Blackburn, The American Crucible: Slavery, Emancipation and Human Rights (London;
Verso, 2013).

44



inflicted on enslaved peoples.?! European peoples’ enslavement and global trade of African
peoples quite literally reordered the world by depleting African nations of people, power, and
resources, and transferring them into means of the economic and political empowerment of
European and European-American peoples.?? It was, in Du Bois’s words, the “most magnificent
drama in the last thousand years of human history.”?

European powers captured and shipped Africans to colonial outposts as indentured
servants and slaves because colony-building required labor cheap enough to yield a profit. The
Atlantic slave trade was a cornerstone of global capitalism.?* As historian Walter Johnson writes,
“the history of capitalism makes no sense separate from the history of the slave trade and its
aftermath. There was no such thing as capitalism without slavery....”?® England’s colonial-
capitalist settlement of the West Indies and American coastal and island regions began in the
early seventeenth century. Before they transitioned fully to a system of chattel slavery as their
primary source of labor, however, England and its colonies also utilized a system of indentured
servitude, importing many of its laborers from within Europe itself. Among the European
indentured servants shipped across the Atlantic were English commoners dispossessed by early
agrarian capitalist enclosure who were subsequently criminalized by labor and vagrancy laws

and held captive in prisons and workhouses throughout England.?® As one example, in 1606,

English investors formed the Virginia Company, which was, in the words of its chief chronicler,

2L Marcus Rediker, The Slave Ship: A Human History (New York, NY: Penguin, 2007), 5.

22 \W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America: 1860-1880, 1. ed (New York, NY: The Free Press, 1998).
23 Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America, 1860-1880, 727.

24 For more on the relationship between capitalism and chattel slavery, see: Edward E Baptist, The Half Has Never
Been Told: Slavery and the Making of American Capitalism (New York, NY: Basic Books, 2016); Walter Johnson,
River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom (Cambridge: Belknap Harvard, 2017); Eric
Eustace Williams, Capitalism & Slavery (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1994); Robinson, Black
Marxism.

% Walter Johnson et al., Race Capitalism Justice (Forum 1), 25.

% Marx, Capital, Volume 1, 896-904; Linebaugh and Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra.
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“primarily a business organization with large sums of capital invested by adventurers whose
chief interest lay in the returns expected from their investment.”?” Advocates of the company
successfully sold its cause to the leaders and people of England by casting the proposed Virginia
colony as an opportunity for fulfilling both the religious obligation to convert “savages” and the
national duty to expand English dominion.?® But the most emphatic and successful justification
for colonial expansion was that it served as an opportunity to solve England’s growing social
problems by ridding the nation of what Richard Hakluyt, a foremost advocate for English
colonization, called the “swarmes of idle persons”—meaning vagrants and criminals—that
burdened the nation. As the Virginia Company put it in their appeal to authorities and business
leaders in London, their venture would “ease the city and suburbs of a swarme of unnecessary
inmates, as a contynual cause of death and famine, and the very orginall cause of all the plagues
that happen in this kingdome.”?° In accordance with the growing consensus of elites, forced labor
in the colonies was sold as a remedy, like workhouses and houses of correction, for punishing,
disciplining, and correcting allegedly criminally disposed working class and underclass
populations. As Hakluyt argued, colonial plantations like Virginia would function as a “prison
without walls.”*? In addition to correcting the moral, political, and economic abnormalities of
England’s idle vagrants, sending these “unnecessary” populations overseas would serve as a

remedy not only for those shipped, but for those finally rid of their presence back at home in

27 Quoted in Linebaugh and Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra, 15.

28 1bid.

2 Quoted in Linebaugh and Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra, 16. Historian William Carroll notes that “swarm”
was a common metaphor widely used to depict dispossessed peoples in the early modern period. William C. Carroll,
“‘The Nursery of Beggary’: Enclosure, Vagrancy, and Sedition in the Tudor-Stuart Period” in Richard Burt and
John Michael Archer, eds., Enclosure Acts: Sexuality, Property, and Culture in Early Modern England (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1994), 39.

30 Quoted in Linebaugh and Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra, 20.
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England. Using England’s expendable peoples in service of English colonialism, its advocates
and investors reasoned, was a win-win for all involved.

As the plantation model proliferated in colonial America over the course of the
seventeenth century, so did the need for a greater supply of cheap labor to maintain it. Indentured
servitude, the primary means of labor in colonial America up to that point, could no longer
satisfy the needs of colonial capitalism. The reason was essentially twofold. On the one hand,
according to indentured servitude’s design, after a period of only a few years, laborers completed
their terms of service and either became or expected to become upwardly mobile landowners,
thereby ceasing to supply the cheap labor needed to render the profits necessary for further
colonial expansion.3! In addition to the problem of completed terms of service, widespread
solidarity and resistance among indentured servants of both European and African descent, as
well as enslaved Africans and poor wage laborers of European descent, made indentured
servitude an insufficient means of labor for plantation owners.3? Indeed, resistance to English
colonial expropriation began before some of the vessels carrying dispossessed peoples ever
reached Virginia’s shores. As historians Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker show, the
dispossessed and criminalized working class and underclass “hands” that steered the Virginia
Company across the Atlantic, though coming from different places and backgrounds, unified in
multiple acts of resistance to their overlords, rejecting poor wages and treatment. In response to
these acts of resistance, colonizers developed legislation that sanctioned terror and death as a

means of controlling laborers disposed to a freedom that contradicted the terms of their service.

31 Edmund S. Morgan, American Slavery, American Freedom: The Ordeal of Colonial Virginia (New York: W.W.
Norton & Co, 2003). 295-315.

32 Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New York, NY: The
New Press, 2012), 23. See also: David Roediger, How Race Survived U.S. History (London: Verso, 2010);
Linebaugh and Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra; Morgan, American Slavery, American Freedom.

3 Linebaugh and Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra, 8-35.
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In addition to these and many other transatlantic rebellions, during the early years of the
American colonies, including in Virginia, indentured servants of European and African descent,
enslaved Africans, and poor bond laborers of European descent banded together on more than
one occasion to reject their shared state of exploitation and servitude, most famously in Bacon’s
Rebellion in 1675-76.34 After burning and looting parts of Jamestown and the estates of
Governor Berkeley and his supporters, authorities ultimately put down the rebellion in early
1677. Many rebels were falsely promised freedom only to be re-enslaved, while others met their
end on the gallows.% Though the rebellion was ultimately defeated, it inspired a series of similar
rebellions across the colonies in the years that followed.¢ The blow these rebellions dealt to the
plantation system, however, led planters to accelerate the transition from reliance upon European
and African indentured servitude as their primary source of cheap labor to the forced
enslavement of Africans by way of the Atlantic slave trade. Utilizing forced African slavery as
its primary labor source, it was thought, would not only circumvent the threats of coalitional
rebellions like Bacon’s by socially separating Africans from Europeans, but would supply a self-
renewing labor force that would enable planters to more freely and rapidly grow their wealth.
Toward this end, planters in colonies like Virginia developed and passed legislation in the late
seventeenth century that retained limits on servitude for people of European descent, but
eliminated them for people of African descent, even going so far as to deem that any child born

of a woman of African descent was, by definition, born into the status of slavery, thereby

34 In spite of the fact that an initial basis of the rebellion was Governor Berkeley’s refusal to equip Bacon with a
militia to further dispossess Native Americans and settle their territories, the interests of many of those who
participated transcended these concerns, making it a significant event, not only for its peculiar unifications, but for
the reverberations it would set off in colonial America, and indeed around the world. For more, see: Roediger, How
Race Survived U.S. History, 5-10, 19-21; Linebaugh and Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra, 136-137.

% Linebaugh and Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra, 136-137; Roediger, How Race Survived U.S. History, 5-10,
19-21; Alexander, The New Jim Crow, 24-25; Ladelle McWhorter, Racism and Sexual Oppression in Anglo-
America: A Genealogy (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009), 66-77.

% Linebaugh and Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra, 135-139.
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commodifying African women’s reproductive labor.3” By the early eighteenth century, roughly
thirty years after Bacon’s Rebellion, colonies including Virginia, South Carolina, and Maryland
had transitioned almost entirely from indentured servitude to a system of African slavery.*® By
the 1770s, one hundred years after the rebellion, and before American independence from British
rule, African slavery predominated throughout all the American colonies.

It was in pursuit of legitimating, legalizing, implementing, and then maintaining lifelong
African enslavement that European-American planter elites contributed to the formation of new
and more absolute notions of race. Prior to the eighteenth century, discourse on “race”
presupposed a meaning quite different from what people understood the term to mean by the
middle of the eighteenth century, and what we understand the term to mean today.*® According
to philosopher Ladelle McWhorter, predominant ideas of race in the seventeenth century referred
not to physical or biological difference—to traits of embodiment—but rather to “language,
tradition, and custom,” to “lineage” or “cultural heritage.”*! Faced with the threat of “a general
uprising and a destabilization of the colonial economy” through coalitional working class and
underclass rebellions and the upward mobility of former servants, the ruling European-American
colonial class of the early eighteenth century pursued the security of the plantation system by
legally defining and separating peoples according to “bodily marks” that planters and lawmakers

defined as signifiers of “the essence of racial membership.”*? In other words, whereas race
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before the eighteenth century referred to general differences in language and culture, European
colonialism and capitalism helped facilitate the transformation of “race” into what historian
Patrick Wolfe defines as a “classificatory concept” whose function was to distribute value
hierarchically by linking “physical characteristics” to “cognitive, cultural, and moral” essences.*?
What this means is that absolute racial differentiation, from its eighteenth-century origins, is not
a matter of neutral, objective identification of human difference, but is, rather, a “Eurocolonial”
strategy for coming into profitable possession of the world and its peoples, a strategy that
European powers like England carried out by claiming land and displacing indigenous people
from it, on the one hand, and by expropriating the labor of captured African peoples to produce
profit on that land, on the other.** The concept and deployment of modern “race” comes into
being through European colonialism. As Wolfe puts it, “race is colonialism speaking.”*®
Europe’s colonial conquests, as Michael Omi and Howard Winant put it, inaugurated
“racialization on a world-historical scale.”*® By absolutizing, essentializing, and systematizing
already existing racial or proto-racial distinctions in pursuit of political and economic power over
the world, ruling class elites of European descent gave the idea of race a power it did not
theretofore possess.

The new, more absolute notions of racial difference forged within Eurocolonial
capitalism ultimately hinge, however, not on an abstract conceptualization of race in general but

on the forging of what would come to be known as whiteness in particular. Before the middle of

the eighteenth century, there existed identities rooted in citizenship or belonging to European
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nations and cultures, but there was not yet any coherent global concept of “white” identity as
such. Indentured servants and wage laborers of European descent in the American colonies
throughout the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries arguably had as much if not more in
common with indentured servants and enslaved people of African descent than they did with the
European-American plantation owners that exercised power over them all. And yet, planters
helped to fracture the possibility of further European-African solidarity by giving laborers of
European descent a sense of “racial” belonging—tethered to morphological distinctions as signs
of absolute difference—that would ultimately eclipse any sense of shared interest with other
oppressed peoples, a sense of belonging that Du Bois calls a “public and psychological wage.”*’
Planters helped to concretize this sense of belonging during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries by limiting African Americans’ ability to do practically anything outside European-
American supervision, in part by granting European-American laborers supervisory policing
powers over enslaved Africans, as well as through legal protections, economic privileges, and
political power that they systematically withheld from African peoples. Through these
deliberately inequitable distributions of power, whiteness became, both de jure and de facto, an
inherently valuable identity and power in relation to which non-European peoples—African and
Native American peoples in particular—were racially defined and disempowered. Indeed, both
here at their points of origin and beyond, the constructed supremacy of whiteness and the

constructed inferiority of blackness and other forms of non-whiteness are mutually dependent—

two sides of the same coin. “The valorizing of whiteness,” philosopher Robert Birt writes,

47 As Du Bois shows, this same dynamic solidified racial distinction after the formal end of chattel slavery when
white workers once again chose whiteness over what they shared in terms of class solidarity with formerly enslaved
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(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004).

51



“entails the devaluation of blackness.”*® Indeed, the history of the United States of America is
one in which the free, white, male propertied citizen and his non-citizen, non-propertied African
American and Native American “others” were, in historian David Roediger’s words, “fashioned
together.”*® By forging this psychological sense and material fact of racial (and citizenship)
belonging and exclusion, rooted first in morphology (and later biology), European-American
colonialists and capitalists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries gave the racial

differentiations that revolve around whiteness a power that persists to this day.

Racial Religion, Racial Philosophy, Racial Science
The pursuit of economic and political power played a foundational role in extending by
absolutizing racial categories. Indeed, these new, more absolute racial distinctions would not
have emerged and taken hold apart from their material enactment in the form of deliberately
inequitable distributions of power. It was not, however, simply the raw interplay of social forces
alone that led to the modern reproduction of race centered around the supremacy of whiteness.
The eighteenth-century construction of whiteness as an inherently valuable and superior social
position and possession depended at the same time upon religious, philosophical, scientific, and
cultural discourses that accompanied those social processes and that helped define all forms of
non-whiteness—and blackness in particular—as inherently inferior in every dimension of life.
As we began to see above and will see more thoroughly in the remainder of this chapter,
early colonial ventures were conceptualized as endeavors that synthesized Christian theological

rationales with political and economic pursuits. Indeed, theologians Willie Jennings and J.
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Kameron Carter argue that whiteness is not simply a secular social phenomenon that
subsequently gets theologized as a way of justifying colonialism and plantation capitalism;
rather, the history of its emergence shows that whiteness comes into existence as a theological
concept in itself. For Jennings, the modern idea of race is distinctly Christian in origin.
Ecclesially sanctioned and theologically reasoned, European colonial conquest beginning as
early as the fifteenth century gave birth to what Jennings calls a “diseased Christian social
imagination”: a European and theological way of viewing, ordering, and exercising power over
the world “from the commanding heights.”*® Tethering Christian theological reasoning with
European identity and power, colonial conquest consisted most fundamentally in acts of
displacement that reconfigured “space and bodies, land and identity” according to a racial “scale
of existence” organized around what would come to be recognized as whiteness.>! This racial
and spatial reconfiguration constitutes a “theological operation,” Jennings argues, because it was
carried out by conjoined ecclesial and political power that did its work according to a theological
vision that claimed the pseudo-godlike ability to discern salvific potential in peoples and places
conceived racially. Standing between bodies and land, Jennings writes, the colonizing European
“adjudicates, identifies, and determines” peoples and places according to the superiority of
European ways of thinking and doing over against nonwhite ones. These acts of colonial
expropriation and “displacement,” Jennings writes, were not abstract, but fundamentally

concrete: by separating peoples from places, and transforming those places into “raw, untamed

%0 Willie James Jennings, Christian Imagination: Theology and the Origins of Race (New Haven: Yale University
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%1 Jennings locates the origins of “whiteness” as a clear, established, and coherent category earlier than my
analysis—and Carter’s—does. While the germination of what would become whiteness certainly takes place in and
through late medieval colonialism, it is arguably not until the late seventeenth or early eighteenth century that what
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land,” European colonists deployed a “distorted vision of creation” that situated place-
transcending whiteness at its center.>? Thus, this European Christian “vision” of creation was a
vision in which European Christians were understood to possess powers akin to God. In
Jennings’ words, through their colonial transformation of the relationship between peoples and
places, European Christians “performed a deeply theological act that mirrored the identity and
action of God in creating.”® In other words, just as God is revealed through the divine action of
creation, so European Christians’ action in the world reveals European-ness to be a pseudo-
divine “creative authority” that both conceptually and materially recreates the world according to
its “boundary-less” supremacy.>

Like Jennings, J. Kameron Carter argues that race in general, and whiteness in particular,
are, from their origins, distinctly theological phenomena. While Jennings focuses on late
medieval and early modern European colonialism, Carter focuses on the emergence of race as a
core feature of modernity itself. On Carter’s account, Christian theological reasoning provides
the “inner architecture of modern racial reasoning.”® The modern idea of “race,” and the “racial
imagination” with which the modern west views and orders the world, Carter argues, comes
about as a direct result of Christianity’s “quest to sever itself from its Jewish roots,” which Carter
suggests happens in two steps. First, Jews were “cast as a race group in contrast to Western
Christians.” This is the “racial” distinction, the result of which is that Christian-ness and
Western-ness became more or less synonymous.>® Indeed, before people of European descent

were ever recognized as “white,” the title by which they were most commonly named was
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simply “Christian.”®” The modern racial concept of “white” was, from its very origins, a “moral
attribute.”® Second, having been racialized, Jews were cast as inferior and Christians superior,
which Carter calls the “racist” distinction.®® As a result, whiteness “came to function as a
substitute for the Christian doctrine of creation, thus producing a reality into which all else must
enter.”® As such, Carter argues, whiteness should be understood as the power to “re-create” the
world “in the image of white dominance, where ‘white’ signifies not merely pigmentation but a
regime of political and economic power for arranging (oikonomia) the world.”®* The world that
whiteness arranges is one in which the exclusive possessors of whiteness are granted special
access to social, political, and economic powers that are withheld from those non-white others
whose exploited labor provides the means for white power in the first place.®? Carter argues that
modern racial reasoning as a form of Christian theological reasoning is most clearly discernible
in the thought of Enlightenment philosopher Immanuel Kant. In Kant’s work, Carter writes, we
can discern a “vision of modernity” in which “the social process of Enlightenment is both a
racial vision and a particular kind of theological vision.” Deploying a Christian supersessionist
framework that associates Jewishness with earthbound facticity and deviance, on the one hand,
and that associates Christianity with universality, transcendence, and morality, on the other, Kant

deploys the image of Christ transcending his Jewish flesh in order to articulate the Enlightenment
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project of “perfection” not as the perfection of humanity in general but as the perfection of
humanity at its moral and developmental apex: the white race.® Carter’s account of the
theological formation of race shows that race is not adequately understood as a purely secular
social or political category. On the contrary, race is best understood as a theological or
“theopolitical” category because it comes into existence through a “pseudo-theological”
imagination that rearranges the world—socially, politically, economically, culturally—according
to the supremacy of peoples of European descent.

The Eurocolonial project—a social, political, economic, and cultural project—was also a
Christian religious project that deployed explicitly theological rationales as part of its enactment.
As a chief cornerstone of European colonialism from its beginnings, the Atlantic slave trade and
the slaveholding agents of plantation capitalism also conceptualized and maintained the
institution of chattel slavery in and through Christian theological and biblical reasoning. Thanks
to the popular thought and writing of European colonialists, Christian religious leaders, and
political philosophers, slave-owning elites in the eighteenth century justified their capture and
expropriation of African life and labor by proclaiming as self-evident that African peoples were
inherently disposed to servitude because they were allegedly incapable of the rational, self-
possessing freedom that characterized European peoples. Being literally incapable of freedom
(defined in individualist and liberal European terms), colonial elites argued, African peoples pose
a threat to social order if unrestrained. They argued, therefore, that it was in the best interest not
only of European peoples but of Africans themselves to be held in bondage, as freedom would

not suit their natural, God-given dispositions.®* Slave-owners further legitimated the practice of
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owning and enslaving Africans and expropriating their forced labor by leaning upon the
authority of Christian scripture that seemingly commands slaves to “obey their masters” and that
requires all people to submit to God-ordained governing authorities—governing authorities that,
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, established the legality of owning African peoples as
chattel slaves.®®

In addition to explicitly and implicitly Christian theological and philosophical rationales,
modern forms of racial differentiation further evolved with the help of discourses that utilized
scientific forms of reasoning to defend the institution of chattel slavery and the racial oppression
inherent in it.®6 Subsequent to the articulation of race as a matter of physicality or morphology
arising out of the interests of planter elites, the advent and development of the branch of the
sciences called natural history gave the category of race an air of scientific legitimacy by
articulating and situating race—as a matter of “skin color, hair texture, facial structure”—within
systems of racial classification in the same way that science classifies animals, species, plants,
and so on.5” The most famous natural historian was Carolus Linnaeus, whose Systema Naturae,
revised and republished many times throughout his life, set out to classify all of the natural world
in accordance with the order established by the creator God. For Linnaeus, “nature is continuous,
without gaps,” which, in turn, means that “species have real essences that are immutable,”®
essences, finally, that are observable in nature, and in humans, morphologically. Linnaeus

articulated four human varieties: Americanus, Europaeus, Asiaticus, and Africanus, which he
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accounts for by way of morphological differences made possible by geography and climate.
Linnaeus’s scientific racialism would inform generations of other racial—racist—scientists after
him.

In the wake of discourses that tabulated racial essences morphologically, race came to be
understood in terms not just of surface-level physicality but of biology. Morphological
conceptions of race fix race as something essentially real in the “physical structure” of bodies—
literally, in facial shapes, hair texture, skin color, and so on.®° In the transition from
morphological racism to biological racism, philosopher Ladelle McWhorter argues, race comes
to be conceived in terms of development—a key concept in biology—which helped to transform
race into a phenomenon “characterized by normality, deviance, or pathology,”’® a matter of how
racial difference corresponds with different ways of acting in the world. As McWhorter writes,
“race came to be a matter of function, not structure per se: differently raced bodies behaved
differently.””* By defining physical, moral, and cultural normativity in terms of the traits and
capacities associated with “white” people—people of European descent—and abnormality in
terms of the traits and capacities associated with nonwhite peoples, anthropologists and scientists
in the nineteenth century contributed to the idea that racial difference marks the “relative success
or failure in a biological march toward social and moral as well as physical perfection.”’?

If nonwhite people behaved differently—meaning they have limited moral capacities—
then social and political institutions that kept non-white people in line were essential to the
smooth functioning and survival not just of society but of the species as a whole. In the early

nineteenth century, doctor, anthropologist, and scientist Samuel George Morton developed a
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theory that allegedly showed that the characteristics that comprise racial difference—the
degenerate savagery of blackness, the evolved civility of whiteness—are inherent and
unchangeable. Morton eagerly deployed his research for the sake of the pro-slavery movement,
which, quite concretely, enabled South Carolina senator John C. Calhoun to argue that civilized
society’s only hope for survival and prosperity was the physical and economic subordination of
naturally inferior populations.” Another purveyor of pseudo-scientific racism was Dr. Samuel
Cartwright, a physician, slaveholder, and professor at the University of Louisiana. According to
historian David Roediger, the work of Cartwright (and others like him) shows how the
imperatives of “mastering” and “improving” enslaved people meshed in the form of the industry
enterprises of “race management.” In the process of tabulating the allegedly natural biological
characteristics of African peoples, Cartwright developed a theory of two major “pathologies”
that he argued beset the people he enslaved, pathologies that ultimately hurt his bottom line:
drapetomania, a “disease causing negroes to run away,” and dysaesthesia Aethiopica, which was
when one was “half-asleep” when they should be laboring. As both a physician and enslaver,
Cartwright also proposed remedies for these fictional pathologies, including
“preventively...whipping the devil” out of enslaved people who show signs of the “pathological”
desire to run away.’* Together with religious and cultural justifications that established the
superiority of whiteness and the inferiority of non-whiteness in all its forms, scientific racism
contributed concretely to securing racial slavery and oppression against increasingly widespread
challenges to it.”> Moreover, Cartwright, along with Morton and others, show how racial science

was deployed in service of a racial capitalism that was not only built upon but helped solidify
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racial hierarchies in the popular imaginaries and political economies of the United States of
America.’® By the early twentieth century, scientific racism took the form of eugenics, forced
sterilization, and other practices premised on the idea that race is a biological status, and that
mixing non-white with white—Dboth reproductively and socially—threatens the species as a
whole.”” In these ways, over the course of the eighteen, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries, the
ruling colonial and owning classes, in tandem with the theological, religious, philosophical, and
scientific thinkers among them, contributed to inventing race anew by rooting it in the idea of the
natural, physical, moral, intellectual, God-ordained supremacy of “white” peoples in relation to
the alleged inherent savagery and inferiority of all non-white peoples, and “black” people in
particular.

European and European-American colonialism, capitalism, and slave-owning Christianity
were—and are—racial projects because they utilized already existing proto-racial or “racialist”
ideas about both European and non-European peoples as a tool for defining and obtaining the
world. In so doing, European colonialists and capitalists—with the help of Christian theological,
philosophical, scientific, and cultural discourses—reproduced race in more absolute and
systemic ways, making it a more thoroughly sedimented world-encompassing phenomenon than
it had been up to that point. Put simply, while racial distinction broadly construed did not begin
with Europe’s colonial and capitalist encounter with the rest of the world, it is there and then that
it took hold in a new way, making race a tool for possession and dispossession, a means of
obtaining social, political, economic, and cultural dominance over non-European (and, as we will

see, non-propertied European) peoples.
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The lesson of this very abbreviated story of the modern formation of race is that modern
race emerges not as a neutral, value-free, or “prepolitical” descriptor of difference but as a
“strategic” political tool for differentiating and distributing power amongst peoples.’® It is not the
case, in other words, that “race” first exists as a natural, neutral, or objective fact, and that
“racism” subsequently deploys that neutral fact for ill. On the contrary, counterintuitive as it may
seem, the very category of race in modernity is already premised on “racism,” which is why, as
Patrick Wolfe argues, “racism” is actually redundant: the category of race itself is already “an -
ism,” what Robin Kelley calls “a means of structuring power through difference.””® Produced in
and through European quests for power over the world, the category of race, in Omi and
Winant’s words, “is a way of ‘making up people’” in service of particular political ends.®® The
fact that race is not an objective, naturally occurring reality does not, however, mean that it can
be dismissed as illusory and thus inconsequential. Race as a marker of absolute and essential
difference may be a fabrication, but the effects of defining people racially are all too real,
impacting and shaping peoples’ lives and the world as we know it in quite concrete ways.%!

If race in its more absolute, modern form comes into existence not as a neutral descriptor
of different kinds of people but as “a means of structuring power through difference,” then race
in general and whiteness in particular cannot be adequately understood today simply by

reference to differences in “identity,” or as matters of phenotype or pigmentation alone, in
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isolation from the maintenance of capitalist political economy and the anthropological
differentiations it requires.®2 As such, whiteness certainly involves but ultimately encapsulates—
both conceptually and materially, both in its origins and today—more than “skin color” and
“white people” as such. Indeed, whiteness is better understood not merely as a physically marked
identity position, but as a mode of exclusive possession that produces “a new social order,” a
way of arranging the world from beyond the world’s limitations.® Whiteness stands at the center
of a set of social, political, economic, and cultural relations—European colonialism and racial
capitalism, and the theological rationales that buttress them—that have fundamentally ordered
and reordered the world over the last three to four hundred years, imparting value and
distributing power disparately by design, and in so doing unleashing hell upon earth for millions
of people. Thus, while in one sense the term “whiteness” today certainly signifies a
phenotypically marked, localizable, agential subject position—i.e., “being a white person”—it
also must be understood as a supra-agential, institutional force, crystalized and maintained in the
fires of colonialism, capitalism, and Christianity, that manages racialized forms of life by
ordering the conditions within which they exist.8

What all of this means is that if it is true that there is no such thing as capitalism without
slavery, as historians of racial capitalism argue, then it is also the case, as Malcolm X put it, that

“you can’t have capitalism without racism.”® Capitalism, at it its roots, is a matter not just of
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class division but of racial (and other forms of) differentiation—hence the notion of “racial
capitalism.”® Racial differentiation is not an accidental byproduct of capitalist political
economies but is an inherent dimension of the logic of capital accumulation itself.8” Thus, while
modern ideas of race and racism have taken on life of their own beyond the confines of
capitalism such that getting rid of capitalism would not automatically rid us of whiteness, race
and racism, as we will see in what follows, continue to operate in tandem with capitalist political
economies and thus in continuity with their initial formation. Understanding this history of racial
formation is important because the power differentials that first corresponded to modern racial
categorization in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries still persist today precisely because they
were built into the very foundations of the social, political, economic, and cultural orders with
which we still live, even if in evolved forms. What this also means is that the scope of white
supremacy and racism cannot be grasped simply as a matter of individual, interpersonal bias or
prejudice. Because the racial categories that European quests for unlimited power produce are
not natural, objective realities, but “a means of structuring power through difference,” racism
must be understood not just as personal bias, but as structural and systemic ways of distributing
and withholding power. Race is a way of “making up people.”® As such, race—and whiteness in

particular—is also a way of arranging the world.
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Racial Capitalism, Colonialism, and Gender

You can’t have capitalism without racism, but you also can’t have either without patriarchy, a
point Malcolm X and other figures in the black radical tradition often failed to grasp.® In
addition to forging by absolutizing the modern idea of race—and whiteness in particular—as we
understand it today, the conquests of early and late European-American colonialism and
capitalism required, exploited, and helped solidify differentiations based on gender and sexuality.
Marxist and Black Radical analyses help us see that capitalism works by displacing and
exploiting poor Europeans and European-Americans, by enslaving and dispossessing Africans
and indigenous peoples, and by worldwide “war and plunder.” But capitalism depends just as
fundamentally, political theorist Silvia Federici argues, upon the unique “degradation” and
“subjugation” of women as reproducers of the labor force upon which the accumulation of
capital depends.®® According to Federici, the privatization and dispossession of early modern
capitalism (introduced above) had particularly negative effects upon women, whose “labor” was
increasingly confined to domestic and reproductive spheres where it was monetarily
undervalued, thereby forcing women into “a condition of chronic poverty, economic dependence,
and invisibility as workers.”®! In the absence of the commons that the enclosures of capitalism
transferred into the hands of private landowners, Federici writes, “proletarian women became for
male workers the substitute for the land lost to the enclosures, their most basic means of
reproduction, and a communal good anyone could appropriate and use at will.” Indeed, “women

themselves became the commons,” Federici writes, “as their work was defined as a natural

8 Angela Y. Davis, Women, Race & Class, 1st Vintage Books ed (New York: Vintage Books, 1983); bell hooks,
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resource, laying outside the sphere of market relations.”®? The patriarchal structure of capitalism
from its earliest stages meant that women were essential for capital accumulation but remained
unrecognized and inadequately remunerated for their contributions to it, leaving them not only
dependent upon men and employers, but themselves fundamentally transformed into an
exploitable resource. So positioned, women who exercised their agency outside the rigidly
defined gender roles of capitalist society were defined and criminalized as inherently immoral
and irrational, and thus a threat to the order of things. It is within such a context, Federici shows,
that we can better understand the witch-hunts of Europe and the Americas as an expression of a
capitalist patriarchy threatened by women who fail to embrace the dependence that a patriarchal
social, political, and economic order requires.®

Together with race and racism, capitalism thrives on the basis of patriarchy: the political
economy based on the accumulation of capital utilizes already existing European notions of race
and gender, and in so doing reproduces and deepens such notions and their power in structuring
the conceptual and material underpinnings of the social order of things. Combined with the
solidification of racial categories in early modern capitalism, the original accumulation at the
heart of capitalist political economy is an accumulation not just of labor and capital, Federici
shows, but “an accumulation of differences within the working class” through which racial and
gendered hierarchies constitute modes of class rule.®* As Kelley puts it, extending Marxist
theorist Stuart Hall’s formulation, “race and gender are modalities in which class is lived.”% Put
otherwise, capitalism helps both produce and reproduce—precisely because it depends upon—

anthropological differentiations that, far removed from the time of their formation and
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crystallization, now seem natural, neutrally descriptive, and original, but are in fact anything but.
The anthropological categories that capitalism reproduces, absolutizes, and exploits for its
maintenance—differentiations of race and gender in particular—are not neutral mechanisms of
description but products of European and European-American quests for power. In Kelley’s
words, “Race and gender are not incidental or accidental features of the global capitalist order;
they are constitutive. Capitalism emerged as a racial and gendered regime.”

In the context of the United States, the combination of racial and gender oppression at the
heart of the colonial, plantation capitalist project is first seen most clearly in the experiences of
enslaved African women. The institution of chattel slavery operated on the basis not only of
racial categorization and oppression but patriarchal oppression. As the property of white
slaveowners, black men and women were both instruments at the complete disposal of planters
who used their labor and their bodies for accruing wealth from which they would ultimately be
excluded. To be black and woman, however, was—and indeed is—to be subject to multiple
forms of oppression at once. Black feminist and womanist scholars show that it is neither racism
alone, sexism alone, nor classism alone, but all three that create the multidimensional
oppressions that black women experience in unique ways. As womanist theologian Katie Cannon
shows, in the context of chattel slavery, as property, black women were defined in animalistic
terms not only as the “work-ox” who labored alongside men in the fields, but as the “breed-sow”
who was forced—often by rape—to give birth to new bodies for a labor force that would accrue

wealth for white planters.®” As bell hooks writes, “the black male slave was primarily exploited

as a laborer in the fields; the black female was exploited as a laborer in the fields, a worker in the
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domestic household, a breeder, and as an object of white male sexual assault.”% In the context of
chattel slavery, it was not race alone but the combination of race and gender that determined
states of freedom and subjection. A 1662 law in Virginia declared “that all children borne in this
country shalbe held bond or free only according to the condition of the mother.”% As David
Roediger points out, the fact that ““white’ women could only give birth to free children,” and that
enslaved African women “could only legally give birth to property,” meant that “the master’s
sexual violence against slave women potentially increased his property.”% Such laws would
become the norm throughout the colonies and states for the next two centuries, tethering race and
gender to the reproductive requirements and properties of racial capitalism in fundamental
ways.%t The sexual-economic exploitation of black women carried out by white propertied men
was and is based in significant part upon the inherited idea that women in general, and black
women in particular, are, in their essence, irrational, sensual, and hypersexual, which, by
extension, would mean that it is no strange thing for men to engage in what they understood to
be sexual intercourse but what black women and men knew to be sexual violence.%? In other
words, white slaveowners reasoned, if black women are, by nature, fleshly and sensual, how
could “sex” be “forced” if they always want it?103

As Kimberlé Crenshaw argues, oppressions of race, gender, and class “intersect” to

create experiences of multidimensional oppression for black women in the context of chattel
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slavery, and for women of color more broadly to this day.® More fundamentally still, at the
level of the original formation of the very categories themselves, racial and gendered
constructions of non-European others came into being together through the pursuits of European
elites to take ownership of the world and its peoples beyond Europe’s borders. As historian
Jennifer Morgan shows, the European gaze upon the world beyond its borders observed,
tabulated, and racially defined non-European otherness by way of gendered and sexual notions of
European normativity. Indeed, European perceptions and descriptions of African women’s
gendered physical traits and alleged sexual habits were the means by which Europeans
circumscribed African women as both an exploitable resource and a monstrous threat to norms of
European social and political order. According to Morgan, these gendered and sexualized
descriptions did not simply classify aspects of non-European gender and sexuality but served as
an “index of racial difference” more broadly: “Confronted with an Africa they needed to exploit,
European writers turned to black women as evidence of a cultural inferiority that ultimately
became encoded as racial difference. [...] African women’s ‘unwomanly’ behavior evoked an
immutable distance between Europe and Africa on which the development of slavery
depended.”'% By the time of the emergence of more distinctly modern “racial” notions of
difference in the mid-seventeenth century, when Europeans invoked the sexual and reproductive
“savagery” of African women, Morgan argues, they conjured “a gendered and racialized figure
that marked the boundaries of English civility” at the same time that it “naturalized the

subjugation of Africans and their descendants in the Americas.”'%
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The gendered character of modern racial formation can also be discerned by the fact elite
European women were the first to be racialized as “white” and that African women were defined
racially in terms of animality before African men.1%” Moreover, the detailed colonial accounts of
the allegedly animalistic traits of African women—which Morgan details at length—appear at
the same time that “crises in gender and masculinity” were proliferating among Europeans,
which reinforces the point that European definitions of whiteness and nonwhiteness were
mutually dependent from the beginning, and in this case how racial, gendered, and sexualized
definitions of African women tell us more about the anxieties animating whiteness and
patriarchy than they do about the people they allegedly describe.% In the end, such descriptions
of Europe’s non-European others did not serve exclusively to define just those others; such
descriptions also helped solidify European self-understanding, a self-understanding within which
racial “whiteness” and its supremacy came into being, as seen above.'%® White supremacist
capitalist patriarchy!? establishes the “natural” superiority of white people—and men in
particular—at the exact same time that it establishes the “natural” inferiority of non-white
people, and women in particular: the two constructions are mutually dependent, two sides of the
same coin.

European definitions of race and gender rely upon one another at nearly every stage of

colonial and capitalist quests for power and control over the world beyond Europe’s borders. The
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categories of race and gender as we understand them today emerge not as “prepolitical” neutral
descriptions of the way the world happens to be.!'! Rather, they are, from their earliest usage,
strategic conceptual tools for defining and dividing peoples in a way that materializes and
maintains white supremacy, patriarchy, and the political-economic power made possible by
capitalist accumulation.*'? Adequately understanding the violent realities tethered to the
categories of race, class, and gender today is only possible if we can grasp that these categories
first emerged as products and byproducts of European and European-American quests for power
over the world. Moreover, tracing these histories of the emergence of the categories we tend to
take for granted helps shift the locus of white supremacy from individual racial bias to an
inherited system of power that structured the modern world and still structures the world today—

a system that manifests in both personal and systemic, agential and institutional ways.

The Prehistory of Modern Private Property

Formed in relationship to the exploitation of gendered difference, whiteness, as both possessable
identity and supra-agential, world-ordering power, emerged within processes of European
colonialism, capitalist political economy, and the theological, philosophical, and scientific
rationales that buttress them. The early modern formation of whiteness, however, is a story not
just of capitalist political economy in general, but the formation of the institution of private
property in particular. Indeed, while they are not wholly reducible to one another, whiteness and
private property do share a common history and indeed come into existence by way of one
another in such a way that it is impossible to adequately understand one apart from the other.

This project is concerned with the criminalization not only of non-white but of non-propertied
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peoples, both white and non-white alike. Having outlined key components of the historical
formation of whiteness, in order to understand the criminalization that defends both whiteness
and private property against those whose presence and very existence are understood to pose a
threat to them, I turn now to the historical formation of private property, especially as it evolves
into its relatively unlimited, absolutely exclusive form in modernity.

On the most basic level, “property” broadly speaking refers not just to things themselves,
but to the relationship between persons and things.'*3 Earliest uses of the term point to natures or
qualities possessed by a person or thing, for example, the “properties” of a substance found in
nature, or even the “properties” of God.'** More expansively, while the concept of property still
connotes such a relationship, in addition to referring to a quality and the person or thing that
possesses it, property also refers to the dynamic relationship between persons and the things that
comprise the material world in which we live. That relationship can take many forms, including
“claims” to things, “rights” to “use” and “dispose of”’ things how we see fit, “possession of”
things, and so on. These claims, rights, and modes of possession can also subsequently manifest
in multiple ways: communal possession, individual possession, exclusive possession, corporate
or state possession, or even a mixture of multiple forms of possession.!!> Because property is a
question of the relationship between persons and things, any understanding of that relationship

also entails a conception of what a person is, on the one hand, and what the world is, on the
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other. A theory of property, in other words, is also a theory of the nature or constitution of
persons who relate to it, and to one another—an anthropology—as well as an understanding of
the origins, nature, purpose, and ends of the world itself, which is to say a cosmology of some
kind, such as a theology of creation. Because claims to property necessarily lead to conflict
between various and sometimes competing claims, questions of property and its justification also
entail questions of political order and the guiding conceptions of power and authority that
accompany it. Moreover, because questions of property and its justification necessarily entail
questions of power and authority, considerations of property also entail consideration of those
“God concepts” upon which justifications of property are built. As theologian Douglas Meeks
writes, “The prevailing model or paradigm of property will often reflect the prevailing perception
of God and vice versa. The history of property is the history of human power and authority and
thus in many ways the history of the way human beings have conceived and worshiped divine
power and authority.”*1® We cannot talk about property and its history, then, without discerning
the fusion of theological and political ideas—about persons, the world, and God—upon which
they rest.

“Property” has described aspects of the relationship between humans and the material
world for millennia. Property possessed to the absolute exclusion of others, without any
responsibility to the needs of a broader community, however, is only a few hundred years old.
Absolutely exclusive private property emerges from the same confluence of forces that whiteness
does, namely, capitalism, colonialism, and Christian theological reasoning, which is why
understanding how we came to a world so privatized requires outlining the various conceptions

of property that precede it, as well as the theological-political rationales and practices that
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eventually help facilitate and proliferate absolute privatization in early modern Europe and the
Americas, and ultimately across the globe.

While private property possessed to the absolute and limitless exclusion of others is only
about three hundred years old, some version of the idea of a right to property held in relative
privacy has existed since the ancient world. From that time up to today, we can observe two
predominant and contesting views on privately possessed property, each containing a number of
variations, some of which I will outline in the remainder of this section. On the one hand are
those throughout western history who argue that finite, sinful, self-centered humanity needs
privately possessed property because human finitude and sinfulness dictate that commonly
possessed property can only lead to perpetual conflict and chaos. As such, the argument goes,
private property, while not what God originally intended, is understood to serve the divine or
universally necessary purpose of protecting humankind from the violence that is inevitable when
fundamentally finite and sinful humans try to share. On the other hand are those who argue that
property privately possessed is not a safeguard against the conflict and chaos that emerge from
sin but is itself a fundamental manifestation of human sinfulness because it claims for oneself
alone what, by God’s intention, actually belongs to all. In this view, private property is
understood to be not an expression but a disruption of God’s will for the world, and a forfeiting
of the capacity of humans made in God’s image to live in accordance with that will. Both, then,
are based on interpretations of human finitude and/or sin: one holds that sin produces an inability
to possess property in any way other than privately, while the other holds that possessing
property privately does not guard against but is in fact a fundamental manifestation of sin, and

one that indeed proliferates further sin and evil in the world.
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Ancient Philosophy to Early Christianity

Philosophers of ancient Greece wrestled at length with how to define the way that
humans relate to the material world in which we live—or at least how they ought to. In Plato’s
vision of society, the “guardians” who are responsible for governing the city are to possess no
private property. Non-governing citizens are permitted to hold property privately, but the
guardians heavily regulate citizens’ private property, as they do all forms of economic activity, in
the interest of society as a whole. In Plato’s words, “each man who receives a portion of land
should regard it as the common possession of the entire state.”'” Even though privately held,
property in Plato’s republic is ultimately purposed toward the interests of the broader society as a
whole, not primarily the individual who holds property. While Plato acknowledges that imperfect
human dispositions make some form of privately-owned property inevitable, in the “ideal society
and state,” he writes, “the notion of ‘private property’ will have been...completely eliminated
from life.”1%®

If Plato is relatively confident in the anthropological and political possibilities of a
society ordered by communally owned property, Aristotle is less certain. Much like Plato,
Aristotle recognizes that the ideal is common ownership, even if the facts of human immorality
require something else: “although there is a sense in which property ought to be common, it
should in general be private.”'*® For Aristotle, private property is to be desired above communal
property because conflict arises more easily on commonly tenured land; because commonly own
land is more likely to be neglected; because privately owned property is more likely to promote

both pleasure and moral virtue; and because privately accrued property is required if one is to
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exercise the virtue of generosity.*?° In contrast to predominant later modern understandings of
private property, however, Aristotle believes that unlimited accumulation of private property is
unnatural and that property acquired for the purposes of economic exchange is “illegitimate.”*??
Aristotle condemns such forms of accumulation because they exceed what is “necessary” for the
purposes of the domestic and social household, namely, providing those external goods by which
people might live and pursue the virtues inherent in the “good life.” Despite distinctions in their
views on the goods promoted by privately versus communally held property, what Plato and
Aristotle hold in common is a clear inability to conceive of a legitimate social order in which
private property is unlimited, absolutely exclusive, and alienated from any broader collective
responsibilities to society as a whole.

The thought of Plato on Aristotle on the nature of the relationship between persons and
things underwent elaboration and contestation with interventions from thinkers in the Roman
tradition. Despite critiques of excessive wealth from especially the Stoics and the Cynics, figures
in these traditions understood private property that did not contradict duties to a general common
good as an inevitable and morally stable feature of any social order.'?> With Cicero, this
trajectory received more explicit solidification. One of the most conservative figures in the
Roman tradition, Cicero echoed Plato and Aristotle by arguing that all wealth comes with
inherent responsibilities to others. Toward that end, some things are to be held in common—Dbut
not much. For Cicero, the original purpose of “political communities” was to protect individual

possessions.'? As such, the purpose of the law, both civil and natural alike, is to protect

property—a function that takes into account and honors the inherent self-preserving tendencies
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of humanity.'?* The Roman philosopher Seneca further elaborated this anthropology of self-
preservation, situating it at the center of a mythological accounting for the existence of property
privately held. In a prior “Golden Age,” humans freely shared and possessed the world in
common, thereby nullifying the need for violence of any kind. With the introduction of avarice,
however, comes the introduction of excessive wealth, private property, and the subjugations they
bring about: “a thatched roof covered free men; under marble and gold dwells slavery.” Seneca
ultimately sees this change as an “irreversible” one that helps us account for the unfree state of
humanity, and, at the very least, enables us to avoid wealth and greed’s unnecessary excesses,
instead using wealth as a means of acting generously—that is, virtuously.'? On the whole, the
Roman tradition elaborated to the point of greater legal solidity the inclination to idealize
property privately held to a degree that exceeded what the Greek philosophers had in mind.

The most direct inheritors and elaborators of this understanding that private property is a
“necessary evil”1?% that emerges as a consequence of human immorality was Christianity. As
theologian Doug Meeks argues, property has always contained within it both promise and threat:
“The great promise of property has always been that it would give the human being freedom”
from “the capriciousness of overlords, nature, and fate,” while “the threat of property is
domination.”*?” Interpreting and building from the traditions that preceded it, the Christian
tradition is especially attentive to this dual capacity of property to bring life and death, and that
duality is reflected in the range of Christian interventions on the subject. Condemnations of
wealth and invitations to share or relinquish it abound in both Jewish and Christian scripture. In

the Hebrew Bible, the patriarchs and prophets give voice to God’s instruction to provide for
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those dispossessed of the means of subsistence, and they voice God’s condemnation of those
who exploit others in pursuit of wealth.'?® In addition to Jesus’s proclamation that the poor are
among God’s blessed ones (Matthew 5.3, Luke 6.20), and that those who serve dispossessed and
imprisoned people serve Jesus (Matthew 25.31-46), critique of private wealth in the New
Testament is seen most explicitly in the story of the rich young ruler who Jesus instructs to “sell
your possessions and give the money to the poor” (Matthew 19.21).12° After the rich man “went
away grieving,” Jesus tells his disciples “it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle
than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God” (Matthew 19.22, 24). Or, as
Matthew’s Jesus summarizes even more succinctly, “You cannot serve [both] God and wealth”
(Matthew 6.24). Likewise, in 1 Timothy 6.10, it is written that “the love of money is the root of
all kinds of evil.” Beyond wealth generally speaking, one of the few explicit references to private
Versus common property possession in the New Testament is seen in the book of Acts where
Luke depicts the gathering of the first Christian church:

Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul, and no

one claimed private ownership of any possessions, but everything they owned was

held in common. With great power the apostles gave their testimony to the

resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon them all. There was not a

needy person among them, for as many as owned lands or houses sold them and

brought the proceeds of what was sold. They laid it at the apostles’ feet, and it

was distributed to each as any had need (Acts 4.32-35).

Early Christian theologians interpreting and elaborating upon scripture took a variety of
positions on the question of property. One source from the second century urges believers: “Be

ashamed to keep things that belong to others. Imitate the fairness of God, and no man will be

poor.”*3% Another source from that period, on the other hand, proclaims: “Blessed are they who
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have riches, and who understand that they are from the Lord.”**! Elaborating upon the idea that it
is not wealth itself but the misuse of it that is sinful and brings about evil (1 Timothy 6.10),
Clement of Alexandria of the second half of the second century argued that wealth is a gift from
God that is possessed “more for the sake of the brethren” than for oneself.**? Such a view, which
more or less accepts inequalities in wealth while focusing on the virtues of its possessors and
their just and charitable uses of wealth, would become the predominant view in Christian
thought, with some key exceptions, including especially John of Chrysostom, Ambrose of Milan,
Gregory of Nyssa, and Basil of Caesarea, all from the second half of the fourth century. 3
According to John of Chrysostom, accumulated wealth inherently implies injustice. As he writes
in his homily on the book of Timothy:

Tell me, then, how did you become rich? From whom did you receive it, and from

whom he who transmitted it to you? From his father and his grandfather. But can

you, ascending through many generations, show the acquisition just? It cannot be.

The root and origin of it must have been injustice. Why? Because God in the

beginning did not make one man rich and another poor. Nor did He afterwards

take and show to anyone treasures of gold, and deny to the others the right of

searching for it; rather He left the earth free to all alike.... Why then, if it 1s

common, have you so many acres of land, while your neighbor has not a portion

of it?13
To privately possess accumulated wealth is to hold exclusively what, according to God’s
intention, rightly belongs to all, which would imply that privately possessed property has its

origin in the social sin of injustice. As such, private property is a kind of evil: “Is this not an evil,

that you alone should have the Lord’s property, that you alone should enjoy what is
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common?”'3 Much like John of Chrysostom, Ambrose, the late fourth century Bishop of Milan,
argued that wealth derives from expropriating what properly belongs to all:

For what has been given as common for the use of all, you appropriate to yourself
alone. The earth belongs to all, not to the rich; but fewer are they who do not use
what belongs to all than those who do.... How far, O ye rich, do you push your
mad desires? Shall ye alone dwell upon the earth? Why do you cast out your
consort in nature and claim for yourselves the possession of nature? The earth was
made in common for all, both rich and poor.13¢

Directly countering Cicero’s legitimization of private property, Ambrose argues that private
property is a matter not of neutral “occupation” but “illicit appropriation.”*3” Along with John of
Chrysostom and Ambrose of Milan, Gregory of Nyssa and his older brother Basil of Caesarea
both condemned accumulated wealth and property as a kind of robbery. For Gregory, exclusive
and absolute possession is a form of utmost immorality: “If one should seek to be absolute
possessor of all, refusing even a third or a fifth [of his possessions] to his brothers, then he is a
cruel tyrant, a savage with whom there can be no dealing, an insensate beast gloatingly shutting
its jaws over the meal it will not share.”*3 Likewise does Basil argue that privately accumulated
wealth is theft:
Do you think that you who have taken everything into the unlimited compass of
your avarice, thereby depriving so many others, have done injury to no one? Who
is avaricious? One who is not content with those things which are sufficient
[autarkeia]. Who is a robber? One who takes the goods of another.
Are you not avaricious? Are you not a robber? You who make your own
the things which you have received to distribute? Will not one be called a thief
who steals the garment of one already clothed, and is one deserving of any other
title who will not clothe the naked if he is able to do so?
That bread which you keep, belongs to the hungry; that coat which you

preserve in your wardrobe, to the naked; those shoes which are rotting in your
possession, to the shoeless; that gold which you have hidden in the ground, to the
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needy. Wherefore, as often as you were able to help others, and refused, so often
did you do them wrong.%°

Despite such scathing critiques of wealth from early Christian theologians, the Christian
theological view that would become predominant in the tradition belongs to those who, like
Clement of Alexandria, critique not the distribution of wealth but the moral virtues (or lack
thereof) of wealth’s possessors. Inheriting and elaborating upon both earlier church fathers and
the Roman legal tradition that preceded them, Augustine would articulate what Christopher
Pierson calls the “authoritative view” that, though “the earth was given by God to all mankind in
common...fallen men, in the grip of the vices of lust and avarice, need civil laws that distinguish
‘mine’ from ‘thine’, just as they need the other laws of the earthly state, to save them from
falling into the anarchy of mutual self-destruction.”**° Civil government, on this account, has its
origin in sinfulness—it preserves order from the descent into chaos—and privately held property
is a crucial mechanism of that order-preserving.}4! Emphasizing the distinction made in 1
Timothy—that it is the love of wealth (greed), not wealth itself, that constitutes sin—Augustine
writes that “avarice is the wishing to be rich, not the being rich already.”*? In other words,
wealth should not serve as an end in itself, but only as a means of virtuous living. Indeed, life in
service of greater and greater wealth is a fundamental manifestation of human sinfulness. In the
end, God is the ultimate possessor of the world, and in order to keep the world from spiraling
into destruction as a result of the sin of pride (avarice, greed, lust, and so on), God ordains civil
government as the primary means of that order-keeping.** As Pierson points out, Augustine’s

interventions on wealth, property, civil government, and greed would bear such an influence that
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Gratian cited him seven hundred years later as an authoritative voice on distinctions between
natural and civil law.*** Like the Roman law before him, and to some degree the thought of the
Greeks (especially Aristotle) before that, Augustine helped solidify the view that life after the
fall required private property as a God-ordained way to “prevent the descent into chaos.” For
Augustine, as for other church fathers, “it was not what one possessed (or did not possess) but
one’s attitude to those possessions that counted.” Thus, as nearly every Christian theologian
before and after him held, whatever one held in excess of basic need belonged to those who did

not have what they needed to survive.14°

Medieval to Early Modern

The codification of theretofore existing Roman Law under the Emperor Justinian at the
beginning of the medieval era established fundamental understandings of property that still
obtain today. In the hands of later medieval interpreters, codified Roman Law hinged on what
would eventually become the distinction between “natural” and “conventional” law. In the spirit
of preceding understandings of the original state of things, natural forms of law sanctioned
common property possession, whereas conventional law—the law made necessary by human
sinfulness—necessitated private property possession. This distinction sanctioned, among other
things, concepts of rights to private acquisition and first possession that would be further
elaborated in centuries to come.*® The recovery and proliferation of Aristotle’s work in the
thirteenth century, particularly through Albert the Great and his student Thomas Aquinas, helped

further solidify the place of private property as a feature of theological understandings of the
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God-ordained order of things. Echoing Aristotle, Aquinas argued that external goods including
property should not be thought as ends in themselves, but as necessary instruments for promoting
the happiness for which God created us. As such, the created nature of external goods like
property belongs to God, while God gives to humans “a natural dominion over external things”
in the form of the instrumental “use of them.”*4’ As such, on the question of “whether it is lawful
for anyone to possess something as his own,” Aquinas argues that private procurement and
disposition of external goods like property is allowed, so long as a property possessor
understands that, “in the event of need,” property should ultimately be held in common.* As
Pierson writes, quoting Aquinas, “private ownership is not a part of the natural law but it is not
against natural law; it is rather ‘an addition to natural right devised by human reason.””4°
Consistent with most of the tradition that preceded him—including both Aristotle and the
Clementine and Augustinian tradition of thinking on property—Aquinas argues that private
property is only sinful if it is an expression of avarice and greed, which is to say, if it is
accumulated in excess without being used to serve those who lack what they need to survive.>°
From Aquinas through to the end of the medieval era and the precipice of the
Reformation—an era during which Pierson argues “the idea of individual subjective rights to
private property” first emerges—clashes between ecclesial and political authorities, as well as
conflicts around monastic poverty and the question of ecclesial ownership, sequestered the
“ideal” of common ownership increasingly to the “counsel of perfection” belonging to those who

live monastically outside the civil order.*5* While this era saw the sedimentation of the
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legitimacy of private property possession and the emergence of the idea of individual rights that
accompany it, the right to private property was still firmly “embedded in a network of social
practices and responsibilities that made these claims [to private property] far from
unqualified.”%2

The early sixteenth century brought about multiple interventions on questions of the
legitimacy of private versus commonly held property. First among them were legal treatises and
commentaries that combined, as with most interventions before them, theological and political
modes of reasoning. Further laying the groundwork for later modern theories of private property,
these texts established that God’s natural law held that rights to property privately held derive
from human labor, as prescribed by Genesis 3:19: “By the sweat of your face you shall eat
bread.”*® By fusing property views from both Roman and canon law, these early modern
commentaries further cemented the inherent legitimacy of private property in the popular
imagination of the time.*>* The most widely dispersed divergences from this way of
understanding property during the early sixteenth century came with the work of Erasmus and
Thomas More. For Erasmus, a reader of Plato and Platonic traditions, communal ownership of
worldly goods amongst “friends” is not only possible but preferable, and is the form of
ownership modeled and desired by Jesus Christ.?>® Likewise does More’s fictional work of
political philosophy, Utopia, present a protagonist angered by the enclosure of common property

in England and who proclaims that “the unreasonable covetousness of a few” who steal from the

community has destroyed society, for which the only answer is to restore wealth to common
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possession.'® Arguably much greater than the impact of thinkers like Erasmus and More,
however, was that of the Protestant Reformation and the ideas about property—and political
power and authority—it helped solidify. Before Martin Luther made any comment on property
per se, he established, following Augustine’s interpretation of Romans 13.1-2, that God institutes
“the Sword”—earthly political authority—as a way “to preserve peace, punish sin, and restrain
the wicked.”*®" Dramatically critiquing both the (Catholic) Church’s immoral and exploitative
wealth, on the one hand, and its mendicant orders that critiqued wealth outright, on the other,
Luther argued that wealth is a good given by God and can be used according to God’s purposes
if used righteously. For the same reason, Luther argued that those who found themselves poor
were not to complain to either God or society’s authorities. Rather, following (one interpretation
of) the letter to the Thessalonians, Luther held that “if any would not work, neither should he
cat” (Thessalonians 3.10).2%8 Luther, like Melanchthon after him, based his justification of
property rights on the seventh commandment: “Thou shalt not steal.”%® But as Pierson points
out, neither Luther nor Melanchthon gave any adequate response to the question of whether acts
of first private possession were themselves forms of theft of property held in common, instead
dealing only with theft following a first possession presumed to be inherently innocent.° In
sharp and condemnatory contrast to the “radical reformation” of the Anabaptists and others that
promoted—and experimented with—communal ownership of property, Luther and those who

immediately followed him were most concerned to establish that the fundamental purpose of
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political order was to preserve peace in a fallen world that was subsequently no longer capable of
the communal possession for which it was first created. 5!

The most influential reformer after Luther, John Calvin, followed his forerunner in many
respects, including a clear understanding that civil government exists for the purpose of
preserving peace and preventing chaos, and should, for that reason, be respected insofar as it
follows through on that purpose. Taking up the same proscription against theft as those who
preceded him, Calvin maintains the integrity of a right to personal possessions at the same time
that he insists “we are not our own masters, but belong to God,” which means that “both in our
lives and in the use of our possessions, we are the conscientious stewards of what properly
belongs to another.”'%2 While Calvin advocates strongly for sharing possessions, however, he
stops short of advocating a regime of common ownership of property. % And, like Luther, while
Calvin held that rich people had a “duty” to share their possessions with dispossessed people,
dispossessed people could not for that reason claim a right to receive such acts of individual
charity.'®* As Pierson points out, while Calvin, following Luther, preached a general acceptance
of the status quo as a manifestation of God’s design, Calvin’s followers would develop a more
robust theology of the right of citizens to resist and depose authorities that pass from legitimate
power to illegitimate tyranny that preserves neither peace nor the wellbeing of citizen-
subjects.®® It is in this context that early, proto-liberal formulations of the right to freedom from
tyrannical power were forged, thereby further contributing to the notion of individual rights to

private property.%® At the same time, royal claims to the absolute, godlike right to the
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possessions of all people proliferated, summoning subsequent critical contradictions from
Protestants and Catholics alike.'%” Multiple figures writing at this time, including catholic
theologians Vitoria and Suarez, further developed theological understandings of private property
that grounded it in a natural law through which God gives humans the gift of dominium over
creation.'%8 While this right to private property remained limited, as opposed to absolute and
inalienable, it nevertheless helped pave the way for the theorizations of private property that
would extend this right to still greater lengths. In sum, with only a few exceptions, theorists of
property in the late sixteenth century combined theological ideas of natural law and the
imperative that sinful humans live “by the sweat of [their] brow” with the idea of the right to
freedom from arbitrary and tyrannical authority. In so doing, these thinkers helped lay the
groundwork for the more distinctly modern and individualized understandings of private
property that would soon follow.%°

In the second half of the seventeenth century, three key figures—Grotius, Hobbes, and
Pufendorf—elaborated upon the natural law based political philosophies and theologies that
preceded their own, helping to further prepare the way especially for the interventions of John
Locke that would soon follow. Though each of these thinkers emphasized different aspects of the
legitimacy of a private property regime, following in the wake of the Calvinist and anti-absolutist
traditions of the earlier seventeenth century, the basic starting point for Grotius, Hobbes, and
Pufendorf is the individual right to protection from arbitrary power, the right to “defend one’s
life” and that which one acquires through industry, labor, first occupancy, or contractual

agreement. In other words, these theories of the legitimacy of private property rest on the
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fundamental right of self-preservation—a right central to the then nascent tradition of political
liberalism being formulated in the work of these and other figures.1’® Because this right of self-
preservation is a feature of the natural order of things and the natural law upon which it stands,
the right to privately held property is thus understood as a right inherent in the natural law.
According to Grotius, God created a world designed for a mixture of property owned in common
and property owned privately. Property rightly belongs exclusively to an individual when an
individual acquires it “through their industry and labor.”*"* As such, Grotius argues for the
legitimacy of the first possessor principle of property, that the first to acquire unused or
abandoned property has an inherent and even exclusive right to it.1’? In the end, the fundamental
premise of private property, for Grotius, however, is not simply the claim of an individual right
to it, but the prior right to “be safeguarded in the possession of what belongs to him.”*"3 For
Grotius, God’s gift of creation and the natural law that orders it allows that, once possessed,
property is legitimately private and exclusive when its possessor exercises the freedom to use or
dispose of it as they see fit, and when they subsequently can be said to exercise unimpeded
ownership (dominium) over it, which, by extension, entails the right to defend it.1”# In this way,
private ownership entails the liberty to exercise free use of one’s property, and liberty likewise
entails the ability to individually privately possess what one acquires. Here we see Grotius
elaborating upon prior theories of ownership in a way that contributes to a modern conception of

personhood in which ownership and freedom are intimately tied.1"
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Absolutely Exclusive Private Property

Before the seventeenth century, the right to private property was still relatively limited: such
rights were never absolute, and were never claimed without some degree of regard for the
wellbeing of the larger community or polis in which one lived. As | suggested above, the notion
of absolute individual private property rights emerged on the one hand from the idea that human
finitude and sin make common property untenable, and on the other, from the idea that citizens
should have the right to defend themselves and their belongings against overreaching and
tyrannical political and ecclesial authority. With the work of John Locke in the late seventeenth
century, predominant understandings of the meaning and scope of private property underwent a
radical shift that opened the door to a world in which not just “private” but relatively unlimited
absolutely exclusive private property would become a norm that became and remains essentially
invulnerable to critique. An English philosopher, colonialist, and investor in the then-burgeoning
transatlantic slave trade,'’® Locke by no means invented private property as we know it today,
but his writing on property solidified a tradition of thinking on the issue that was already moving
toward privileging and naturalizing absolutely exclusive private possession as the mode of
relating to creation that most aligned with divine and natural law.*’” Whether he intended it or
not, Locke’s political philosophy of property was subsequently used to rationalize and build the
foundations of the order of absolutely exclusive private property that structures much of our

world today.1"®
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Locke’s work helped catalyze what would become at least three significant shifts in
predominant understandings of the right to private property in the modern era. First, while early
formulations of liberal political thought in the late seventeenth viewed private property as a right
against arbitrary power, with and after Locke, the right to private property became less a defense
against the powerful, and more a defense of the powerful against the relatively powerless. For
instance, Locke’s work helped guide English colonizers in their pursuit of the possession of
indigenous lands in the Americas, and the next generation of American colonists used his work
to formulate the central American tenet as it was originally defined: the right to life, liberty, and
property.t”® Second, Locke largely follows the trajectory of thinking on private property that
presumes that, based on human finitude and sin, private property is necessary to uphold order
and guard against chaos. What changes with Locke—who synthesizes and elaborates the thought
that preceded him, as opposed to inventing something entirely new—is that privately held
property shifts from being understood as a necessary evil to being understood as a natural and
positive feature of the order that God created.'® Instead of a regrettable but necessary
mechanism for guarding against chaos, private property becomes conceptualized as an original
and enduring feature of the world as God always intended it. Third, with Locke, the right to
private property transforms from a mere natural right to a natural, God-ordained mandate.
Locke’s theory of property is in fact a theology of creation that understands humans to be not
merely invited but required to use their labor to “subdue,” make industrious use of, and privately
enclose parts of the Earth. As such, the exclusive possession of property becomes quite literally a

matter of “obedience” to God, and thus of accordance with the natural order of things.8 This
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dual notion of obedience and nature rests on the fact that, in Locke’s conception, property held in
common is “wasted” property, whereas property that has been made private and productive
through subjection to human labor and industriousness fulfills the divine and natural purposes for
which it was made, which thereby authorizes exclusive possession.18?

Locke’s political philosophy of private property is comprised of an economic and a
theological-philosophical dimension. Following from these dimensions of Locke’s defense of
private property, political theorist Onur Ulas Ince argues, there are two predominant schools of
Lockean interpretation that tend to present these dimensions of Locke’s work as distinct from
one another. One reads Locke’s theory strictly in terms of economy, interpreting his work as an
expression of “nascent capitalist relations,” while the other reads Locke in terms of a founding
natural law framework that in turn guides his economic theory. Rather than two sharply distinct
ways of reading Locke, however, Ince suggests that it is possible and indeed more interpretively
sound to read the economic and the theological co-constitutively in Locke’s thought. According
to Ince, we can discern in Locke’s theory of money a mechanism that makes it possible to extract
value from creation, which in turn establishes “a relation of necessity between the divine telos
and accumulative practices.”*® In short, because, for Locke, land that is held in common is
wasted for the reason that it is isolated from the human industriousness and value extracting that
God so wills, money, which gives a real and measurable value to creation, fulfills a purpose that
is at once theological and economic. That purpose is obeying God’s command to “subdue the

earth” and in so doing transform waste into value while also increasing the welfare of all of
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humankind that Locke understands to benefit from such subjection and transformation. As Ince
summarizes:

Locke’s notion of money...abridges the distance between progress-as-God’s-

design and progress-as-capital-accumulation. More specifically, money enables

Locke to demonstrate that the capitalistic relations of his time (Jwhich includes]

enclosures, subjection of nature to the logic of value extraction, [and the]

enhanced productive efficiency of labor...) are one and the same as the

consummation of a divinely sanctioned moral purpose.
Subduing by enclosing and privatizing the earth generates value that benefits creation, and it also
fulfills God’s desire—obeys God’s mandate—for the world. Under such a framework; it is easy
to discern how the colonial and racial capitalist pursuit of privately possessing more and more
land, including through the later notion of manifest destiny, is understood as a moral endeavor.

As a political theology of the both relationship between persons and things, and of
creation, Locke’s thinking on private property possession also entails an implicit anthropology, a
theory of personhood. In the language of political theorist C.B. Macpherson, Locke, as well as
Hobbes and others, understand the fullness of personhood in terms of the “possessive
individual.” The possessive individual is marked by freedom from dependence upon others, on
the one hand, and freedom for self-interested disposal of one’s capacities and possessions, on the

other, owing nothing to anyone or to society as a whole.*® For Locke, this essential freedom or

capacity to possess not only makes a person a person but is itself a kind of property that
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normative (European, male) persons possess.® Property, then, under the Lockean conception,
consists not only in things themselves, but in the allegedly inherent right or capacity to possess
them.*8” Elaborating upon and extending Macpherson’s theory of possessive individualism,
political philosopher Etienne Balibar argues that in Locke’s work as a whole—including both his
philosophy of property and his philosophy of human consciousness—we see a theory of
personhood in which possession does not just emerge externally from personal freedom but is
itself an expression of Locke’s anthropological theory of self-ownership, a cornerstone of
modern liberal political theory.'®® By “binding together” “identity” and “appropriation,” Locke
transforms the idea of personhood so that “having” and “being” are not two fundamentally
distinct phenomena but rather two ways of talking about the same thing: to be a (normative)
person is to possess oneself, and to use one’s labor (or the labor of others under one’s control) to
possess the world.'8 Appropriation, then, is not a peripheral but central expression of what it
means to be a human person—or at least a certain kind of human person. Indeed, Locke
understands the capacity for the unlimited acquisition and exclusive possession of property to be
natural or inherent only to those gifted with superior degrees of rationality and industriousness,
which, for Locke, would have meant wealthy men of European origin, as opposed to poor
European laborers, Africans, or Natives in the Americas and elsewhere.*® In other words, Locke
has certain persons in mind when defining the crux of personhood as he does. As Macpherson
writes, “the individual with which [Locke] starts has already been created in the image of the

market man,”'®* meaning men of European origin.
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Absolutely exclusive private property possession in its formative stages was a thoroughly
gendered regime. European men, in Locke’s framework—and indeed in most philosophical and
theological systems of the time—were the only persons seen as natural bearers of the capacity to
possess property privately. As Silvia Federici shows, capitalism depends upon the reproductive
labor of women who give birth and so supply more bodies for a labor force that builds wealth
that those laborers—reproductive or otherwise—will scarcely enjoy. Women, according to
predominant thought in the modern era, lack the natural capacity to possess and manage the earth
privately. Indeed, women—whether of European, African, Native American, other descent—not
only could not, whether by nature or by custom, possess property, they themselves were the
property of men, though not all in the same ways.°> As outlined above, women of European
descent functioned as “extensions” of their husband’s property, and existed at the disposal of
men in general.1% And yet, married European women still enjoyed beneficial access to private
property, through their (European) husbands, in a way that African and indigenous women did
not.2®* Even if only certain people get to be private possessors, in the Lockean view of property,
the private possession of a few is understood to benefit not only a few, but all of human
civilization.!®® Because Locke’s vision of society entails an understanding of the naturally
normative (European, male) human person as private possessor, he subsequently understands the

primary purpose of civil government to be protecting and preserving property against those who

192 Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color,”

373. For more on the relation of women to property in feudalism and capitalism, see: Federici, Caliban and the
Witch.

193 Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color,”
373.

194 |bid.; Roediger, How Race Survived U.S. History, 24-25.

195 |_ocke, Two Treatises of Government.

93



would do harm to property both in persons and possessions, and to punish those guilty of such
trespasses, which I explore further in the third and fourth chapters.1%

Locke’s conception of private property ultimately reflects not just an elaboration of the
work of political philosophers before him, but a philosophy worked out in tandem with his own
personal colonial commercial investments, his role in the political and economic institution of
the Carolina colonies, and his stake in the wider “enclosure movement” that was well underway
in his home country of England.*®” Though the process of the enclosure of commonly tenured
lands began as early as the thirteenth century in England, it reached its peak during the late
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, and served as a prelude to the sedimentation of
unlimited and absolutely exclusive private property as a central institution in the modern west.1%
The function of enclosures—hedges, fences, gates, walls—is to keep in and keep out. As such,
enclosures are sites of inherent political contestation. In early modern England, enclosure
appeared as a dramatic disruption that separated people from the common lands upon which they
worked for their livelihoods. Enclosures during this era were the result of wealthy landholders,
motivated by new market opportunities, illegally—and often by way of violence and terror—
reclaiming commonly tenured farmland and woodland as their own exclusive possession,
literally closing it in with hedges or fencing in order to transform it into sheep pasture to serve
more profitable forms of production.t® Over the course of the fifteenth through seventeenth
centuries, the enclosure of commonly tenured land displaced many thousands of rural tenants

whose livelihood depended on access to the commons. As historian Peter Linebaugh writes, “By
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the end of the sixteenth century there were twelve times as many propertyless people as there had
been a hundred years earlier. In the seventeenth century almost a quarter of the land in England
was enclosed.”? By the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, enclosures obtained the
authority of the law, with approximately four thousand enclosure acts passed during those
centuries legalizing the appropriation of upwards of six million acres of land, transferring land
that was once held in common into the hands of a small number of “politically dominant
landowners.”?%! Beginning as an illegal process of theft and evolving into a legal process of theft,
the enclosure movement’s mass expropriation, Linebaugh, echoing Marx, writes, “was the
source of the original accumulation of capital, and the force that transformed land and labor into
commodities.”?%? The original expropriation or “primitive accumulation” of the enclosure
movement virtually eliminated the commons that sustained the livelihood of a majority of the
population, replacing it with private, exclusively possessed property. In so doing, the enclosure
movement reconfigured legal, political, and economic orders in a way that deepened the distance
and distinction between a propertied owning class and a dispossessed working class and
underclass displaced to industrializing cities where the only option was to work as a “free” but

“rightless”?03

wage laborer in a system that was, according to historian Christopher Hill, “little
better than slavery.”2%* In tandem with the related processes of European war making and
colonial and enslaving ventures, the enclosure movement helped forge the political economy and

concomitant legal buttresses of capitalism in its earliest manifestations. 2%
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Enclosures are sites of inherent political and economic contestation. But as we have
already begun to see, they are also sites of theological contestation. Much like Locke, whose
political philosophy of private property relies in significant part upon biblical interpretation and
theological reasoning (very much deployed from his social position), the early modern
proponents of enclosure rationalized their dispossession-by-enclosure through engagement with
Christian scripture and popular conceptions of Christian morality. From the point of view not
just of philosophers like Locke but of land-owning enclosers in early modern England, hedges,
fences, and gates functioned not only as practical mechanisms for privatizing land but as sacred
mechanisms for fulfilling God’s mandate to exercise private dominion over the earth, and to
promote the industriousness to which God calls all humans. Under both the manorial
arrangements of feudalism and the transition to early agrarian capitalism, enclosers viewed the
work of “improving” the earth—a term widely deployed by centuries of enclosers—as an
inherent moral good. Echoing the legal treatises and commentaries popular at the time, a widely
read husbandry manual from 1578 cites Genesis 3:19: “In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat thy
bread.” The author cites this passage not to establish, as Genesis does, the sinful state of human
existence before God after the fall, but to suggest that God ordains obtaining wealth through the
industrious labor of husbandry.?% The political theology of primitive accumulation can be seen,
moreover, by the way in which a number of other husbandry manuals from early modern
England argue in no uncertain terms that commonly tenured land promotes immorality that
contradicts God’s will and weakens the strength of the nation. In the words of a manual
published two decades prior to Locke’s Two Treatises, common lands are:

the producers, shelterers, and maintainers of vast number of vagrants, and idle
persons, that are spread throughout the great part of England; and are

206 Andrew McRae, God Speed the Plough: The Representation of Agrarian England, 1500-1660 (Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press, 1996), 140-142.
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encouragements to theft, pilfering, lechery, idleness, and many other lewd actions,

not so usual in places where every man hath his proper lands inclosed, where

every tenant knows where to find his cattle, and every labourer knows where to

have his days work.2%

Likewise does the anonymous author of a pro-enclosure pamphlet published in the 1650s argue
that “God is the God of order, and order is the soul of things, the life of the Commonwealth; but
common fields are the seat of disorder, the seed plot of contention, the nursery of beggary.”?%
The same author also (dubiously) claims that there is “no example of common fields in all the
divine word” of Christian scripture, which he takes as evidence of the fact that private enclosure
accords with God’s intentions and that common property contradicts God’s will and produces
immoralities that threaten the order of things as God intends it.

Viewed in light of such threats, historian Nicholas Bromley points out that seventeenth
century husbandry manuals “characterized improvement as a divine imperative. Passive
ownership was an affront to God’s will; innovation and enterprise were to be encouraged.”?% By
materializing God’s vision for creation, the hedges, fences, and gates of agrarian enclosure
served the purpose of both guarding against and disciplining the depravities of poor vagrants and
“disorderly” villagers who regularly damaged enclosures in retaliation against the dispossession
they generated. Indeed, according to Blomley, the figure of the hedge in early modern England
functioned, both for theologians and other social commentators, as “a common metaphor for

impenetrability, and the prevention of misrule.”?*® As a kind of organic barbed wire, the thorns

of certain species of hedges served as instruments for physically “disciplining” the bodies of

207 John Worlidge, Systema Agriculturae (1669), 13.

208 Quoted in Carroll, ““The Nursery of Beggary’: Enclosure, Vagrancy, and Sedition in the Tudor-Stuart Period,”
38.

209 Blomley, “Making Private Property,” 6.

210 1bid., 12, 20, footnote 9.
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poor commoners who tried to break or climb them.?!* As such, they constituted what one
husbandry manual called “Defence” against “rude persons,” protection against “the lusts of vile
persons,” thereby playing an important material function in enclosers’ understandings of God’s
intentions for creation.?*?

We understand modern western criminalization in its origins if we understand the
relationship between the constructed morality of private property possessors and the constructed
immorality of those who do not possess—and are in fact dispossessed by—rprivate property. If
hedges, fences, and gates were understood as sacred mechanisms, then those who threatened
them through their propertylessness were inevitably perceived as embodiments of immorality
and evil. But the history of enclosure does not consist merely in powerful agents exercising
limitless power over poor passive victims. Indeed, people dispossessed of common land in early
modern England regularly deployed an array of tactics in opposition to enclosure, including
calculated foot-dragging, refusal to mark out property lines for surveyors, theft and destruction
of surveyor maps, “grumbling” to neighbors as a form of base-building and organizing,
distributing “complaints” to neighbors and landowners, and submitting petitions to Parliament.
When these measures failed to stop the tide of enclosure that threatened their livelihoods,
villagers regularly resorted to gathering by the tens, hundreds, and even thousands to physically
level hedges, break and burn fences, and demolish the gates that enacted their displacement.?
As they did in regard to the bothersome “vagrants” who roamed the countryside, private property
owners likewise disparaged more militant anti-enclosure commoners in the same terms as

embodiments of the worst kind of immorality. According to Sir John Cheke, the rebels of a series

2 |bid., 5, 9.

212 Quoted on ibid., 9.

213 J. M. Neeson, “The Opponents of Enclosure in Eighteenth-Century Northamptonshire,” Past & Present, no. 105
(Nov. 1984).
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of rural anti-enclosure uprisings in England in 1549 were nothing more than “nastye

29 ¢¢ 29 ¢¢

vagabundes,” “idell loyterers,” “robbers,” “ungodly rablementes,” and “loitering beggers.”?*4 Or
take the case of a late eighteenth century anti-enclosure uprising in the small village of Raunds in
the East Midlands of England. There, in 1797, a group of landless sheep and cattle grazers,
artisans, and small proprietors presented a petition to Parliament as that governing body prepared
to pass an act of enclosure that would cut off villagers’ access to the town’s common lands.
Having seen how the enclosure of commonly tenured lands ravaged neighboring communities,
the villagers expressed their concern at the inevitable “injuries” to themselves and the broader
community that would follow their displacement from the land. However, given that Parliament
in the late eighteenth century had become highly sympathetic to the desires and wishes of
wealthy enclosers, the villagers’ petition was, like most such petitions, ignored. The enclosure
proceeded as planned. About two years later, J.M. Neeson writes, the “petitioners” of Raunds
became the “rioters” of Raunds: “led by the village women and some shoemakers they pulled
down [enclosure] fences, dismantled gates, lit huge bonfires and celebrated long into the
night.”?!> A young boy by the name of James Tyley, the nephew of an area vicar, was a witness
to the events. Tyley, too, would later become a clergyman. As rector of a neighboring village,
Tyley wrote a poem celebrating the glory of enclosure and recollecting the evil of those who
attacked it when he was a child. “Meanwhile the greedy crowd,” he wrote,

as if maddened by Bacchus, the thyrsus-bearer, rage horribly when they recall

their pleasant little thefts, their sheaves of corn snatched from the scattered

harvest and their hidden guile. [...] To such [mobs], brawls and din and mad riot

are dear, and all hatred of kings, and contempt of sacred law. Like a swarm of

locusts the dark tribe burst from their noisome hovels, abandoning their

unfinished soles and wooden benches. Seditious, filled with Paynim poison, they
spread contagion among the gaping mob. Trusting overmuch to such leaders and

214 Quoted on McRae, God Speed the Plough, 51.
215 Neeson, Commoners, 278.
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void of reason, the people remove the fences and wildly riot over the length and
breadth of the fields.?

Like so many other pro-enclosure texts of the time, Tyley depicts the commoners of Raunds as
fundamentally depraved and immoral, almost demonic. Tyley accuses the commoners of greed
and theft for claiming entitlement to gleanings from the edge of the field—an irony given the
imperatives in Deuteronomy and Leviticus to leave gleanings for the poor of Israel (Leviticus
19.9-10; Deuteronomy 24.21-22). Likening the crowd, at once, to a blood-thirsty, spear-wielding
Roman god of agriculture and wine, and then to the biblical threat of “a swarm of locusts,” Tyley
disparages the ramshackle dwellings of the shoemakers and woodworkers who lazily abandon
their work in order to incite a riot. “Seditious,” seemingly against both God and country, Tyley
poeticizes that the rioters are “filled with Paynim poison.” Paynim is a word for heathen,
especially Muslims, and thus perhaps indicates a demonization approaching if not fully
deploying the racial. So possessed, according to Tyley’s recollection, the leaders of the riot gain
the trust of other allegedly irrational commoners, who subsequently tear out the town’s enclosing
fences en masse. Thus does Tyley encapsulate and dramatize the political theology that builds
enclosures: enclosure is a mechanism in line with God’s vision for the world, and those who
would so disrespect it counter God’s will, and are therefore embodiments of sin and evil.
Building off a tradition that sees private property as a safeguard against the chaos that
ensues from human finitude and sin, and building off the popular theological-political rationales
of wealthy landowners in the early modern era, pro-enclosure elites, John Locke, and others who
follow them elaborate a political theology of private property that establishes the right to
relatively unlimited, absolutely exclusive private property—property possessed without regard

for the rights or wellbeing of others—as a right of both theological and political groundings.

216 JTames Tyley, “Inclosure of Open Fields in Northamptonshire” (1823).
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Property possessed privately, it would become widely accepted, corresponds with and concretely

materializes God’s original intentions for the created world.

Whiteness and/as Private Property

Absolutely exclusive and relatively unlimited private property—from its English enclosure
movement origins to its proliferation via European colonialism, plantation capitalism, and up to
today—creates, because it relies upon, economic dispossession: privatizing land and resources
otherwise held in common requires dispossessing those who had utilized them for their
livelihood up to that point, a reality made evident by more than a thousand years of theological
and political tradition that decries private property as a form of theft in which the few steal from
the many—a tradition | will explore further in the final chapter. I have outlined the historical
formation of whiteness and the historical formation of absolutely exclusive private property
regimes, only implicitly pointing to the actual relationship between the two. So what,
specifically, is the nature of the relationship between the historical formation of private property
and the formation of whiteness and the dispossessions of non-white peoples that it entails? To
begin with, as explored briefly above, in addition to land and commaodities produced by slave
labor, the racial capitalism of the plantation transformed people of African descent into property
“that could be transferred, assigned, inherited, or posted as collateral” by owners primarily of
European descent.?!” As such, the “value” of African life for white plantation owners was a
matter not of any inherent dignity, mutual relation, or any other measure, but primarily of its

labor and reproductive capacities.?'8 In addition to transforming enslaved Africans into a kind of

217 Cheryl I. Harris, “Whiteness as Property,” Harvard Law Review 106, no. 8 (June 1993): 1720.

218 |bid. See also: Morgan, Laboring Women; Federici, Caliban and the Witch; Hortense Spillers, “Mama’s Baby,
Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book,” in Black, White, and in Color: Essays on American Literature and
Culture (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2003).

101



property, though, whiteness is intimately tied to the institution of private property in another
important sense that is crucial for understanding the racial and economic criminalization that
followed chattel slavery and that continues today. In addition to the possession of other people,
whiteness itself, as critical race theorist Cheryl Harris shows, constitutes a kind of “property” in
the sense that its earliest (European colonial) articulations ascribed to it an allegedly inherent and
superior capacity to possess the world absolutely.??

The enclosure movement in England, along with the more absolutely exclusive private
property regimes it helped birth in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and beyond, was not
at first a comprehensively racial project in the way we understand race today. And yet, the soil in
which modern race first germinated is the same soil upon which private property was built,
namely, European colonialism and racial capitalism, as well as the Christian theological-political
reasoning that buttresses each. Indeed, aspects of early enclosure took proto-racial—what Cedric
Robinson calls “racialist”—forms and would soon evolve and proliferate across the world by
way of colonialism and capitalism in more thoroughly (and modernly) racialized ways. The
history of English enclosure is typically narrated as a matter of class relations, but as detailed
above, even within Europe, the exploitation and dispossession that capitalism first deployed
already took on racial (or at least proto-modern-racial) forms.??° Before, and eventually
simultaneous with, its conquests of Africa and the Americas, England colonized Ireland and

Scotland, whose inhabitants English colonizers characterized in terms that anticipate and

219 Harris, “Whiteness as Property.”

220 Robinson, Black Marxism. As we learn from Stuart Hall, Robin Kelley, and Silvia Federici, among others, race
(along with gender) is a mode through which class relations are “lived,” meaning through which they take on
particular shape in particular contexts. For Hall’s original formulation, see: Stuart Hall, “Race, Articulation and
Societies Structured in Dominance” in Sociological Theories: Race and Colonialism, UNESCO (Berman
Associates, 1980), 341.
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approximate the racial.??* Moreover, the dispossessing work of enclosure was carried out in
tandem with colonial conquest and war making, and indeed, enclosure was a tool of colonial
conquest itself, including in the “New World” of the Americas.??? In addition, pro-enclosure
elites in England regularly characterized poor commoners in subtly racial or proto-racial terms
not only in Ireland and in the Highlands of Scotland, but in England, and they did so by
deploying the same terms of derision that were simultaneously used in service of the colonization
of non-European peoples. “Critics of commons loathed commoners with a xenophobic
intensity,” historian J. M. Neeson argues. “They were a ‘sordid race’, as foreign and uncultivated
as the land that fed them. Like commons they were wild and unproductive. They were lazy and
dangerous. If wastes must be subdued, so must they.”?%

As private enclosure spread, by way of colonialism, across the globe, the implicit racial
character of private enclosure became explicit in such a way that naturalized conceptions of
absolutely private property possession and absolutized conceptions of race fused in fundamental
ways. According to Harris, the histories of European colonialism, chattel slavery, and the
formation of law in the United States show that “rights in property are contingent on, intertwined
with, and conflated with race” in ways that produce and reproduce racial subordination. Just as
Malcolm X said of racism and capitalism—that you can’t have one without the other—so Harris
says of the modern formation of race and private property: “The origins of property rights in the

United States are rooted in racial domination. Even in the early years of the country, it was not

221 For more on the racial character of English conquest of Ireland and Scotland, see: Robinson, Black Marxism, 36-
43; David Roediger, How Race Survived U.S. History, 18; Theodore Allen, The Invention of the White Race, Volume
1, 52-70.

222 Allan Greer points out that European versions of “commons” that excluded indigenous conceptions of relation to
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Enclosure in the Colonization of North America.”
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the concept of race alone that operated to oppress Blacks and Indians; rather, it was the
interaction between conceptions of race and property that played a critical role in establishing
and maintaining racial and economic subordination.”??* Conceptions of race and property first
“interacted” in the sense that “possession—the act necessary to lay the basis for rights in
property—was defined to include only the cultural practices of whites” in contrast to the lack of
capacity to properly possess that Europeans projected onto Native Americans. Harris writes: “the
possession maintained by the Indians was not ‘true’ possession and could safely be ignored. This
interpretation of the rule of first possession effectively rendered the rights of first possessors
contingent on the race of the possessor,” thereby legitimizing the violent dispossession of Native
Americans from their land.??> Together with the “seizure and appropriation” of Native American
land, the “seizure and appropriation” of African labor undergirding the system of chattel slavery
“facilitated the merger of white identity and property.”?%® Indeed, according to legal theorist
Brenna Bhandar, the histories of European colonialism and racial capitalism show that “racial
subjectivity and private property ownership” do not merely “interact” with one another, but,
more fundamentally, come into existence in and through one another.??’

In the process of coding and implementing private property possession racially, white
identity itself came to be understood as a kind of natural property right, namely, the property of
the right to inherited power, security, and the assumed capacity to privately possess and govern

the world in a way that excludes and yet is ultimately understood to benefit others.??® As Harris,
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echoing C.B. Macpherson, cites, modern notions of property deriving from Locke understand
property to consist not only in things themselves but in the right or capacity to possess them.?2®
As such, the “property of being white” guaranteed greater access not only to physical properties
in land; it also guaranteed freedom from the status of slavery. The “color line” that European
colonialism, racial capitalism, and chattel slavery helped produce and reproduce was more than
an abstraction; it was “a line of protection and demarcation from the potential threat of
commodification,” of being someone else’s property as opposed to possessing Someone else as
property. The property of being white, ultimately, was freedom from bondage, and freedom for
self-determination through securities, rights, and powers that African and Native peoples—and
women—allegedly did not have the rational capacity to enjoy.?° While a coherent notion of
“whiteness” had not yet fully emerged at the time when Locke was theorizing a natural right to
absolutely exclusive private property, by defining the capacity for private property possession
and European notions of personhood in and through one another, Locke’s work, David Roediger
argues, “made the idea of race both possible and necessary.”?3! As Native American liberation
theologian Tink Tinker puts it, “Although he would not yet have called himself White, [Locke’s]
philosophical argumentation and socioeconomic practice clearly place him in the context of
burgeoning White european supremacist thinking.”?%? In short, Locke’s work catalyzes an
anthropology not just of “possessive individualism” but of what George Lipsitz calls the
“possessive investment in whiteness.”2*® This fusion of whiteness and private property, Roediger

also points out, is also a gendered phenomenon. As mentioned above, predominant views in the

acquired by our race has been for the higher interests of humanity,” and that “civilization” made “the acquisition of
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early modern era held that women were not capable of property possession, but were, rather,
property themselves. Women of European descent, despite being property, also enjoyed access to
property, and were seen as belonging to the private domestic sphere that private property made
possible. Hedging European women in against the projected threats of non-European peoples—
often perceived as inherently sexual threats, despite the fact that European men could and did
enact sexual violence against their wives without repercussion—absolutely exclusive private
property in its earliest iterations was very much a gendered phenomenon. This can further be
seen by the fact that, in a context in which whiteness and private property obtain conceptual and
material cohesion by way of one another, men of European descent who did not possess property
were viewed as men who failed to adequately perform both masculinity and their “superior racial
status.”?3* As a result of this dynamic, while economically dispossessed people could and can
still enjoy privileges as a result of their whiteness—which the racial fragmentation of working
class labor throughout U.S. history makes clear?*>—the whiteness of poor white people is often
viewed as an inferior manifestation of an otherwise superior position and possession, conceived
in both racialized and masculinist terms.?3¢

On the most basic level, Harris argues, what whiteness and property share is “a common
premise—a conceptual nucleus—of a right to exclude.”?*” Whiteness and property, in other
words, mutually reinforce and extend one another: whiteness, a “species of property,” extends

the conceptual structure of private property possession racially, just as private property extends
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whiteness materially into the world in a concrete way.?*® Crystalized through European
colonialism, racial capitalism, and the Christian theological reasoning that buttressed them,
whiteness came into existence not as a neutral descriptor of human difference but as a means of
possession and dispossession, inclusion and exclusion, empowerment and disempowerment. The
function of enclosures—nhedges, fences, gates, and walls—is to keep in and keep out. Like the
hedges and fences that early modern elites raised across England, the basic function of whiteness
from its beginning was—and is—to keep out and keep in, and to police those boundaries
vigilantly. It is little wonder, then, that the institution of policing emerged in relation to such
forms of exclusion, as | will show further in the third chapter.?*® As a manifestation of exclusive
possession, whiteness as property, what Bhandar calls a “racial regime of ownership,”
dispossesses what falls outside its lines of demarcation.?*° The line of protection formed by
whiteness and private property—»by whiteness as private property—is one of the most significant
lines of demarcation in modernity because it marks out spaces and identities not only of trespass
and belonging but of death and life. Indeed, as centuries of mass resistance indicate, whiteness
and private property possession—along with the gendered constructions with which they are
intertwined—are far from merely neutral markers of personhood and materiality. On the
contrary, whiteness and private property (and patriarchy) are ways of arranging a world that
deploy carceral captivity for their protection. In so doing, they determine access to life and
proximity to death for populations conceived according to the differentiations produced by

whiteness and capital accumulation by dispossession.?*! Willie Jennings writes that “whiteness
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comes into being as a form of landscape”?*>—a landscape fundamentally rearranged according to
the sacred supremacy of private property and its possessors. In a world where whiteness is
property, to be black (or to be anything other than white for that matter) is to be fundamentally
“out of place.”®*® In a world ordered according to the supremacy of whiteness as property, to be
black, to be anything other than white, and even to possess no property at all, is to trespass. As

historian E.P. Thompson puts it, “the greatest offence against property [is] to have none.” 2%
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243 Wolfe, Traces of History, 17.
244 E P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (London: Penguin, 1968), 61.
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CHAPTER 2

“Ownership of the Earth Forever and Ever, Amen!”:
Theological Anthropologies of Whiteness and Private Property

The notion of “race” in its modern sense entered the world not as a neutral, value-free descriptor
of naturally occurring anthropological difference but as a strategic political tool deployed by
European colonialism and racial capitalism for differentiating and distributing power disparately
amongst peoples. Race is a way of “making up people” in pursuit of the capacity to possess the
world exclusively and absolutely.! As I explored in the first chapter, the notions of absolute
difference forged within European colonialism and racial capitalism hinge not on “race” in
general but on what would come to be known in the early eighteenth century as whiteness in
particular. More than a mere identity position, whiteness came into existence as the
“Eurocolonial”? and racial capitalist power to reconfigure the relationship between peoples and
places,® to make subjects and rearrange the world itself in service of its own exclusive power. As
Willie Jennings writes, “whiteness comes into being as a form of landscape.”* Intertwined as it is
with the power to possess and thereby reconfigure peoples’ relation to creation, whiteness shares
a conceptual and material history with the institution of private property: both delineate the
allegedly natural but actually fabricated right and capacity to own the earth exclusively, without

limitation.
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The conglomerate power of whiteness and private property—whiteness as private
property—to make and remake subjects is a power built not on purely political but theological-
political thought and practice. As I also began to show in the previous chapter, whiteness and
private property possession—together with patriarchal power—articulate themselves as apexes
of moral and anthropological superiority that express God’s intentions for the world, and that are
therefore understood to channel a kind of divine presence, power, and authority to do God’s
work of managing life on earth. Whiteness and private property, in other words, situate
themselves as the organizing centers of a theological-political vision of what humans are and
should be in relation to others, to the world itself, and to God. Because whiteness and private
property define themselves—and the world around them—in such terms, they may be interpreted
as expressions of a kind of theological anthropology, a doctrinal category of Christian systematic
theology concerned with the origins, nature, and ends of human existence before God.®
Whiteness and private property are matters of theological anthropology in two senses: (1) they
are theologically and politically conceived subject positions that (2) aspire to and to some degree
obtain the pseudo-godlike power to “make people up” according to a moral hierarchy of value in
which they embody superiority and their others inferiority. The (racial, propertied) power to
make people up ultimately crystalizes as the godlike power to possess the world itself—what W.
E. B. Du Bois calls “ownership of the earth forever and ever, Amen!”® In this chapter, | engage
and distill theologies of people dispossessed by what bell hooks calls white supremacist capitalist

patriarchy’ in order to define whiteness and private property (and the patriarchy with which they
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are intertwined) in contradistinction to their own self-definitions and material manifestations. In
pursuit of that task, Du Bois’s theological-political definition of whiteness (and/as property)
serves as a guide for discerning the godlike aspirations of whiteness and private property (and
patriarchy), and how that aspiration ultimately constitutes “sin” as predominant Christian
theological anthropologies understand it, namely, as self-deifying pride that deals suffering and
death to others.

The godlike power of whiteness and private property (and patriarchy) is the dual power
of subject-making and world-arranging. The idea of making, producing, creating, or recreating
subjects is a way of talking about how humans conceptualize, define, and enact what it means to
be a human self or a subject, and how that conceptualizing plays out through particular practices
and institutions.? Subjects and societies cannot be fully understood except in relation to one
another. Subject-making, then, is also inherently a matter of the broader social order within
which persons dwell. As such, making subjects is also a way of arranging and rearranging—or,

to put it theologically, re-creating—the world.® The subject-making and world-arranging powers

8 The concept of subject-making finds its source in a number of philosophical systems of thought. | borrow the idea
most directly from French philosopher Michel Foucault, whose work enables an interrogation of how ideas of
personhood are constructed, valued, and devalued in ways that shape people’s material conditions and experiences
of themselves and the world. As outlined in the introduction to this dissertation, two aspects of Foucault’s work in
this regard inform my analysis of criminalization. The first is his complexification of common conceptualizations of
how power works in modernity: from the top-down, subject-to-subject power of sovereignty, to disciplinary power
that manages bodies in space, and finally to biopower that manages life itself at the level of species and population.
The second aspect of Foucault’s work that informs this project is his theorization of normality and abnormality that
undergirds modern reconfigurations of power: social order revolves around the maintenance and supremacy of
“normal” (normative) forms of life and behavior and thereby deploys techniques intended to “normalize” or manage
persons and populations defined as abnormal, whose presence is perceived as a threat to social order or the species
as a whole. It is in the context of normalization and biopower that Foucault locates the emergence of racialization
and criminalization. The most important aspect of Foucault’s analyses for the purposes of my project is that the
management of bodies and life in disciplinary power and biopower hinges on determinations of normality and
abnormality, which allows it to implement mechanisms of normalization and control toward that end. With (and
beyond) Foucault, |1 theorize whiteness and private property as normative anthropological markers and
criminalization as a mechanism for managing threats to them. See: Michel Foucault, Abnormal: Lectures at the
Collége de France, 1974-1975, trans. Burchell, Graham (New York, NY: Picador, 2003); Michel Foucault, Society
Must Be Defended: Lectures at the College de France, 1975-76, trans. David Macey (New York: Picador, 2003);
Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” Critical Inquiry 8, no. 4 (Summer 1982): 777-95.

9 J. Kameron Carter, Race: A Theological Account (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 35.

111



of whiteness and/as private property are conceptual—they are based on the idea that whiteness
and private property possession make some people inherently superior and others inherently
inferior—but they are also material in the sense that they express ideas that have been made
concretely real and powerful through a deliberately and systematically inequitable distribution of
resources and proximity to death over the course of the last three to four hundred years.'° The
power of theological-political subject-making, therefore, is that by defining people differentially,
it also distributes power and thereby arranges social orders differentially. Subject-making and
world-ordering are two dimensions of a single power made possible by a synthesis of theological
and political ideas about what different humans are and should be in relation to God, one
another, and the world. Whiteness and private property come into existence by way of a
synthesis of theological and political ideas about personhood, and they claim the godlike power
to re-create others, and thereby the shape of societies and the earth as a whole. Birthed and
maintained through a fusion of the theological and the political, they are, as such, understood
most adequately through a frame attentive to both valences.!! Toward that end, this chapter
deploys concepts fundamental to predominant Christian theological anthropology—specifically,
the notions of imago dei and sin as pride—as a frame for counter-interpreting whiteness and
private property possession (and patriarchy) against their illusory, self-deifying self-definitions
that work by dealing death to their others.*?

The broader purpose in interrogating whiteness and private property (along with

patriarchy) as sinful aspirations to godlike power is to prepare us for understanding the role they

10 Ruth Wilson Gilmore defines “racism” as “the state-sanctioned or extralegal production and exploitation of group-
differentiated vulnerability to premature death.” Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and
Opposition in Globalizing California (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 28.

11 See the introduction to this dissertation for more on what I mean by “theological” and “political.”

2 As we will see throughout this chapter, self-making and the making of others are processes that exist in mutually
dependent relation: they are two sides of the same coin.
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play in catalyzing the criminalization of black, other nonwhite, and propertyless peoples, which |
explore in the next two chapters. | theorize whiteness, private property, and the criminalization
they catalyze in terms of a frame as broad as theological-political “subject-making” and “world-
arranging” because whiteness, private property, and patriarchy—and the criminalization they
catalyze—are more than matters of individuals acting out of personal racial, class-, or gender-
based animus. History shows us, and I will detail further in the next chapter, that criminalization
is not the product of accidental aberrations enacted by individual “bad apples” but a core
function of the institution of policing from its origins to the present day. We better understand
criminalization in this systemic or structural valence when we begin by asking what
criminalization as a system is for, what it is that criminalization protects or defends.* My
argument, in its first stage, is that criminalization is a means of protecting whiteness, private
property regimes, and the patriarchy with which they are intertwined from those who register as
threat or trespass against them. In other words, criminalization is a matter of maintaining the
supremacy and security of some subjects by managing or disappearing others. As Foucault says
of biopolitical racism, so we might say of criminalization: criminalization is not just
criminalization against black, other nonwhite, and non-propertied people, but criminalization for
the preservation of whiteness and private property and patriarchy.'* While the raced and
propertied (and gendered) dimensions of criminalization are not absolute—not all black and
nonwhite people find themselves under carceral subjection, and white people are also

criminalized—Dblack, other nonwhite, and economically dispossessed peoples of all races are

13 Michel Foucault’s Society Must Be Defended informs this question.

14 Foucault, Society Must Be Defended. Ladelle McWhorter, Racism and Sexual Oppression in Anglo-America: A
Genealogy (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009); Ellen T. Armour, Signs & Wonders: Theology after
Modernity, Gender, Theory, and Religion (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016). As | outline in this
dissertation’s introduction, my own analysis seeks, in part, to elaborate upon and extend the fundamental insights of
Foucault’s (and his interlocutors’) work.
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especially vulnerable to it. We more thoroughly understand criminalization, then, when we
understand the subject-making and world-ordering of which it is a function, which is why the
first two chapters of this project on criminalization begin with the formation and function of
whiteness, private property, and patriarchy. I am not the first to make an argument of this kind.
But whereas most scholars and social movements tend to conceptualize whiteness, private
property regimes, and criminalization as a matter of the purely, secularly political—a product of
raw social, political, and economic forces—I argue that we better understand these phenomena
(and therefore how to resist and dismantle them) when we discern the theological thought and
practice that make them possible in their origins and that help maintain them in the present.

To grasp the full complexity of how whiteness and private property possession—and the
patriarchy with which they are intertwined—are powers of theological subject-making and
world-arranging, and to understand subsequently how the purpose of criminalization is to protect
them, we must first understand some of the basic features of predominant Christian theological
anthropology, in which humans are understood to be both made in the image of God, on the one
hand, and yet fundamentally corrupted by sin in the form of pride, on the other. After tracing the
elaboration of these notions into their more socially-attentive forms, | proceed in the remainder
of the chapter by deploying the notion of sin as pride in its social register to interpret and critique
whiteness, private property, and patriarchy as expressions of the self-idolatrous desire to
transcend, manage, and possess the world absolutely on the backs of black, other nonwhite, and

economically dispossessed peoples.> Whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property

15 As we will see, while both men and women are criminalized, black women, other nonwhite women, and
economically dispossessed white women are especially vulnerable to the criminalization catalyzed by whiteness,
property, and patriarchy.
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possession, and patriarchy, in short, are conditions or manifestations of sin that proliferate evil
and death in the world.

From this premise, the question might arise: does naming whiteness, absolutely exclusive
private property, and patriarchal power as conditions of sin entail condemnation of their
possessors as more inherently sinful than others? The author of the letter to the Ephesians writes
that “our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the rulers, against the
authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil
in the heavenly places” (Ephesians 6.12). Theologians interpret what some translations of this
passage call the “principalities and powers” not simply as immaterial cosmic phenomena that
swirl invisibly in our midst, but as spiritual phenomena that take quite concrete, even
institutional forms in society.'® As instantiations of separation from God, the principalities and
powers are fallen forces that wreak havoc on earth through exploitation, violence, and death.
Theologian William Stringfellow argues that the principalities “falsely—and futilely—claim
autonomy from God and dominion over human beings and the rest of creation,” blasphemously
striving to usurp God in the world. “The principality, insinuating itself in the place of God,
deceives humans into thinking and acting as if the moral worth or justification of human beings
is defined and determined by commitment or surrender—literally, sacrifice—of human life to the
survival interest, grandeur, and vanity of the principality.”!” Bent on their own self-preservation
at the expense of everyone and everything else, principalities and powers, by definition, serve

dehumanization and death, and thus oppose God’s will, and as such may be characterized as

16 See, for example: William Stringfellow, An Ethic for Christians & Other Aliens in a Strange Land (Eugene, OR:
Wipf and Stock, 1973); Walter Wink, The Powers That Be: Theology for a New Millennium, 1st ed (New Y ork:
Doubleday, 1998); Jacques Ellul, The Subversion of Christianity (Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 1986); Karl
Barth, “October 18, 1914 Sermon in 4 Unique Time of God: Karl Barth’s WWI Sermons, ed. William Klempa
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2016).

7 Stringfellow, An Ethic for Christians & Other Aliens in a Strange Land, 81, 67-114.
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“demonic.” Entailing more than simply sin in its individual register, Stringfellow argues, the
death-dealing principalities even exceed human agency. Indeed, rather than humans exercising
dominion over creation, the principalities exercise dominion over humans and all of creation.8
As manifestations of sin that proliferate death and evil in the world, whiteness, absolutely
exclusive private property, and patriarchy constitute principalities and powers—instantiations of
separation from God that seek godlike power by wreaking havoc on the world and its peoples.
James Cone and Willie Jennings, among others, identify whiteness as a principality and power.
“When we look at what whiteness has done to the minds of men [sic] in this country,” Cone
writes, “we can see clearly what the New Testament meant when it spoke of the principalities
and powers.”® As forces of sinful corruption, the principalities and powers inevitably deal death
to those in the way of their pseudo-godlike supremacy. Indeed, like they did to Jesus of
Nazareth, so they did—and do—to black Americans: “[Jesus] was crucified by the same
principalities and powers that lynched black people in America.”2® Whiteness, it will become
clearer as this chapter and subsequent chapters unfold, is only whiteness when it exploits others
and the earth for resources, holds people in bondage, and brings about death, quick or slow, for
those deemed a threat to its supremacy and the spatialized purity it requires. As with whiteness,

so absolutely exclusive private property and patriarchy do not merely desire but require the

18 1hid., 82-83.

19 James H. Cone, Black Theology and Black Power (Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis Books, 1997), 150.

20 James H. Cone, The Cross and the Lynching Tree (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2011), 158. Others who identify
the inherent violence of white supremacy with principalities and powers include: Willie James Jennings,
“Overcoming Racial Faith” in Divinity, Duke University (Spring 2015), 7; M. Shawn Copeland, “‘Wading Through
Many Sorrows’: Toward a Theology of Suffering in Womanist Perspective” in Emilie Maureen Townes, ed., A
Troubling in My Soul: Womanist Perspectives on Evil and Suffering, The Bishop Henry McNeal Turner Studies in
North American Black Religion, v. 8 (Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis Books, 1993); James H. Evans, We Have Been
Believers: An African American Systematic Theology, 2nd ed (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2012); Stringfellow, An
Ethic for Christians & Other Aliens in a Strange Land.

116



exploitation, bondage, and death of those who register as either threat to be subdued or
abnormality to be normalized, purged, or eliminated.?*

Thinking along the lines of this scriptural notion of enemies that are not—or that are at
least more than just—flesh and blood, I theorize “whiteness” as opposed to simply “white
people,” because whiteness is a phenomenon, a force—a principality, a power—that cannot
ultimately be reduced to the localizable agency of its individual or collective possessors.
Whiteness as | am seeking to convey it most certainly includes but ultimately encapsulates more
than the identifiable agency of “white people.” Incorporating—but also more than—flesh and
blood, whiteness is a “sinful” or “demonic” condition, based in self-deifying illusion and
therefore all too materially real, that traps others and selves in pursuit of a power that is not in
fact attainable, but that when pursued deals death to whiteness’s possessors and others alike.
Likewise do absolutely exclusive private property possession—Dbuilt through accumulation by
dispossession—and patriarchy include but also exceed the agency of their possessors. As such, |
speak more of “private property” and “patriarchy” than simply “private property owners” and
“men” because private property and patriarchy, while they certainly manifest in the form of the
agency of their possessors, also exceed such isolatable manifestations in much the same way as
whiteness. My argument is that if we do not understand the supra-agential dimensions of these
phenomena, which is a manifestation of their theological origins and character as principalities
and powers, then we do not adequately understand them all. There is no question that whiteness,
private property, and patriarchy exist because people keep on making them exist moment to
moment, day in and day out, through their choices and actions. As such, it is necessary to

intervene on these death-dealing forces at the level of personal moral agency. But these

21 See: Foucault, Abnormal.
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phenomena also subsist in excess of the localizable agency of those who possess and wield them:
they have a life of their own, as it were, including through the institutions, systems, and
structures that work not just through isolatable sovereign “decisions” but through recreating
whole social orders to incorporate the supremacies of whiteness, private property, and patriarchy
as part of their basic functioning.?? Thus, when | speak of whiteness, private property, and
patriarchy, | am speaking of both the individual and collective agency of their human possessors
and their supra-agential subsistence in and through systems, structures, institutions, economies,
nation states, municipalities, policies, practices, habits of thought, culture, language, symbol—
and the list goes on.

Does naming whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property, and patriarchal power as
conditions of sin that proliferate evil—and thus as principalities and powers—entail
condemnation of their possessors as more inherently sinful than others? The condemnation of
whiteness, private property, and patriarchal is less the outright condemnation of their possessors
and more the condemnation of the idolatrous, death-dealing power that these sinful conditions
make available. Whether inherited or pursued, or both, the godlike power of whiteness, private
property, and patriarchy is a curse that binds others, and ultimately those who wield them.
Condemning white propertied men (and women) who actively revel in their whiteness, property
possession, and patriarchal power as “sinners” would be consistent with my theological analysis,
but my analysis cannot for that reason be encapsulated by condemnation of white propertied men

(and women).?® Whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property possession, and patriarchy are

22 | make this argument about whiteness in the following: Andrew Krinks, “The Color of Transcendence: Whiteness,
Sovereignty, and the Theologico-Political,” Political Theology 19, no. 2 (February 17, 2018): 137-56.

23 While men are the primary agents and beneficiaries of patriarchal power—and private property—women can also
be agents and beneficiaries of patriarchal power, as well as private property. As for whiteness, as we have seen and
will see further, women can and do possess, inhabit, and wield it in especially dangerous ways.

118



manifestations of sin that proliferate evil, which is to say principalities and powers. As such,
their possessors and heritors have the choice to willfully align with them, or to pursue, with the
help of others and God’s grace, freedom from the evil-proliferating sin that holds both them and
those rendered “other” by them captive.?*

My contention is that only by understanding whiteness, private property, and patriarchy
together as sinful, death-dealing aspirations to exclusive godlike power—and thus as idolatrous,
evil-proliferating principalities and powers—may we subsequently understand these phenomena
as that which the pseudo-salvific mechanism of criminalization defends in pursuit of a world
remade for their supremacy and power, which is to say, a world in which black, other nonwhite,
and economically dispossessed peoples are likely to be perceived and treated as criminal threats
to the sanctity of social order. In order to grasp criminalization (chapter three) and its function as
a pseudo-soteriology (chapter four), we must first attend to the theological anthropologies of
whiteness, private property, and patriarchy. To set that argument up, | begin by outlining

Christian theological anthropology in its predominant register.

Christian Theological Anthropology

Christian traditions have understood the human person before God in diverse ways, but
predominant trajectories of Christian thought presuppose a few basic things about it.%
Fundamental to practically every Christian anthropology, first, is the claim that humans are
“created in the image of God.” The second is that humanity as a whole has “fallen” from the

original state in which it was created into a condition of sinfulness. The manner in which

24 There is much more to be explored regarding the implications of these claims. | will further explore these
questions in chapters four and five.

2 A full exploration of the many ways that theologians have interpreted the human person in light of God would
constitute a full project in its own right, so what follows is inevitably limited in scope.
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Christian theologies understand and theorize these claims varies widely. A third claim
fundamental to most Christian anthropologies, the specifics of which vary even more widely than
the first two, is that God invites humans from their state of inherited sinfulness to new or
renewed humanity through Jesus Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit.?8 | will consider this
third point—the soteriological dimension of theological anthropology—more thoroughly in the
fourth chapter. For now, | begin with predominant understandings of imago dei and sin.

The primary source for Christian anthropologies’ claim that humans are created imago
dei—in the image of God—is the first creation account of Genesis:

Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness;

and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air,

and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every

creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.” So God created humankind in his

image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them

(Genesis 1.26-27).
Christian—and Jewish—conceptions of human personhood in its original created state rest on
the idea that God created humans as a partial reflection of God’s own self. What exactly this
likeness entails, however, is up for interpretation. According to theologian Daniel Migliore,
Christian theologians have interpreted the “essence” of imago dei in different ways, emphasizing
what is common between God and humans in terms of physical resemblance, rationality,
dominion over the earth, freedom, and relationality.?” Whatever the essence of humans’ likeness

to God might be, predominant Christian theologies have traditionally worked on the basis of the

idea that, because humans bear the imago dei, to pursue knowledge of God also entails entering

26 | borrow this threefold typology of the “essential dimensions” of Christian anthropology from Daniel L. Migliore,
Faith Seeking Understanding: An Introduction to Christian Theology, 2nd ed (Grand Rapids, Mich: W.B. Eerdmans,
2004), 139-162.

27 Migliore, Faith Seeking Understanding, 140-142.
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into deeper knowledge of oneself as a creature made in God’s image.?® Indeed, theologians
including Augustine and Calvin argue that being created in God’s image means that God creates
humans with a built-in capacity to know and to love God, from whom we come and who we
reflect with our very existence. For Augustine, the self that knows and loves both itself and God
is an image of the Trinitarian God whose “persons”—~Father, Son, and Spirit—know and love
both self and other perfectly: just by being what humans are created to be, humans reflect God.?®
Similarly, for Calvin, “a sense of deity is inscribed on every heart” from birth, a capacity for
knowing God woven into “our very bones.” If knowledge of God is inherent in the being of
humans, Calvin argues, then those who don’t direct themselves toward God “fail to fulfill the
law of their being.”*° The idea that humans are made with a basic capacity to know God is a
feature of the broader principle of Christian anthropology (and indeed practically all Christian
doctrine) that, because humans find their origin in God, they also find their ultimate end or
fulfillment in God. Union with God—through knowledge, through love—is Christian theological
anthropology’s fundamental orienting principle. The doctrine of imago dei means that God
created humans in such a way that their existence and the fundamental features that comprise
their existence are partial reflections of God’s own essence—with an emphasis on the partial.

Humans’ likeness to God is partial—meaning humans are a reflection rather than a full
replication of God—for two reasons. First, humans reflect God only partially because humans
are not the creator God, but creatures of God. As finite creatures, humans cannot know the

infinite God in God’s fullness, as we might know the objectively observable biological

28 Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 179; John Calvin,
Institutes of the Christian Religion (Peabody, Mass: Hendrickson Publishers, 2008), 1-6.

29 Augustine, On the Trinity. Books 8-15, ed. Gareth B. Matthews, Cambridge Texts in the History of Philosophy
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2002).

30 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 9-11.
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components of an organism, for instance. God transcends space and time—the dimensions of
finitude—and thus the capacities of human knowledge.3! The second reason that humans reflect
God only partially, and the second fundamental component of any Christian anthropology, is that
humans are fallen creatures, meaning their likeness to—and thus their union with—God has been
corrupted in a fundamental way by the introduction of sinfulness into human existence. The
primary scriptural source for understanding this corrupted state in which humans find themselves
is the account of the fall of Adam and Eve in Genesis 3. According to that narrative, the first
humans (Adam and Eve) disobey God by eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil,
by which they become “like God” (Genesis 3.5, 22). In so doing, humanity becomes alienated
from God: having become like God, the voice of God worries, Adam “might reach out his hand
and take also from the tree of life, and eat, and live forever” (Genesis 3.22b), and so God
banishes Adam and Eve from the garden of Eden. Because humans are not and cannot be the
God who created and provides for them, in striving to become like God, they paradoxically find
themselves at a greater distance from God. For predominant Christian anthropologies, once
introduced by Adam and Eve, sin is not simply a matter of accidental aberration from an
otherwise positive trajectory. Indeed, sin is more than a matter of individuals’ moral
transgressions. Rather, sin is understood to be a condition characterized by the corruption of
humanity’s created state. The imago dei now tarnished, though not altogether disappeared,

humanity after Adam and Eve is understood to be not only exiled from God but held captive to

31 There is much to be said about the relationship between knowledge, love, and faith in the Christian tradition that
cannot be explored here. Some theologians will argue that it is logically inappropriate to speak of “knowledge” of
God at all, while others will argue that faith and/or love begin where knowledge of God reaches its limit, while
others still will suggest that rational knowledge is the primary means of union with God.
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sinfulness so that humans lack the capacity to act in accordance with God’s will without the
special intervention of God’s grace.*?

According to the most lasting and predominant interpretation of the Genesis account of
creation and fall, and of the Apostle Paul’s interpretations of that account in his epistles, if sin is
a state of corruption, the crux or primary manifestation of that corruption is pride. Augustine is
largely responsible for crystalizing and proliferating this understanding of sin’s essence. In
Augustine’s interpretation, the Garden of Eden represents creation as God intended it: God gives
us everything we need, which means we need not look to ourselves for our own sustenance or
survival. When Eve and Adam eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thereby
becoming “like God,” they disrupt God’s intentions for creation in the sense that they pursue a
self-reliant and self-satisfying independence and power apart from the God who created,
provides for, and loves the humans God created. This is the essence of pride for predominant
Christian anthropology: to turn in toward oneself and thereby away from God. For Augustine,
Adam and Eve ate from the tree because corruption had already taken root in them—they had
already turned away from God and toward themselves, presuming that they could find in
themselves all that was necessary to live, without depending on God in any way.*? The human
person in its created state is not an inherent aberration or evil in Augustine’s anthropology.
Indeed, Augustine holds that God created humans to encounter God in their very selves: God,
Augustine wrote, is “more inward than my most inward part and higher than the highest element

within me.”34 The problem with pride, however, is that it places the self at the center of all things

32 For orthodox Christian theologies, this outside assistance comes first in the form of God’s covenantal relations
with the chosen people of Israel, and later through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, which, by the
power of the Holy Spirit, enables humans to receive the gift of redemption from sinfulness, and to live in accordance
with the shape of that redemption in the world, even if only imperfectly.

33 Augustine, City of God, Penguin Classics (London / New Y ork: Penguin Books, 2003).

34 Augustine, Confessions, 43.
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in such a way that it displaces God—the actual center of all things—in the process. Put another
way, the sin of pride “disorders” the “desire” that is otherwise a gift from God, the desire for
God, our maker and sustainer (and redeemer). Disordered desire means inordinate desire for and
worship of created things—including ourselves—rather than our creator, as God intended.% Self-
satisfying pride is the enjoyment of sin for its own sake, in the sense of the pleasure it brings: sin
becomes its own end, which Augustine argues is the mark of wanton criminality.®® Augustine
himself acted in ways that he understood to be criminal, which is to say sinful for the pleasure of
it. Summarizing the impetus of his famous account of stealing pears as a young boy, he writes,
“my pleasure was not in the pears; it was in the crime itself....”%’

The sin of pride, in short, means collapsing humans’ imago dei into simply dei. Fallen
humanity is humanity that aspires to trade “likeness” to God for full identification with God—to
be not just “like God” but to be God. Seeking self-satisfaction and aggrandizement no matter the
cost, especially at the expense of others, sin as pride means “absolutizing ourselves”—becoming
rather than reflecting God—which amounts, Migliore writes, to a rejection of God’s grace:

Declaring our freedom to be infinite, we proclaim ourselves God. This is the sin

of the prideful, titanic, egocentric self. Often referred to simply as the sin of pride,

it amounts to active, self-centered idolatry. It is the refusal to recognize the limits

of the self and its dependence on God for life and the flourishing of life. Finitude

and limitation are not evil in themselves, but they are often the occasion of

anxiety and insecurity. Instead of living by a grace whose source is beyond

ourselves, in our insecurity we seek to be our own God. 38

Sin in the form of pride, the predominant trajectory of Christian theological anthropology argues,

is a means by which humans seek to outrun their finitude, to transcend the inherent vulnerability

% 1bid., 22-23.

% 1bid., 29-33.

37 Ibid., 33. Sin, by definition, for Augustine, is for its own sake: “Was it possible to take pleasure in what was illicit
for no reason other than that it was not allowed?” (32).

38 Migliore, Faith Seeking Understanding, 151.
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of being human.3® Faced with the anxiety produced by the limitations that characterize finite
existence, humans pursue godlike power, not only over themselves but over others and the world
more broadly. The tragedy, these anthropologies suggest, is that such a pursuit is ultimately
illusory, and only leads us away from God, and indeed away from ourselves, creatures made in
God’s image. The tragedy of human existence, then, is that the thing that most leads us to God—
desire—is also the thing that, when disordered toward absolute self-satisfaction, separates us
from God and others, leaving corrupted our capacity to live in cooperation with God’s good will.
“Man has been given over to himself because he abandoned God, while he sought to be self-
satisfying; and disobeying God, he could not obey even himself.”4? As a “gulf” separating us
from the source of life, theologians throughout the Christian tradition define sin as a form of
captivity that humans choose for themselves.*! For Augustine, because God does not create sin
(it is a privation or absence of the good that God creates), it is we who create the chains that keep
us from willing the good, and under which we groan.*? As Martin Luther would later put it, sin
holds our will in bondage, leaving us incapable of willing in accordance with God’s will apart
from God’s grace.®® In the end, sin in the form of prideful self-aggrandizement does not just
injure the individuals who pursue it, but the world more broadly: the sin of self-idolatry, of
attempting to transcend human finitude, not only introduces the curse of sin into humanity but
introduces the curse of evil and death into creation more broadly.** In striving to become God,

we deny God, and in so doing lose our capacity to act in accordance with God’s life-giving will

39 See: Edward Farley, Good and Evil: Interpreting a Human Condition (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990);
Catherine Keller, From a Broken Web: Separation, Sexism, and Self (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1988).

40 Augustine, City of God, 281.

41 Augustine, Confessions, 47; Augustine, Enchiridion, 722.

42 Augustine, Confessions, 47.

43 Martin Luther, “The Bondage of the Will” in Martin Luther’s Basic Writings, ed., Timothy F. Lull and William R.
Russell, Third Edition (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2012), 138-170.

4 Augustine, Enchiridion, 672.
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for the world. Disrupting God’s good intentions for creation, sin as pride proliferates death
because it requires domination, exploiting others to realize the pursuit of godlike power.*®

With the advent of modern Enlightenment thought’s emphasis on the individual isolated
from any relation—what critical theorists call the “bourgeois subject”46—as the most
fundamental expression of personhood, modern theologies likewise tended to conceptualize the
sin of pride in more purely individual terms. In the wake of this individualization of popular
notions of personhood, feminist and liberation theologians of the 1970s and 80s revolutionized
Christian understandings of human personhood by expanding—and perhaps recovering earlier
aspects of—the predominant notion of sin as pride by arguing that sin is not just an individual
matter but also manifests socially. Theologizing within an Augustinian framework, Latin
American liberation theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez understands the crux of sin as turning in
toward the self, and away from others. But reaching beyond the tendency towards the individual
solipsism that has been made of most Augustinian accounts of sin in modern theology, Gutiérrez
offers an understanding of sin that includes both personal and social dimensions. He writes:

Insofar as it constitutes a break with God, sin is a historical reality, it is a breach

of the communion of persons with each other, it is a turning in of individuals on

themselves which manifests itself in a multifaceted withdrawal from others. And

because sin is a personal and social intrahistorical reality, a part of the daily

events of human life, it is also, and above all, an obstacle to life’s reaching the

fullness we call salvation.*’

More than just a matter of the isolated individual and God, Gutiérrez argues, sin concerns the

breach between individuals and God and the human others through whom we relate to God.

5 The account of the fall in Genesis implies that the fall introduces hierarchy and antagonism as a norm for life on
earth: the domination of men over women (Genesis 3.15-16) and a burdensome, antagonistic relationship between
humans and the earth itself (Genesis 3.17-19).

46 Johann Baptist Metz, Faith in History and Society: Toward a Practical Fundamental Theology, A Crossroad
Book (New York: Seabury Press, 1980); Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment:
Philosophical Fragments, Cultural Memory in the Present (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 2002).

47 Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation., 85.
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Thus, sin takes place on the level of history not only in individuals, but in social systems that
fragment relations between humans.

An additional way that some liberation, white feminist, womanist, and mujerista
theologies revolutionized thinking on human personhood was by challenging the notion that the
fundamental crux of sin consists at all times and for all people in pride or self-satisfaction.
Developed in response to theologies deployed by powerful people that defined self-concern as
the crux of sin, the argument is that, for people already victimized by oppression, it is not a sin to
seek one’s own wellbeing. Indeed, such theologies argue, the notion that it is an expression of sin
to pursue one’s own wellbeing in a world where one’s wellbeing is always already under attack
is just another form of victimization. Early white feminist theologians including Valerie Saiving
and Judith Plaskow illuminated the patriarchal underpinnings of predominant Christian
theological conceptions of sin, arguing that the difference between men’s and women’s
experience means concepts like sin must be developed to account for women’s experience.*®
Because “women’s experience” as articulated by early feminist theologians tended to mean white
women’s experience, womanist—and later mujerista—theologians developed theologies that
accounted for the multiple oppressions of black and latinx women’s experiences, thereby
expanding upon white feminist theologies, on the one hand, and male-dominated black and Latin
American liberation theologies, on the other.*® In resistance to the oppressive weaponization of

the idea of sin-as-pride, such theologies transformed Christian anthropology by suggesting that,

48 Valerie Saiving Goldstein, “The Human Situation: A Feminine Viewpoint,” Pastoral Psychology 17, no. 3 (April
1, 1966): 29-42, https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01790250; Judith Plaskow, Sex, Sin, and Grace: Women’s Experience
and the Theologies of Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Tillich (Washington: University Press of America, 1980).

%9 Jacquelyn Grant, “The Sin of Servanthood and the Deliverance of Discipleship,” in A Troubling in My Soul;
Delores S. Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk (Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis
Books, 1993).; Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz, Mujerista Theology: A Theology for the Twenty-First Century (Maryknoll,
N.Y: Orbis Books, 1996); Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz, En La Lucha / In the Struggle: Elaborating a Mujerista Theology,
10th anniversary ed (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2004); Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz, La Lucha Continues: Mujerista
Theology (Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis Books, 2004).
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for oppressed peoples, the crux of sin is not pride but self-negation, which means that union with
God can look like human flourishing, as opposed to just absolute self-emptying. If God is love
and God is just, then God does not condemn oppressed peoples for actively seeking their own
wellbeing. It is no mistake that it was primarily women, black, and latinx theologians who
fundamentally transformed understandings of the human person before God: it had for centuries
been primarily European and patriarchal theologies that understood sin in essentially individual
terms, and its crux as pride, and it was in response and resistance to the weaponizing of Christian
anthropology against freedom-seeking peoples that liberation and feminist theologies first took
root.

Feminist, womanist, and other liberation theologies rightly critique the presumption that
the crux of sin consists in turning in toward oneself as inadequately attentive to the lived realities
of people whose selfhood is already under attack, and whose only survival consists precisely in
concern for oneself before those others who seek to do violence to oneself. And yet, when it
comes to discerning the dynamics of the sin of people and institutions that are socially and
politically powerful, and that enact immense violence on the communities from which liberation
and feminist theologies first emerged, the notion of sin as pride does indeed provide critical
insight. Elaborated beyond its individualist and weaponizing expressions, understanding sin as
pride in more social terms provides a window into the nature of oppression itself. If sin is not just
individual but social, and if sin can also entail denying oneself in a world that already denies
oneself the right to live, then perhaps the sin of pride need not refer to self-regard of simply any
kind, but self-regard and self-empowerment exercised to the point of doing significant harm to

others, through whom we (at least potentially) relate to God.* Indeed, Christian and Jewish

50 It might be argued that it is impossible to act in a way that does no harm whatsoever, especially for those who, in
situations of victimization or oppression, rightly choose their own wellbeing over others in a way that might be
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scripture, especially the prophets, are full of righteous indignation against people who seek their
own lavish wellbeing at the expense of others. Christian and Jewish scripture largely understands
sin as a condition that disrupts the just sociality that God intends for God’s creation, which can
be seen especially in the Hebrew prophets who assert righteous indignation against people who
seek their own lavish wellbeing at the expense of others.>!

In addition to Gutiérrez, another theologian and ethicist of the twentieth century who took
up and elaborated the Augustinian notion of sin as pride is Reinhold Niebuhr. Black and
womanist theologians and white feminist theologians have rightly criticized Niebuhr for his
unwillingness to understand or acknowledge the pervasiveness of either white supremacy or
patriarchy in his own time.>? And yet, Niebuhr’s elaboration of Augustinian understandings of
sin provides a resource that, when thought alongside liberation and feminist theologies’
elaboration of the scope and varieties of sin and applied to the very realities he failed to take
seriously, might indeed aid us in discerning whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property
possession, and patriarchy as fundamental expressions of the sin of pride. Niebuhr argues that the
sin of pride manifests in three forms: “pride of power, pride of knowledge and pride of virtue.”3
Pride of power consists in the presumption of “self-sufficiency and self-mastery” that “imagines
itself secure against all vicissitudes,” and translates into social and political forms of power that

bring harm to others in various forms.> The pride of knowledge, or intellectual pride, is “the

argued to do “harm” to oppressors. And yet, following feminist and some liberation theologies and their
consideration of power in any theological formulation, oppressed peoples’ self-regard should not be understood to
constitute harm because the power differential between oppressed and oppressor relativizes any seeming “harm” that
oppressed peoples’ resistance and self-determination might inflict on oppressors.

51 See, for example: Amos 5.11, 21-24, 8.4-6; Micah 3; Isaiah 3.14-15; Jeremiah 22.13-17.

52 James H. Cone, The Cross and the Lynching Tree (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2011), 30-64; Traci C. West,
Disruptive Christian Ethics: When Racism and Women's Lives Matter, 1st ed (Louisville, Ky: Westminster John
Knox Press, 2006), 3-35; Plaskow, Sex, Sin, and Grace.

58 Reinhold Niebuhr, The Nature and Destiny of Man: A Christian Interpretation, Volume 1: Human Nature
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 188.

%4 Ibid., 188-194.
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pride of reason which forgets that it is involved in a temporal process and imagines itself in
complete transcendence over history.”® The pride of virtue, or moral pride, “is revealed in all
‘self-righteous’ judgments in which the other is condemned because he fails to conform to the
highly arbitrary standards of the self.” This pride consists, in other words, in the self who
“mistakes its standards for God’s standards.”>® An extended form of this pride is “spiritual
pride,” which consists in what Niebuhr calls “self-deification.”®’ For Niebuhr, these forms of
pride manifest not only individually but collectively, appearing in all manner of social, political,
economic, and cultural ways.58 Sin, for Niebuhr, consists in the presumption and pursuit of
godlike power, knowledge, and virtue that enlarges the self—or collective selves—at the expense
of others. Attentive to the ways that the Christian theological interpretation of human nature is a
matter not just of humans in abstract isolation from the world but humans in connection with the
social shape of the world in which we live, Niebuhr argues, as others before him do, that it is
human insecurity and anxiety about human finitude, and the “sinful” desire to escape that
finitude, that produces the “evil” of social injustice. Seeking to “transcend” finitude, human will-
to-power disrupts “the harmony of creation” by subordinating others to one’s own will.>®
Because humans are not just individual but social creatures, the agency of people and peoples
corrupted by the condition of sin as pride manifests in both personal and social ways.
Absolute independence from others, invulnerability to finitude, transcendence of space

and time, self-deification that condemns others defined as distant from God: these, Niebuhr

suggests, are the dynamics of selves corrupted by the sin of pride. Much like Gutiérrez, Niebuhr

*® |bid., 195.
% Ibid., 199.
5 1bid., 200.
%8 1bid., 208-219.
% 1bid., 178-179.
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does not see the problem of pride first as a matter of a God who, out of neediness, demands self-
abnegation from the creatures God created, but rather as a matter of concern over the suffering
and death that self-deification inevitably brings about in the world. What Niebuhr, and especially
Gutierrez and other liberation and feminist theologians, help us recognize is that we understand
sin in its full scope insofar as we attend critically and thoroughly to power—to modes of power,
to who has power and who doesn’t, and to the role that sin plays in determining such
distributions in the first place. Indeed, definitions of sin that do not attend to power are at risk of
being taken up as a weapon in service of oppression. Despite his attention to power, in the end,
Niebuhr failed to recognize some of the most important power differentials that pervaded the
world around him as matters of sin worth speaking to, perhaps in part because his theorization of
power remained somewhat abstract and ahistorical, and because white men like Niebuhr—and
like me—possess multiple forms of power that actively challenge their (our) ability to discern the
dynamics of power and our complicity in them as clearly as others. And yet, Niebuhr’s
elaboration of sin as pride, sharpened and concretized through synthesis with liberation and
feminist elaborations of sin, provides important insight into the nature of sin made manifest in
the very phenomena that produce the oppressions to which liberation and feminist theologians
speak. Human history, Gutiérrez argues, is salvation history, which is why sin manifests not just
personally but socially: sin is “a turning in of individuals on themselves” that produces social
fragmentation and oppression.®° And yet, feminist theologies clarify, the (social) sin of excessive
self-concern does not always adequately describe the crux of “sin” for those dispossessed of
power by oppressive social forces. The insight made available by thinking liberation, feminist,

and Niebuhrian theologies of sin together is that it is precisely the (social) sin of self-idolatrous

80 Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 85.
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pride that produces the oppressions that diminish other peoples’ personal and social power to
begin with. In other words, while the sin of pride does not adequately describe the essence of sin
for those on the receiving end of oppressions of various sorts, it does describe the crux of the sin
that brings about such oppression in the first place. In the end, the sociality and power
differentials made clear by liberation and feminist theologies of sin, on the one hand, and
Niebuhr’s elaborations of the dimensions of sin as pride, on the other, tell two parts of the same
story. The oppressions that liberation and feminist theologies theologize against find their source
in the prideful pursuit of self-deification that Niebuhr describes, and that liberation and feminist

theologies help us concretize.

Theological Anthropologies of Whiteness and Private Property (and Patriarchy)
Whiteness and private property possession (along with patriarchy) are both “positions” and
“powers” of theological anthropology: they are finite positions in a theological-political vision of
what humans are and should be in relation to one another, the world, and God. Seeking to
transcend their finite place in the world, however, whiteness, private property possession, and
patriarchy also become powers of theological anthropology in the sense that they claim and in
part become the power to make and remake others in inferior relation to their own fabricated
supremacy. Understanding whiteness, private property possession, and patriarchy as finite
subject positions that seek to become transcendent subject-making and world-ordering powers,
enables us to discern that these phenomena actually embody and express not the godlike power
to which they aspire but the sinfulness that they believe describes primarily the “others” upon
whose exploitation and dehumanization their own power depends, and thus as principalities and

powers. Christian theological anthropology in its predominant conception understands all
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humans as both, and equally, created in the image of God (imago dei) and inheritors of an
inherent sinfulness that separates humans from God, and from one another. Claiming godlikeness
to the near exclusion of inherent sinfulness, which they displace—uvia projections of inherent
immorality, savagery, monstrosity, criminality, and so on—onto their “others,” whiteness,
absolutely exclusive private property, and patriarchy embody not godlikeness but the sin of self-
idolatrous pride that inevitably produces evil and death. In place of the imago dei of traditional
Christian anthropologies, whiteness and private property (along with patriarchy) are means by
which their possessors and inhabitors become simply deus, closing the distance between the
human self and God, and indeed displacing by seeming to become God altogether. The histories
of whiteness, private property, and patriarchy show that they become deus precisely through the
dehumanization and exploitation of others, escaping the vulnerabilities of finitude by climbing
on the bent backs of nonwhite and non-propertied peoples. Whiteness becomes powerful by
systematically disesmpowering those defined as nonwhite; absolutely exclusive and unlimited
private property is a mode of possession that requires dispossessing and excluding others from
access to resources necessary for life; and patriarchy functions by perpetuating sexisms that
render non-masculine (and gender nonconforming) peoples less powerful than the men who
(think they) run the world. Dropping the “imago” from the imago dei in which they were made,
and displacing by projecting the sinfulness that also describes their condition onto others, the
possessors of whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property, and patriarchy lose sight of the
God who does in fact reside within them and in so doing become extreme expressions of the sin
that they believe especially characterizes everyone else. We better understand whiteness, private
property, and patriarchy—phenomena that most interpret only politically or philosophically—

when we understand their oppression-producing power both theologically and politically, with
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“theological” and “political” naming two sides of the same coin: whiteness, absolutely exclusive
and unlimited private property, and patriarchy are sinful, self-idolatrous aspirations to the
godlike power to transcend, possess, and manage the world and its peoples—a power that works
only by exploiting and proliferating suffering and death for those excluded from it, and even,
ultimately, those who inhabit and possess it. It is the world-altering, idolatrous self-deifications
of whiteness, absolutely exclusive and unlimited private property, and patriarchy—theorized and

theologized in conversation with those dispossessed by them—toward which | now turn.

Whiteness and/as Godlike Ownership

In addition to being one of the first to discern the fundamental connections between white
supremacy, colonialism, and the political economy of global and plantation capitalism,5* W. E.
B. Du Bois was also one of the first to discern the way such interconnections demonstrate the
theological scope of whiteness’s power. In his 1920 essay “The Souls of White Folk,” Du Bois
subtly traces the subject-making and world-rearranging religiosity of a whiteness that produces
and depends upon black subjugation and dispossession. If his classic text The Souls of Black Folk
is a meditation on the spirit of black survival in a world where to be black is to be a “problem”
from the moment one is born,% then “The Souls of White Folk” is a meditation on the spirit of
white supremacy that depends for its survival on blackness being at once a “problem” and an
exploitable resource. The art and depth of the theological-political meditation that opens his text

invites quoting at length:

51 W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America: 1860-1880 (New York, NY: The Free Press, 1935). For
scholarship that elaborates upon and furthers Du Bois’s core insights, see: David Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness
and How Race Survived U.S. History; Theodore Allen, The Invention of the White Race, Volumes 1-2; Edmund
Morgan, American Slavery, American Freedom; Cedric Robinson, Black Marxism; Walter Johnson, River of Dark
Dreams; Joel Olson, Abolition of White Democracy.

52 W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, Dover Thrift Editions (New York: Dover, 1994).
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High in the tower, where | sit above the loud complaining of the human sea, |
know many souls that toss and whirl and pass, but none there are that intrigue me
more than the Souls of White Folk. Of them | am singularly clairvoyant. | see in
and through them. I view them from unusual points of vantage. Not as a foreigner
do I come, for I am native, not foreign, bone of their thought and flesh of their
language. Mine is not the knowledge of the traveler or the colonial composite of
dear memories, words and wonder. Nor yet is my knowledge that which servants
have of masters, or mass of class, or capitalist of artisan. Rather I see these souls
undressed and from the back and side. | see the working of their entrails. 1 know
their thoughts and they know that | know. This knowledge makes them now
embarrassed, now furious. They deny my right to live and be and call me
misbirth! My word is to them mere bitterness and my soul, pessimism. And yet as
they preach and strut and shout and threaten, crouching as they clutch at rags of
facts and fancies to hide their nakedness, they go twisting, flying by my tired eyes
and | see them ever stripped,—ugly, human. The discovery of personal whiteness
among the world’s peoples is a very modern thing.... [T]he world in a sudden,
emotional conversion has discovered that it is white and by that token, wonderful!
This assumption that of all the hues of God whiteness alone is inherently and
obviously better than brownness or tan leads to curious acts; even the sweeter
souls of the dominant world as they discourse with me on weather, weal, and woe
are continually playing above their actual words an obligato of tune and tone,
saying: “My poor, un-white thing! Weep not nor rage. | know, too well, that the
curse of God lies heavy on you. Why? That is not for me to say, but be brave! Do
your work in your lowly sphere, praying the good Lord that into heaven above,
where all is love, you may, one day, be born—white!” I do not laugh. I am quite
straight-faced as I ask soberly: “But what on earth is whiteness that one should so
desire it?” Then always, somehow, some way, silently but clearly, [ am given to
understand that whiteness is the ownership of the earth forever and ever,
Amen!”83

Du Bois’s depiction of whiteness begins with the precision of black knowledge and perception.
“High in the tower,” Du Bois the black philosopher claims clairvoyance, the special ability to
perceive what cannot otherwise be perceived, namely, the spirit of that power that orders the
modern world of colonialism, global capitalism, and imperialism: whiteness. What for others is a
mystery—the substance of the souls of white folk—is, from his vantage point, no mystery. This

ability to discern the heart of whiteness is a consequence not of the kind of distance that permits

83 Du Bois, Darkwater, 17-18. To avoid confusion, I have omitted Du Bois’s claim that whiteness emerges in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. While it is certainly the case that “personal whiteness” solidifies during these
centuries, scholars who elaborate on Du Bois’s work convincingly argue, as | do in the first chapter, that whiteness

first takes coherent shape in the early eighteenth century.
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an aerial view, Du Bois suggests, but of an intimacy derived from the original contingency of the
“races” upon one another. Whiteness depends for its existence upon the devalued blackness that
it had to invent for its own supremacy.® Du Bois can see in and through whiteness because
whiteness created—pseudo-divinely spoke into existence—a world in which blackness exists
only as “problem.” This black ability to perceive the hidden secret of whiteness embarrasses and
infuriates white people, Du Bois writes. Like the Jewish and Christian God whose fullness
transcends conceptual grasp, so whiteness is (godlike) whiteness only if it transcends black
knowledge’s disempowering circumscription of it: as the thought and language that creates
devalued blackness, whiteness is supposed to be the power to conceptually and materially
circumscribe blackness, not the other way around. Black knowledge of the whiteness that is
supposed to overpower it is precisely the threat that black agency and black freedom pose to
white supremacy, which is why black knowledge of whiteness makes white people
“embarrassed” and “furious.”®® In response to the expression of black knowledge of the
“entrails” or inner workings of whiteness and the agency of which that knowledge is an
expression, whiteness unmasked of its illusory power lashes out, denying the right of black
people “to live,” to “be,” redefining black existence as “misbirth,” an abnormality in the natural
order of things. Calling to mind the fervent religiosity of white Christians, Du Bois describes the
desperation of white people to hide the shame of being as finitely human as their allegedly
inferior others, calling to mind biblical narratives of first awareness of sin: “And yet as they

preach and strut and shout and threaten, crouching as they clutch at rags of facts and fancies to

64 James Baldwin traces a similar dynamic regarding the inherent relation between white empowerment and black
disempowerment and dehumanization. See, for example: James Baldwin, “The Nigger We Invent” in Baldwin, The
Cross of Redemption.

% Baldwin also attends to the embarrassment and shame inherent in whiteness. See, for example: Baldwin, “On
Being White...and Other Lies” in The Cross of Redemption, 166-170.

136



hide their nakedness, they go twisting, flying by my tired eyes and | see them ever stripped,—
ugly, human.” Du Bois’s vision of whiteness is vision of a base, sinful humanity stripped of its
idolatrous aspirations to wield a godlike power that it pursues in an effort to cover the anxiety
and insecurity of its finitude. Like Adam and Eve who sinned by aspiring to divine knowledge
and power, white people are naked and ashamed before a black vision that sees through their
pseudo-divine mimicry.

“The discovery of personal whiteness among the world’s peoples is a very modern
thing,” Du Bois writes. But the word “personal” should not lead us to understand whiteness as an
exclusively “personal” matter. Whiteness is not just skin deep, but worldwide: “the world in a
sudden, emotional conversion has discovered that it is white and by that token, wonderful!”
When Du Bois writes that “the world...discovered that it is white,” he does not mean that all the
people of the world realized they were white. Du Bois is suggesting, rather, that the discovery of
personal whiteness implied the whitening of the earth itself, the global extension—through
colonialism, imperialism—of the white power to possess the world, which is a power to remake
the world in its own image: with the religious zeal of “conversion,” the world itself becomes the
exclusive possession and extension of whiteness. Even relatively well-meaning white people
presume without question the God-ordained naturalness of racial hierarchy: “My poor, un-white
thing! Weep not nor rage. | know, too well, that the curse of God lies heavy on you. Why? That

",

is not for me to say, but be brave!” All the same, Du Bois perceives behind their pity an urging to
accept black subjugation, work hard—*do your work in your lowly sphere”—and pray “that into
heaven above, where all is love, you may, one day, be born—white!”

If one asks what is whiteness that it should be so desired—which is to say so inherently

valued—the answer is that whiteness is the means by which humans come into possession of the
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world without limitations of time or space. The value of whiteness is therefore expressed in
terms of a social, political, and economic capacity: “ownership of the earth forever and ever,
Amen!” The “Amen!” in Du Bois’s description of whiteness is far from a mere rhetorical
flourish. On the contrary, punctuating “the ownership of the earth forever and ever” with
“Amen!” clarifies that time-and-space-transcending possession of the earth constitutes a capacity
of godlike proportions and presumptions. The central prayer of the Christian tradition, the Lord’s
Prayer, which has its source in the gospel of Luke (11.2-4), is a confession of dependence upon
the power of a universe-creating God whose loving provision makes human flourishing possible.
It ends by proclaiming the infinite, merciful power of the God who provides for and empowers
reconciled, trespass-forgiving human community: “For thine is the kingdom, the power, and the
glory, forever and ever, amen.” The “forever and ever, Amen!” of Du Bois’s definition implies
that whiteness takes the place of the God to whom, in the Lord’s prayer, belongs “the kingdom,
the power, and the glory,” which is to say, “ownership of the earth forever and ever, Amen!”
Whiteness, Du Bois helps us see, is not just an identity position. Nor is it merely a form of
political power. Whiteness is not even simply a god that people worship. Whiteness is the means
by which those who possess it get to be as powerful as gods—gods to whom belong “the
kingdom, the power, and the glory.” Whiteness is the aspiration to a power that transcends
human finitude, that governs the world from a security beyond the world’s vulnerabilities and the
anxieties they produce. Indeed, the transcendent power of whiteness does not merely avoid
worldly precarity; it transcends the precarity of finitude by trapping others within it. Whiteness
escapes the world by climbing on the bent backs of black people, other people of color, and even,
as we will see, white people who have failed to live up to their raced, classed, and gendered

calling as private possessors. The aspiration to world-encompassing ownership is not merely a
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byproduct of whiteness; it is, Du Bois suggests, its “soul.” Whiteness comes into being via
theological reasoning expressed through social, political, and economic machinations,
conceptualizing itself as the apex of moral and anthropological superiority. As such, whiteness
not only emerges but lives on as a kind of pseudo-divine presence and power in the world.

Written during the early twentieth century rise of U.S. imperialism—and resistance to
it—across the globe, Du Bois’s essay keenly discerns that the world-possessing pretensions of
whiteness make it more like a “religion” than a mere identity position.®® Claiming a “title to the
universe,” white folks act like “world-mastering demi-gods” guided by “the doctrine of the
divine right of white people to steal.”®” Such a divine right is, of course, utterly illusory, Du Bois
argues. And yet, it is precisely such a “phantasy”—and the material accumulations of wealth and
power deriving from it—that spirals the world (especially Africa and other third world nations)
into “Hell.”®® The godlike claim to “ownership of the earth forever and ever, Amen!” may be a
false one, but the power of such a pretension, such an aspiration, has altered the shape of the
world in irrevocable ways.

Du Bois is not the first or only figure who discerns and resolutely criticizes the pseudo-
divine aspirations of whiteness. Writing nearly a century before Du Bois, black revolutionary
abolitionist David Walker, an early member the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) tradition, a

member of “Mother Emanuel” AME Church in Charleston, South Carolina,®® and an early

% Du Bois, Darkwater, 18.

57 Ibid., 18, 20, 27.

% bid., 19.

89 Emanuel AME Church is the congregation from which co-founder Denmark Vesey preached an early iteration of
black liberation theology based primarily in the exodus account of Israel, and where he and others plotted what
would have been, had it not been foiled, the largest enslaved people’s uprising in U.S. history. Vesey and others
were executed in Charleston in 1822. White supremacist Dylann Roof murdered nine black churchgoers during a
bible study at Emanuel AME on June 17, 2015, three days after the 193rd anniversary of the planned date of
Vesey’s uprising.
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forerunner of the black liberation theology tradition,” wrote that white Christians were far more
evil than the white “heathens” that preceded them. Like Du Bois, Walker berates the hypocrisy
of white Christians, preachers, and slave-owners who claim a faith that requires treating others as
one wants to be treated, and yet claim ownership of African peoples as “their natural
inheritance,” holding them in wretched, degrading, and deadly conditions. White Christians,
Walker suggests, enslaved Africans with a zeal that can only be described as religious—as
indeed it widely was.”* Having “always been an unjust, jealous, unmerciful, avaricious and
blood-thirsty set of beings, always seeking after power and authority,” white people, and
especially white Christians, Walker writes, aspired to take the place of God in the world. Even if
“God were to give them more sense,” Walker writes, “[i]f it were possible, would they not
dethrone Jehovah and seat themselves upon his throne?”’? Whiteness, Walker critically discerns,
is the aspiration to become, and even to displace God, deifying itself by dehumanizing others. If
white humanity believes the lie that to be white is to be more than human—divine—then all
forms of nonwhiteness, and blackness in particular, must, by necessity, be only human, and
indeed, less human than the humanity that whiteness actually embodies but pretends not to. As

James Baldwin points out, the “lie” that is whiteness is, by definition, “genocidal”: it exists only
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insofar as others are made inferior in relation to it, it thrives only when the rest of humanity is
brought “to the edge of oblivion.”"

Contemporary theologians elaborate upon Walker’s and Du Bois’s insights in ways that
help us further discern the pseudo-godlike and death-dealing scope of the power of whiteness in
the world. The first modern Christian theologian to formally and systematically analyze the
relationship between Christian theology and racial oppression was James Cone, a founder of the
tradition known as black liberation theology. Following and elaborating upon the black religion
and theology that emerged from enslavement and abolition, and catalyzed by the black freedom
movements of the 1950s, 60s, and 70s, as well as his own experience as a black man born and
raised in Arkansas, Cone revolutionized Christian theology altogether by arguing that in the
context of white supremacy and the oppressions it unleashes on black people, “Christian
theology must become black theology, a theology that is unreservedly identified with the goals of
the oppressed and seeks to interpret the divine character of their struggle for liberation.” * As
such, Cone argues, “the task of the Christian theologian is to do theology in the light of the
concreteness of human oppression as expressed in color and to interpret for the oppressed the
meaning of God’s liberation in their community.”’® Toward that end, Cone’s primary
undertaking across his writing is to develop a theology that provides a foundation for the
liberation of black people. For this reason, any analysis of what he refers to most regularly as
“white theology” is a concern that is secondary to the primary task of developing a liberating

black theology. J. Kameron Carter critiques Cone for taking for granted the existence of “white

theology” without adequately attending to the origins and contours of the theology of whiteness

8 Baldwin, “On Being White...and Other Lies” in The Cross of Redemption, 169.
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itself.”® And yet, even if Cone’s primary concern is not expositing whiteness as much as it is
nurturing theological pathways for black liberation, his pursuit of that goal nevertheless lays the
groundwork for understanding how whiteness constitutes a theological problem.

To begin with, the very idea of black liberation invites the question: liberation from
what? For Cone, the answer is simple: black liberation is liberation from whiteness. Blackness,
Cone argues, is the quintessential “ontological symbol” that “best describes what oppression
means in America.” America, for Cone as for Du Bois, Baldwin, and so many others, is a place
thoroughly pervaded by the “satanic” power of whiteness: “insofar as this country is seeking to
make whiteness the dominating power throughout the world, whiteness is the symbol of the
Antichrist. Whiteness characterizes the activity of deranged individuals intrigued by their own
image of themselves, and thus unable to see that they are what is wrong with the world.””” In a
world pervaded by the pseudo-divine, god-displacing power of whiteness, the work of black
theology, Cone writes, is “to analyze the satanic nature of whiteness” not just as an exercise in
abstract reasoning, but as a way “to prepare all nonwhites for revolutionary action.” If whiteness
is satanic, then blackness constitutes a site of “divine activity”—the activity of liberation from
the evil of whiteness’s dehumanizing oppression.’® In a world where “whiteness is ‘being’ and
blackness is ‘nonbeing,’”” where black people “live under sentence of death,” where life itself is
defined according to the supremacy of whiteness, Cone argues, theology must be theology for
the surviving and the thriving of black people against the whiteness that assails them from all
sides.” By arguing that “Christianity and whiteness are opposites,” Cone points implicitly to the

fact that modern history has been a history in which Christianity and whiteness have been more
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or less interchangeable. As Ladelle McWhorter shows, before Europeans colonialists in America
were ever commonly understood to be “white,” they were identified simply as “Christian,”
which was another way of saying “not negro, not mulatto, not Indian.”® It is this original and
ongoing definitional interchangeability of “white” and “Christian” that Cone rejects as an affront
to both God in God’s self and to God’s liberating work in the world: “satanic whiteness is a
denial of the very essence of divinity.”8! Indeed, whiteness, Cone writes, must be understood as
“sin” precisely because it consists in “the desire of whites to play God in the realm of human
affairs.”® This sinful, self-obsessed, self-promoting desire to “play God,” Cone argues, echoing
Walker and Baldwin, is “the source of human misery in the world.”# In light of these realities,
God’s future consists of black liberation from the threat of the black annihilation that whiteness
pursues and puts into motion. For this reason, the divine and human work of black liberation
means the annihilation of the death-dealing power of whiteness.?

Developing Augustinian and Niebuhrian understandings of sin as pride in directions they
had not yet been taken, Cone helps us discern how whiteness is sin because it is a manifestation
and means of the idolatrous “desire...to play God in the realm of human affairs”—a desire that
proliferates “human misery in the world.” Writing in Cone’s wake, black theologian (and Cone’s
student) Dwight Hopkins shows how the protestant faith of European American slave masters
“played an essential part in the pervasive process” of “constituting” the anthropological fiction of

moral, valued whiteness and immoral, devalued blackness.® Slave master religion and the newly
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emerging power and identity of personal whiteness, Hopkins helps us understand, were not two
separate phenomena, but two mutually reinforcing dimensions of a single system and culture of
plantation capitalism. The religious and economic self-valuating construction of whiteness and
the religious and economic devaluating construction of blackness are, Hopkins suggests, two
sides of the same coin—a coin generated and multiplied under racial capitalism and the chattel
slavery that was a cornerstone of it. As Hopkins writes, “the intentional deployment of all the
power and language of Euro-American Christianity and culture—its political-economic structure,
its grammatical style, and its textured racial cultural way of living—served to create a unifying
definition of what it meant to be white in the New World.”% Shedding various particular national
identities in exchange for designation as “white,” European Americans empowered themselves
by forcibly inventing and defining “black” people as inherently “less-than-human work animals.”
Hopkins echoes historians’ accounts when he argues that this process was not peripheral but
integral to the “Christian faith” of “slave-owning communities.”®’

In an effort to forge docile, profit-yielding subjects out of people of African descent
kidnapped from their native lands, Hopkins shows that slave-owners developed Christian
catechisms specifically for their enslaved subjects. One such catechism used in white Episcopal

churches for enslaved Africans began by establishing the alleged historical naturalness of

African slavery by marking the God-cursed biblical figure Cain as black, and by explicitly
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claiming that “the Southern slave [came] from him.”# Citing Abraham’s God-fearing, obedient
slaves, Jesus’s relative silence (as recorded in scripture) on slavery, and Paul’s moral
encouragement to the runaway slave Onesimus to return to his owner Philemon, the catechism
established the order of chattel slavery as a biblically and divinely ordained feature of the natural
order of things. More specifically, Hopkins argues, white-made slave catechisms forged
whiteness as a religious subjectivity naturally proximate to God and blackness as a religious
subjectivity naturally distant from God. The Episcopal slave catechism makes this allegedly
inherent sinfulness of enslaved Africans clear:

Q. Did Adam and Eve have to work?

A. Yes, they were to keep the garden.

Q. Was it hard to keep that garden?

A. No, it was very easy.

Q. What makes the crops so hard to grow now?

A. Sin makes it.

Q. What makes you lazy?

A. My own wicked heart.

W. How do you know your heart is wicked?

A. | feel it every day.

Q. What teaches you so many wicked things?

A. The Devil.®
This catechism accomplishes two seemingly separate things as part of the same process: it
theologically establishes the moral and anthropological inferiority of enslaved black people as
part of the natural order of things, and it integrates that inferiority into the racial capitalist
political economy in the context of which the words were uttered for the sake of building up
white wealth and power. As Hopkins writes, “this catechism syncretized God, the Devil, and

human labor” and in so doing established that “the immediate, long-term, divine, and ultimate

purpose of black humanity (that is, its theological anthropology) was to work for the masters’
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wealth.” In other words, forging subjects was both a theological and a political act that white
Americans carried out in order to secure their own power and wealth. In so doing, Hopkins
writes, white slave owners “acted like God and invented a new racial religious identity—the

black American.”%!

In addition to being “invented” and forged by the quest for white dominance,
Hopkins also shows at length that black Americans were more than mere passive recipients of
dehumanizing anthropological inscriptions. On the contrary, enslaved Africans constituted
themselves in contradiction to white definitions and subjections by integrating active resistance
and religious practice grounded in understandings of God’s liberating power.?? Nevertheless,
black American religious resistance was a response to the European American invention of
valued whiteness and devalued blackness that preceded it and that ordered a world whose
foundations we still live upon today.

Cone’s claim that whiteness consists in the sinful desire to “play God in the realm of
human affairs” and Hopkins’ contention that European Americans “acted like God” by forging
blackness as a “new racial religious identity”” made to enable white power both echo Du Bois’s
insight that “whiteness is the ownership of the earth forever and ever, Amen!” and Walker’s
claim that white people strive to seat themselves upon God’s throne. The kind of power that
“ownership of the earth” implies is unmistakably political and economic in scope: “ownership”
designates a relationship between humans and the world characterized by possession and control,
and possession and control of power and wealth in particular. That “whiteness”—an

anthropological identity position—is this power to possess the world points us back to the

possessive origins of whiteness explored in the first chapter. Whiteness is more than a neutral
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descriptor of human difference; it is a strategy for exclusively owning and ordering the world.
What Cone, Hopkins, and other theologians—including Willie Jennings and J. Kameron Carter,
whose work | engaged in chapter 1—help us understand is that whiteness is not just a political
but a theological-political phenomenon. Whiteness is a theological-political phenomenon not
only because it comes to be via theological thought and practice but because, having been born
by way of theological thought and practice, it still shows up in our midst as a power of pseudo-
godlike proportions, which can be seen in the sheer scope of the social, political, economic, and
cultural power of whiteness over the course of the last three to four hundred years.

As seen in the first chapter, Jennings and Carter develop Cone’s and Hopkins’s work—
and Du Bois’s original insight—by investigating more thoroughly the precise theological and
political contours of the origins of the world-ordering power that is whiteness. What Jennings
and Carter help clarify, among many other things, is that whiteness is not just a secular
phenomenon that subsequently gets theologized as a way of justifying colonialism and plantation
capitalism; rather, the history of its emergence and the ongoing character of its power in the
world shows that whiteness constitutes a theological category in itself. The aspiration to godlike
power that is whiteness is marked fundamentally by the desire to own in quite material ways:
whiteness comes into being as a kind of property possession. Jennings helps us perceive the
continuity between whiteness and property implied in Du Bois’s definition by showing how
whiteness entails the reconfiguration of creation itself, which it achieves through colonial acts
that separate people from places—places transformed into “raw, untamed land” in service of
Christian European wealth, power, and control.?® “With the emergence of whiteness,” Jennings

writes, “identity was calibrated through possession of, not possession by, specific land.”®* In
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contrast to peoples whose relationship to the created world is more reciprocal, whiteness, in its
origins, is a designation that describes an act of exclusive possession—*“ownership of the earth
forever and ever, Amen!”

The articulation and material formation of whiteness as a world-possessing power,
Jennings writes, means that “whiteness comes into being as a form of landscape,” which
resonates with Cheryl Harris’s insight—also explored in chapter 1—that whiteness emerges and
subsists as a kind of property, including as exclusive possession of a landscape.®® More than
simply an isolatable, inhabitable identity position abstracted from the geographies in which we
live, whiteness, Carter and Jennings help us understand, is the pseudo-godlike power to re-
arrange and re-create the world, the capacity to forge and implement anthropological
delineations geographically, politically, economically, and culturally, and to do so under the
presumption of divine legitimacy—and indeed as an expression of pseudo-divine power in itself.
As the power to quite concretely rearrange the world according to its transcendent, “boundary-
less” supremacy, whiteness does not just aspire to but to some extent obtains a degree of godlike

power over creation.%

White Male Godlikeness and Sacred Property

As | explored in the previous chapter, the formation of modern race took place in and
through gendered forms of power and normalization. If whiteness comes into being in and
through gendered social and political arrangements, and if whiteness emerges and persists as a

kind of aspiration to godlike power, does patriarchal power also consist in such aspirations?
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Starting in the 1970s, (white) feminist theologians developed already existing non-theological
feminist theory and philosophy by analyzing the ways in which patriarchy constitutes a
theological problem. Early feminist theologian and philosopher Mary Daly captured the critical
importance of feminist theological intervention when she wrote that “if God is male, then the
male is God.”%” White feminist theologies contemporaneous with and in the wake of Daly
engaged in the work of critiquing patriarchy in social, political, and religious realms by
critiquing the prevailing God concepts that depend upon and thereby proliferate patriarchy, all in
pursuit of a world where women are perceived and treated as full human beings.® Because God
in God’s own self transcends human knowledge, all human speech about God (theo-logy) cannot
avoid using aspects of human experience to understand who God is and how God acts in the
world. What feminist theologies make clear is that whatever aspect of human reality we use to
describe God in turn risks becoming “consecrated,” holy, pseudo-divine, particularly if it is
already a foundation of the dominant social, political, and ecclesial order of things.®® As
Elizabeth Johnson writes, “The symbol of God functions,” which is to say that the way we
conceptualize God shapes the world and our experiences of it in concrete ways. “If there is an
absolute heavenly patriarch,” Johnson argues, “then social arrangements on earth must pivot
around hierarchical rulers who of necessity must be male in order to represent him and rule in his

name. [...] Exclusive and literal imaging of the patriarchal God thus insures the continued
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subordination of women to men in all significant civic and religious structures.”'® In addition to
critique and reformulation of God concepts, early white feminist theology and ethics also
developed constructive theologies and ethical frameworks that did not simply add the concerns
of (white) women to some separately conceived proper Christian theology, but reconstructed
Christian theology altogether to show how liberation from patriarchal oppression expresses
God’s intentions for the world, and in some cases to show how Christian religious traditions are
limited in what they can offer the project of women’s liberation.10

In the 1970s and 1980s, black feminist activists and scholars argued that oppression as
experienced by black women was and is not reducible to either racism or sexism—or classism—
alone but could only be understood through the convergence of all three.1% In the late 1980s,
black feminist theologians and ethicists developed womanist theology and ethics to elaborate and
extend the insights of black liberation and feminist theologies to better understand and equip
resistance to (and moral agency in spite of) the intertwined oppressions of racism, sexism, and
classism.%%® While most womanist scholars locate their work within the black liberation theology
tradition, they also critique that tradition for the ways it tends to universalize the black male
experience as the “black™ experience writ large. As womanist scholars like Delores Williams
argue, in articulating a universal black experience from the perspective of black men, black

liberation theology tends to invisiblize the experiences of black women.%* As with black
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liberation theology, early texts in womanist theology and ethics also show an appreciation for
certain aspects of white feminist theology, while ultimately producing work that critiqued and
expanded upon it. Just as Angela Davis, bell hooks, and other black feminists argued of (white)
feminist theory, philosophy, and social movements, so womanist theologians and ethicists argue
that “feminist” theology actually means “white feminist” theology that is detrimentally
inattentive to the experiences of women of color. As such, black women theologians and ethicists
reformulate the feminist theo-ethical task as a womanist theo-ethical task.'% If black liberation
theology reveals and critiques the alignment of whiteness with divinity, and if white feminist
theology reveals and critiques the alignment of patriarchal and masculinist power with divinity,
then womanist theology and ethics enables discernment of how both whiteness and patriarchy—
in tandem with realities of class oppression—constitute not separate but deeply intertwined
theological and ethical problems. Because black women’s experience is not reducible to either
racial or gender (or class) oppression alone, womanist theology and ethics show that writing and
speaking from the particularities of black women’s experiences produces insights that are
unavailable to theologies that implicitly presume either a black men’s or white women’s
perspective of the world.

In pursuit of societies and lives liberated from the intertwined oppressions of racism,
sexism, and classism, womanist scholarship focuses its primary energies on the moral agency
and survival experiences of black women as a source of moral meaning-making. Indeed,
womanist scholarship operates on the conviction that it is black women’s agency and survival in
the face of oppression that can best inform critical understanding of both the theological-political

problems of race, gender, and class oppression, on the one hand, and theological-political
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pathways to freedom from them, on the other. According to womanist ethicist Stacey Floyd-
Thomas, there are four primary tenets of womanist epistemology: radical subjectivity, traditional
communalism, redemptive self-love, and critical engagement. Womanism rests, in other words,
on (1) the assertive and self-determining capacities of black women, (2) the commitment to the
familial, relational, and collective bonds of solidarity that brought one into being, (3) the need to
love oneself deeply in one’s particularity in a world that will not do it for you, and (4) the
importance of taking stock of the “interlocking systems of oppression” within which black
women exist and the “strategic options” at hand for subverting them—all together—as the multi-
dimensional foundation upon which black women have always survived and will continue to
survive into the future.1%

Grounded in such epistemologies, womanist scholarship clarifies that the oppressions that
black women have for centuries struggled against and survived—beginning with and persisting
beyond chattel slavery—find their root in the sinful desire to claim a power akin to God’s. By
reducing African women to objects of property, production, reproduction, and sexual violence,
womanist theologian Shawn Copeland argues, slaveowner Christianity “aimed to deface the
imago Dei in black human beings” in general, and black women in particular. The white
supremacist capitalist patriarchy of slaveowner Christianity seeks to “unmake the God-image” in
its raced, classed, and gendered others, Copeland argues, because slaveowner Christianity begins
and ends in the “sacrilegious” desire to “displace God.”*%” Like Copeland, womanist theologian

Kelly Brown Douglas argues that so long as whiteness is “cherished property” that makes Anglo-
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Saxon peoples “human incarnations of a divine reality,” then nonwhiteness, and blackness in
particular, will inevitably be defined as “an expression of sin.”1% The constructed godlikeness of
whiteness and the constructed sinfulness of blackness are two sides of the same coin. And yet,
despite its pretensions, the reality, as womanist theologies help make clear, is that white,
property-owning, patriarchal Christianity expresses not godlikeness but the sinful, pseudo-divine
desire to possess—by holding captive—the world and its peoples. Copeland cites a sermon by
Gregory of Nyssa to drive home the point that slaveholder Christianity’s aspiration to godlike
power is precisely what makes it a sinful contradiction of God’s liberating purpose: “But if God
does not enslave what is free, who is he that sets his own power above God’s?”1%

Black feminist and womanist scholarship help concretize what it means to suggest, as |
did in the first chapter, that the racial capitalism and European colonialism through which
whiteness and private property came into existence were and are thoroughly gendered regimes.
Whiteness—*“ownership of the earth forever and ever, Amen!”—is a power of pseudo-infinite,
godlike possession, which is why it shares a history and present with the modern institution of
absolutely exclusive and unlimited private property. Purveyors of absolutely exclusive private
property possession as it emerged in early modernity viewed private possession as a capacity
natural and inherent only to (European) men. As such, all women have long been defined and
treated as “extensions” of men’s allegedly natural and inherent right to property, with women of
color being particularly at the disposal of white propertied men as objects of sexual violence and

capital accumulation.'*? In addition to Copeland, other womanist scholars engage the experience
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of black womanhood as a condition of existing as someone else’s property, exploited in service
of the production and reproduction of the evils of racial capitalism and chattel slavery.!!
Womanist ethicist Emilie Townes, for example, explores the dehumanizing cultural
commodification of blackness, and black womanhood more specifically: “Black identity has
been made property and it should leave a sickening weariness in the pit of our collective stomach
for property means things owned, possession.”**? A world in which “a community of people has
been reduced to exchange values that can be manipulated for economic gain,”**3 a world in
which communities “can be owned by someone else, defined by someone else, created by
someone else, shaped by someone else,” Townes writes, is a fundamentally unfree world. 4
Such is the condition of black manhood and womanhood—not just during but even beyond
chattel slavery—in the United States of America.

Womanist theologian Delores Williams also explores the relation of black womanhood to
the question of property by interpreting black women’s experience through the biblical figure
Hagar’s experience in the “wilderness” of Beersheba. Hagar, the slave of Abraham’s wife Sarah,
served as Sarah’s surrogate and gave birth to a son with Abraham named Ishmael, before
Abraham and Sarah eventually exiled Hagar and Ishmael to wander in the wilderness (Genesis
16, 21). Hagar’s condition of enslavement and exile, along with her quest for survival, Williams
shows, has long resonated with people forced into similar conditions by European-American
colonialism and the chattel slavery of racial capitalism.'® The African American experience of

wilderness exemplified by Hagar, Williams writes, has both positive and negative aspects. In
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contrast to the modern European-American colonial and (racial) capitalist perspective that
viewed the wilderness as a place to be “conquered” and subdued like the allegedly uncivilized
and “savage” people who lived there, enslaved black people in America, like Hagar, often
encountered the wilderness as a “sacred space” of release from captivity, as shelter, healing, and
a site of transformational encounter with God. And yet, on the other hand, Williams writes,
especially after the formal end of chattel slavery, wilderness for African American people
became the “hostile,” economically insecure experience of displacement in a supposedly “free”
world.' As someone else’s property, enslaved people were, by definition, excluded from the
right to possess property themselves. The “ruling class economics” of racial capitalism and
chattel slavery consigned black people to a state of economic dispossession in which the
untamed and untamable wilderness of creation invited a mutual, non-possessive relation,
exemplified in Hagar’s resilient self-determination and transformative encounter with God in
exile. The formal end of a regime that reduced black people to property that white people
possessed brought about transformation from the dispossession of being property to the
dispossession of having little to no access to property of one’s own.*'’ From the life-giving
commons of the wilderness to the life-threatening wilderness of a land in which whiteness as
property makes property ownership inaccessible to black people, the experience of black
womanhood in the United States, Williams helps us discern, has been one of perpetual dis-
possession, of being closed out from and threatened by the enclosures of whiteness, property,

and patriarchy.!®

116 1pid., 113-117.

17 Ibid.

118 Even black people who came to obtain and “own” private property often had it stripped away for challenging
white supremacy in any way, including by empowering themselves through property ownership. See: Du Bois,
Black Reconstruction in America.
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While the oppressions that black women have experienced over the last four centuries is
unique and arguably doubly severe as a result of the anti-black racism undergirding it, lower
class women of European descent also experienced versions of the same class and gender-based
oppressions that black women do. Indeed, before the emergence of race in its modern sense, in
the centuries leading up to the global proliferation of chattel slavery through European
colonialism and racial capitalism that Williams and other womanist scholars explore, proletarian
women’s relationship to property in Europe was characterized by expulsion from common
property through private enclosure, on the one hand, and transformation into a kind of human
commons exploitable through monetarily unrecognized forms of “women’s labor,” on the
other.!'® According to Silvia Federici, the “social function” of pre-enclosure commons “was
especially important for women, who, having less title to land and less social power, were more
dependent on them for their subsistence, autonomy, and sociality.”*?® As such, the privatization
of common lands impacted women in especially negative ways, which is why women
dispossessed of their access to the commons were regular participants and even leaders in acts of
resistance against the hedges, fences, and gates of enclosure in early modern Europe.*?* During
the same period of time that Europe began its colonial and capitalist pursuit of worldwide
ownership, women (the extensions of men’s property) and men dispossessed of access to
property in England engaged in theoretical and material antagonism to enclosure that was as
theological as it was political. Indeed, for the same reason that liberation, feminist, and womanist
theologies—theologies developed by those rendered “other” by whiteness and patriarchy in

particular—enable us to better discern the ways in which whiteness and patriarchy are

119 Sjlvia Federici, Caliban and the Witch, 2., rev. ed (New York, NY: Autonomedia, 2014), 97. | explored these
transformations in chapter one.

120 1pid., 71.

121 |bid., 73-74.
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expressions of self-deifying power that exploits and dehumanizes others for its survival, so the
theologizing of peoples dispossessed of property can give us deeper insight into how it is that
absolutely unlimited and exclusive private property constitutes self-deifying sin.

As explored in the first chapter, the early modern enclosure movement transformed
millions of acres of commonly tenured land across England (and beyond) into privately
possessed property, and in so doing dispossessed tens of thousands of people from their means of
livelihood. For the early purveyors of absolutely exclusive private property in the early modern
world, the fences, gates, and walls of enclosures were mechanisms for bringing the created order
into alignment with God’s intentions for it. Property-owning elites rationalized their enclosure of
common lands with a political theology of private possession grounded in the mandate to
subduing and making the earth productive.?? But political theology did and does not belong to
enclosers alone. One of the most common forms of popular literature that circulated in early
modern England, the “anti-enclosure tirade,” appealed frequently to scripture and deployed
theological rationales to oppose the actions of powerful private property owners.? One of the
most prominently cited passages of scripture in such tracts was Isaiah 5:8, which, in the Great
(English) Bible of 1539, reads: “Wo unto them that joyne one house to another, and bring one
lande so nygh unto another, that the poore can get no grounde, & that ye maye dwel upon the
earth alone.”*24 Just as pro-enclosure elites argued that anti-enclosure rioters were “greedy” for
claiming entitlement to gleanings at the edge of fields, so the counter-accusation of avarice or

covetousness was central to anti-enclosure pamphlets and “complaints” in circulation from the

122 See chapter one for more on the political theology of enclosure.

123 Andrew McRae, God Speed the Plough: The Representation of Agrarian England, 1500-1660, Past and Present
Publications (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 43.

124 Quoted on McRae, God Speed the Plough, 23. We can see here a continuity of early modern anti-enclosure
Christianity with the thought of Ambrose of Milan (late fourth century) who also references Isaiah 5:8 in order to
critique private wealth: “How far, O ye rich, do you push your mad desires? Shall ye alone dwell upon the earth?”
Quoted on Pierson, Just Property: A History in the Latin West, Volume 1: Wealth, Virtue, and the Law, 67-68.
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sixteenth century on. In the tradition of late medieval texts including More’s Utopia and
Langland’s Piers Plowman, anti-enclosure preachers and pamphleteers regularly imitated the
Hebrew prophets by condemning enclosure for allowing commoners to be “devoured” by the
sheep that replace them, and calling landlords to be stewards of God’s creation rather than
oppress the poor.t?®> One English text from 1632 captures an essential aspect of commoners’
perspective by describing the typical wealthy encloser, in theological terms, as one whose desire
to possess the earth without limitation makes him not like God, but the devil. The enclosing
landlord, the text reads, “loves to see the bounds of his boundlesse desires; hee is like the Divell,
for they both compasse the earth about: Enclosures make fat Beasts, and leane poore people.”1?
For the authors of such pamphlets and sermons, earth-encompassing covetousness was an
expression of self-satisfying sin that disenfranchises others, and no one embodied it more
excessively than wealthy men who increased their lot by taking land away from poor people
through the privatization of the common lands upon which thousands of people depended for
survival.

The most famous political theology in opposition to enclosure comes from the
seventeenth century radical theologian and pamphleteer Gerrard Winstanley, who nineteenth and
early twentieth century communist and communitarian social movements would claim as a

forefather or precursor to their own movements.*?’ Early in his life, when he worked as a cloth

125 Quoted on McRae, God Speed the Plough, 50.

126 Donald Lupton, London and the Countrey Carbonadoed and Quartred into Severall Characters (London 1632),
307. Quoted in part on William C. Carroll, ““The Nursery of Beggary’: Enclosure, Vagrancy, and Sedition in the
Tudor-Stuart Period” in Richard Burt and John Michael Archer, Eds., Enclosure Acts: Sexuality, Property, and
Culture in Early Modern England (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994), 38.

127 1n 1918, one year after the Russian Revolution, Vladimir Lenin led the repurposing of a czarist obelisk in
Moscow. Removing the names of former kings, the new Soviet government installed the names of figures who they
viewed as socialist and communist forerunners to their revolution. There among names like Karl Marx, Friedrich
Engels, Mikhail Bakunin, and Thomas More, was “Gerrard Winstanley.” John Gurney, Gerrard Winstanley: The
Digger’s Life and Legacy, Revolutionary Lives (London: Pluto Press, 2013), 1-3.
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merchant, Winstanley was defrauded of £274 by slave-trading merchant Matthew Backhouse,
leaving him in dire poverty, an experience and subsequent condition that likely influenced his
theological-political thought and practice.*?® As outlined in the first chapter, the predominant
view on property in the Christian tradition holds that the sinfulness made inevitable by the fall
makes commonly tenured property untenable, thereby necessitating property that is privately
owned as a means of guarding against the chaos that would otherwise ensue. For Winstanley,
however, private, exclusive possession of the earth, a mode of relation that requires stealing land
tenured by others, is not a consequence but the very origin and sign of the sinfulness introduced
by the fall of humankind. In his “True Levellers Standard Advanced,” published in 1649, he
writes: “so long as we, or any other, doth own the Earth to be the peculiar Interest of Lords and
Landlords, and not common to others as well as them, we own the Curse, and hold the Creation
under bondage.”*?° Possession that excludes people from the means of their livelihood is not a
God-ordained institution that guards against sinful disorder; it is, itself, Winstanley argues, a
manifestation of the sinful selfishness that Adam and Eve, seeking to become God, introduced
into God’s creation. Discerning the inherent connection between private and carceral
enclosure—a connection that I explore further in chapters 3 and 4—W.instanley argues that
“buying and selling the earth” “breeds discontent, and divides the creation, and makes mankind
to imprison, enslave, and destroy one another.”*% Just as the earth itself is held captive by the
sinful bondage of the privatization of the commons, so such privatization brings about and even

necessitates the captivity of humans displaced from them. Likewise, in his “Declaration From the

128 peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra: Sailors, Slaves, Commoners, and the Hidden
History of the Revolutionary Atlantic (Boston, Mass: Beacon Press, 2003), 140-141; R. J. Dalton, “Gerrard
Winstanley: The Experience of Fraud 1641,” The Historical Journal 34, no. 4 (1991): 973-84.

129 Gerrard Winstanley, “The True Levellers Standard Advanced” in Gerrard Winstanley, The Works of Gerrard
Winstanley, ed. George H. Sabine (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1941), 257-258.

130 Quoted on McRae, God Speed the Plough, 127.
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Poor Oppressed People of England,” also from 1649, Winstanley writes that England cannot be a
free people until the country be “set at liberty from [private] proprietors, and become a common
Treasury to all her children, as every portion of the Land of Canaan was the Common livelihood
of such and such a Tribe, and of every member in that Tribe, without exception, neither hedging
in any, nor hedging out.”*3! Winstanley here deploys the imagery of one of the primary
instruments of early modern enclosure—the hedge—in order to proclaim that the powers of
private possession and the law that upholds it are “members and actors of the curse, which is the
destruction and bondage of the Creation; you are that power that hedges some into the Earth, and
hedges others out.” Private proprietors and those who protect them with the law, Winstanley
argues, wrongfully claim the power to “rule over the labours and persons of your fellow-
creatures, who are flesh of your flesh, and bone of your bone...[doing] the very same things...for
which you hang other men for, punishing others for such actions as you call sinne, and yet you
live in the daily action your selves; taking the Earth from the weaker brother, and so killing by
poverty or prison all day long.”**? For Winstanley, private (and carceral) enclosure is a
manifestation—and indeed a proliferating source—of sin, rather than a mechanism for righting
or punishing it, as enclosers, with much of the Christian tradition, argued.

For Winstanley and other lay theologians and commoners of his time writing and acting
in opposition to enclosure, the theological problem with enclosers is that they define the essence
of personhood before God too narrowly, which is to say, too individualistically. As seen above,
multiple pamphlets from this period use Isaiah 5:8 to criticize the way that enclosure enables

wealthy people to “dwell on the earth alone” by using hedges and fences to cut their neighbors

131 Gerrard Winstanley, “A Declaration from the Poor Oppressed People of England” in The Works of Gerrard
Winstanley, 275.
132 Gerrard Winstanley, “Fire in the Bush” in The Works of Gerrard Winstanley, 492-493.
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off from the land, the source of their livelihood. According to historian Andrew McRae, in the
post-Reformation seventeenth century, the theology of enclosers expressed a shift from a more
corporate vision of the world to a more atomized vision idealized in the figure of the “godly
individual” whose industriousness was not only the apex of virtue but helped bring the rest of
society more closely in line with God’s purposes.t33 Enclosers understood enclosure as an
instrument that promoted such godly alignments for people on both sides of the fence: through
enclosure, possessors obeyed God by subduing and thereby making the earth industrious, and in
so doing, exposed commoners to the corrective discipline and morality that hedges, fences, and
gates make possible. For those dispossessed by enclosure, on the other hand, the self-enlarging,
others-disregarding individualization of the person before God—a malformed theological
anthropology—also entailed a malformed theology of creation. According to Winstanley and
those like him—including church fathers like John of Chrysostom, Ambrose of Milan, Gregory
of Nyssa, and Basil of Caesarea, whose thought | engaged in the first chapter—God created the
earth to be a “common treasury” for all, not a private possession for a few.'* To enclose—to
privatize—is, for Winstanley, to hold creation “in bondage,” which “dishonours God,” and
subsequently kills “the weaker brother” “by poverty or prison.”*3> As | outline more thoroughly
in the next chapter, rural villagers dispossessed by early modern European enclosure, and so
deprived of access to land, were displaced in droves to overcrowded and industrializing cities
where they were subject to compulsory labor laws, and struggled to survive as relatively

“rightless” apprentices and wage laborers.**® Failing to maintain steady employment,

133 McRae, God Speed the Plough, 158-168.

134 Gerrard Winstanley, “A Declaration from the Poor Oppressed People of England” in The Works of Gerrard
Winstanley, 275.

135 Gerrard Winstanley, “Fire in the Bush” in The Works of Gerrard Winstanley, 492-493.

136 Karl Marx, Capital, Volume 1: A Critique of Political Economy, trans. Ben Fowkes (London: Penguin Books in
association with New Left Review, 1981), 895-897.
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dispossessed peoples were also subject to brutal vagrancy laws that resulted in either public
punishment or captivity and forced labor in prisons and workhouses. Locked out of common
lands by the fences and gates of private enclosure, displaced peoples often found themselves
subsequently—Dby virtue of either their vagrancy or their organized resistance—locked up by the
fences, gates, and walls of carceral enclosure. Such is the fundamental continuity, historically
and conceptually, between private and carceral enclosure: they are, as it were, two sides of the
same boundary—a boundary, Winstanley and anti-enclosure pamphleteers and rioters discern,
that is as theological as it is political. In the years following Winstanley’s life and work, private
property would merge with the “whiteness” that was then germinating, and that would, as we
have seen, change the shape of life on earth in fundamental ways. Rooted as it is in the notion of
liberation from bondage—a bondage that, through the merger of property with race (and gender),
describes an aspect of the same enslaving, confining, and criminalizing realities that forerunners
of black liberation theology such as David Walker would describe a century and a half after
Winstanley—it is possible and perhaps fruitful to read Winstanley and his anti-enclosure
contemporaries in continuity with the black liberation and womanist theologies explored above.
Having come into existence through a fusion of theological and political thought and
practice, whiteness and private property (together with patriarchy) are positions in a theological-
political vision of the world in which, standing at the center and towering above, they afford
themselves the power to make and remake others in inferior relation to their own supremacy. As
such, whiteness, property, and patriarchy are means by which their possessors remake the world
itself in a multitude of ways. It is this power to make subjects and rearrange the world itself that
clarifies the truth of Du Bois’s claim that whiteness (and/as private property) is “ownership of

the earth forever and ever, Amen!” Emerging from Christian European colonial and capitalist
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pursuits for power over and possession of the world beyond Europe’s borders, whiteness and
private property (together with patriarchy) are manifestations of the aspiration to the godlike
power to escape the vulnerabilities of earthly finitude in order to own and manage the finite
world itself.

What we learn from the theological-political interventions of people dispossessed by the
pseudo-godlike aspirations of whiteness, absolutely exclusive and unlimited private property,
and patriarchy is that the aspirations that give birth to such phenomena are expressions of sin,
and indeed sin understood as much of the Christian tradition understands it: prideful self-
deification that wreaks havoc upon the world and its peoples, including, ultimately, self-deifiers
themselves. It is for this reason that whiteness, private property, and patriarchy may be
understood as what the New Testament calls principalities and powers—instantiations of
separation from God that, by “insinuating [themselves] in the place of God,” wreak havoc on
earth through exploitation, violence, and death.**” Bent on their own self-preservation at the
expense of everyone and everything else, principalities and powers, by definition, serve
dehumanization and death, and thus oppose God’s will, and as such may be characterized as
“demonic.”

It might be easy for some to dismiss oppressed peoples’ theological condemnations of
oppressors as the unfair, broad-brush-stroke over-simplifications of people who just so happen to
have had bad experiences at the hands of particularly sinful individuals who just so happen to be
white propertied men. But naming whiteness, private property, and patriarchal power themselves
as expressions of self-absolutizing sin that proliferate evil and death—and thus as principalities

and powers—is more than just a way of calling their possessors immoral people. The deeper

137 stringfellow, An Ethic for Christians & Other Aliens in a Strange Land, 81.
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point such theologies help us discern is that the hierarchies and power differentials underlying
the oppressions of white supremacist capitalist patriarchy find their source not in some general,
abstract personal moral deficiency but, more concretely, in the self-deifying desire to “play God
in the realm of human affairs”'3 that people inherit and embrace both personally and
collectively. The crux of the problem that whiteness, private property, and patriarchy make
manifest, in short, is the desire to become God, to transcend and manage the world, which is
possible only by climbing on the backs of nonwhite, non-propertied, and non-masculine peoples.
As principalities and powers, whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property, and patriarchy
obtain pseudo-godlike power by exploiting, binding, condemning, and dealing death to others.
This is precisely the sin of pride in its social form: seeking to become and so displace—and so
become separated from—God by creating hell for others. What these theologies make clear is
that separation from God and creating hell for others are, in fact, two ways of talking about the
same thing. Whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property, and patriarchy are concretions of
the desire to establish heaven for a few and hell for many—the desire to play God in relation to
others defined as inherently alienated from God.

Whiteness and private property (together with patriarchy) not only come into existence
through a fusion of theological and political thought and practice; having come into existence
through such a convergence, they very much continue to persist in the world as phenomena of
pseudo-godlike proportions, even when they do not explicitly define or present themselves as
such. We adequately grasp whiteness, property, and patriarchy today only when we attend to the
theological depth dimension that midwifes their emergence and buttresses their persistent

presence and power among us. Grasping the fact that whiteness, absolutely exclusive and

138 Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 114.
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unlimited private property, and patriarchy are expressions of sin that proliferates evil and death is
a critical starting point in reframing the theological anthropologies they actually manifest, as
opposed to the theological vision of the world as they discern and desire it to be. But we can take
one more step: if whiteness, private property, and patriarchy are experiments in playing God, we
can discern their nature—aspirational and actual alike—at a more fundamental level by engaging
them through the lens of the traditional “attributes” of God as theologized by Christian
theologies over the millennia. In other words, if the conglomerate power of whiteness and private
property (together with patriarchy) consists, as Du Bois put, in “ownership of the earth forever
and ever, Amen!” then we might better understand these forces by interpreting them through the

divine attributes they aspire to and understand themselves to embody.

The Pseudo-Divine Attributes of Whiteness and Private Property (and Patriarchy)

99 ¢¢

It is commonplace to understand “whiteness,” “private property,” and “patriarchy” as more or
less natural features of the world as it already happens to be. As | have aimed to show, however,
these phenomena first emerged and continue to persist in and through one another as expressions
of the pursuit to possess the world absolutely by exploiting and excluding others. In theological
terms, whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property possession, and patriarchy—three
intertwined historical phenomena—are expressions of the aspiration to godlike power over the
world, and thus fundamental expressions of the sin of prideful self-deification made possible by
the exploitation and dehumanization of others. In order to more thoroughly draw out how these
historical identity positions and possessions are manifestations of the aspiration to pseudo-

godlike power, I conclude this chapter by exploring in more explicitly theological terms how the

present-day form and function of these phenomena resemble some of the traditional divine
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“attributes” of God. The purpose in doing so is not to suggest that they are in fact expressions of
the spirit of the God; the purpose, rather, is to demonstrate that they are, by seeking to become
God on the backs of others forced into living hell, manifestations, instead, of the sin, evil, and
death that stands in opposition to God. To explore the attributes of these phenomena as pseudo-
godlike attributes, then, is not to “center” them and reify their power but to dig deeper in order to
uproot, to look closer in order to unmask, the illusory and sinful aspirations of which they
consist. In the end, | argue, the illusory pursuit of godlike power over the world deals death not
only to the rest of the world, but also to those who have inherited and remain caught up in such a

pursuit.

The Divine Attributes

All theological endeavors, including the specifically Christian theologies with which this
project is concerned, are in the most basic sense words or reasoning (logoi) about God (theo).
Throughout their history, most Christian theologies also fit Anselm’s definition of theology’s
underlying task: “faith seeking understanding.” Most Christian theology, in other words, begins
with and emerges out of a commitment to the practice of Christian faith itself, which makes
reasoning about God an expression of the desire to better understand God and the faith through
which Christians pursue God, and perhaps through which God pursues relation with Christians.
The paradox of Christian theology is that it pursues greater understanding of a God who
ultimately exceeds what human understanding can grasp, which is why such a pursuit is, in most

cases, an expression not just of philosophical curiosity but of faith.*3® Within the broad enterprise

139 While it is a discussion that exceeds the scope of this project or even this chapter, | should note that | do hold that
it is possible to “do theology” without also confessing Christian faith. One form of such a theology is critical
analysis that deploys (and so therefore accepts at least the conceptual legitimacy or relevance of) Christian
theological concepts in pursuit of understanding not “God” but a world shaped in fundamental ways by reasoning
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of theology, there are many so-called “doctrines” or categories of reasoning about God that,
when synthesized, form a theology that is systematic, meaning it coheres as a holistic framework
for interpreting and living in the world. One of the central sub-categories of Christian theology is
the doctrine of God, which is concerned with the nature of God both in God’s self and in relation
to the created world. Theologies concerned with the specific characteristics or nature of God
articulate a number of things that are not, in their origins, mere philosophical abstractions but
theological formulations of faith. Emerging out of the faith of the people of Israel, predominant
Christian faith and theology understand God as “the beginning and end” of all things (Revelation
22.13). Orthodox Christian doctrine, elaborating upon Christian scripture, also understands God
as three “persons” in one: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. God is “triune” both in God’s own self
and in God’s relation to the world.'*° For most orthodox theologies, the God of Christian faith,
the triune beginning and end of all things, is not a God who resides in uncaring distance from
God’s creation but is, rather, a God who so loves the world (John 3.16) that God becomes
incarnate in it in the form of Jesus the Christ, the Palestinian Jew who was fully human and fully
divine. For orthodox Christian faith, God’s love for and incarnate immanence within God’s
creation does not mean that God is indistinct from the created order. God is only God, for
predominant Christian theologies, if God both relates intimately to and yet also remains
essentially distinct from God’s creation. Clarifying how and why it is that the triune God of
Christian faith is both within and yet outside the created order is a central task of Christian

theologies generally speaking.

(logy) about God (theo). It is also possible for a confessing Christian to theologize in such a way. This project,
which engages in theological-political analysis of theological-political phenomena, is, | hope, an example. See the
introduction for more on methodology and my working understanding of the theological and the political.

140 These two forms of God’s triunity—immanent trinity and economic trinity—are a later (modern) elaboration of
the ancient doctrine of the Trinity. As such, Karl Rahner argues that they should be understood as fundamentally
inseparable, two aspects of a single reality. Karl Rahner, The Trinity (New York: Crossroad Pub, 1997), 22-24.
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The tradition of the divine names or “attributes” developed as a way of conveying the
nature of the Christian God as discerned through scripture, Christian tradition, and even,
inevitably, human reasoning and experience.'#! The early (ancient) purpose of theologizing about
the divine attributes—the nature of God—was not, again, to make philosophical abstractions, but
to provide guidance in Christian disciples’ practice of imitating God as revealed in Christ, to
clarify the distinctively monotheistic nature of Christian faith, and to elaborate Christians’
understanding of God’s triunity, all of which was, in the ancient Christian church, inseparable
from the life of Christian faith, including prayer, communal worship, and mutually supportive
life together.142 While there are many divine attributes, a few central attributes are worth
exploring in brief in order to better grasp, by extension, the aspirational pseudo-divine nature of
whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property, and patriarchy.

Most Christian theologies hold that God is utterly “transcendent,” which is to say that
God in God’s fullness cannot be fully grasped or encountered from within finite human
conceptuality or materiality. God, Maximus Confessor writes, “does not fall within any limit.” 43
Transcending all delimitations of finitude, God, in contrast to God’s creation, is infinite, without
limitation of any kind. In Augustine’s thought in particular, as in much ancient and medieval
Christian thought, God’s transcendence and infinitude are at once a matter of (1) God’s
incomprehensibility and unknowability, (2) God’s transcendence of all spatial and temporal
boundaries, and (3) the limitlessness of God’s power.'* The notion of God’s incomprehensibility

is the notion that God exceeds—meaning God cannot be conceptually circumscribed by—human

141 The so-called Methodist quadrilateral understands the four general sources of theology to be scripture, tradition,
reason, and experience.

142 Ysabel de Andia, “Attributes, Divine” in Jean-Yves Lacoste, ed., Encyclopedia of Christian Theology, 3 vols.
(New York: Routledge, 2005), 113.

143 Quoted on Antoine Coté, “Infinite” in Encyclopedia of Christian Theology, 778.

144 Antoine Coté, “Infinite” in Encyclopedia of Christian Theology, 778.
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faculties of reason and imagination. As Augustine writes, “If you think you have grasped him, it
is not God you have grasped.”'#> “Apophatic” traditions of Christian thought and practice in
particular emphasize that God can only be encountered beyond the faculties of human rationality,
and indeed beyond language itself, which often translates into contemplative spiritualities based
in silent awareness of the God who is, paradoxically, both everywhere and nowhere.

God can be both everywhere and nowhere because God in God’s self is distinct from the
order that God created. God is in no way bound by the laws of materiality: “God...does not live
in shrines made by human hands” (Acts 17.24). God, in short, possesses the attribute of
omnipresence: “God cannot be localized or circumscribed” within the dimensions of space and
time because God is the author of the (finite) dimensions of space and time themselves.'#¢ As the
author or originator of the created order, God’s “knowledge” of God’s creation is also without
limit: God is omniscient, all-knowing. As the Apostle Paul put it prayerfully in his letter to the
Romans: “O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are
his judgments and how inscrutable his ways!” (Romans 11.33). Jewish and Christian scripture
imagine a God whose loving and knowing presence covers and permeates the created order. For
the psalmist, God’s omniscience and omnipresence go hand in hand: after reflecting upon God’s
limitless care for and knowledge of human life, “knowledge that is too wonderful...so high that I
cannot attain it,” the psalmist writes: “Where can I go from your spirit? Or where can | flee from
your presence? If [ ascend to heaven, you are there; if [ make my bed in Sheol, you are there”
(Psalm 139.6-8). Likewise does the author of the letter to the church at Ephesus speak of “one

God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all” (Ephesians 4.6). For

145 The Latin phrase is: “Si comprehendis, non est Deus.” Augustine, Sermon 117, The Works of Saint Augustine:
Sermons, Volume 4 (54A-147A).
146 Cyrille Michon, “Omnipresence, Divine” in Encyclopedia of Christian Theology, 1153.
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Augustine, God’s omnipresence is not a matter of being partly here and partly there. Nor is
God’s omnipresence like created elements extended into larger, more expansive forms. Rather,
“[God] is wholly present in all of [the world] in such wise as to be wholly in heaven and wholly
in earth alone and wholly in earth and heaven together; not confined in any place, but wholly in
himself everywhere.”4’ God is at once intimately present and yet absolutely un-circumscribable
within the (finite) world that God created.

God is non-localizable, omnipresent, because God is absolutely transcendent. The
Christian idea of God’s transcendence, theologian Kathryn Tanner argues, is the idea that “God
is not a kind of thing among other kinds of things,” “a kind of being over against other kinds of
beings,” but is instead “beyond any such contrasts.”%8 The point of positing such a radical
distinction or transcendence, Tanner argues, is not to posit a God who exists at a radical distance
from humans, but to clarify that God, as loving creator, redeemer, and giver of gifts to God’s
creation, can only be the God who gives God’s own self to humans if God is radically distinct
from humans. In Tanner’s terms, creatures and God exist in a “non-competitive relation,” which
simply means that God’s increase does not require that creatures decrease: “The glorification of
God does not come at the expense of creatures.”'*® God’s transcendence, infinitude, and
omnipresence are theological expressions of the idea—and practiced faith—that God, as the
source of all life, is the powerful and benevolent creator, sustainer, and (through Jesus Christ)
redeemer of all things. God cannot be these things, most Christian theologies suggest, if humans

are also all of these things in the same way—or even a lesser version of the same way—that God

147 Augustine, Letter 187 (to Dardanus), ch. 7, "On the Presence of God", in W. Parsons, trans., Saint Augustine
Letters, Vols. Il and 1V, The Fathers of the Church (New York: Fathers of the Church, Inc., 1953).

148 Kathryn Tanner, Jesus, Humanity and the Trinity: A Brief Systematic Theology (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress
Press, 2001), 4, 11, 13. Some philosophical theologians even argue that God “is” beyond the category of “being”
altogether. See, for one example, Jean-Luc Marion, Thomas A. Carlson, and David Tracy, God without Being: Hors-
Texte, Second edition, Religion and Postmodernism (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2012).
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is. God is absolutely transcendent, infinite, which enables God to be limitlessly present,
immanent—incarnate—in the world without, in so doing, ceasing to be God. The divine
attributes of transcendence and infinitude, of omnipresence and omniscience, and indeed all
other divine attributes, are premised, therefore, on the fact that they apply only to God, which,
again, is not a matter of decreasing humans’ inherent value and increasing God’s, but facilitating
union between the God who is distinct from and yet relates intimately to the creatures that God
creates.

As the beginning and end of all things, as transcendent, infinite, omnipresent and
omniscient, God is also “omnipotent,” all-powerful. Jewish and Christian scripture convey an
“almighty” God whose power knows no bounds. The power of God in scripture is seen in God’s
creation of the world and all that is in it, the preservation or holding-together of the universe, and
the (promised) power to restore and redeem the world from the power of death and sin. Christian
scripture and many Christian theologies therefore also understand God as a beneficent sovereign
Lord whose providential power embraces and maintains the cosmos and all who live in it. A
power without limitation, God’s omnipotence is the power to do anything.** Christian theologies
throughout the tradition have also explored the implications of such limitless power: does
omnipotence actually mean that God can will anything, including even evil? Most Christian
theologies answer that God’s will, on the one hand, and God’s goodness and love, on the other,
are two sides of the same coin, which is why God cannot, properly speaking, will evil or
injustice. As Olivier Boulnois writes, “Omnipotence should be seen not as an isolated attribute
but as that of the good God, who would cease to be himself if he ceased to be good....” ! Or, as

Augustine writes, “If God can be what he does not want to be [namely, evil], he is not

180 QOlivier Boulnois, “Omnipotence, Divine” in Encyclopedia of Christian Theology, 1150-1151.
151 |bid., 1151.
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omnipotent.”*%> God the loving creator is God the almighty is God whose power knows no finite
bounds. This means that God’s will, while not arbitrary, is effective, meaning that the good that
God wills to create or bring about, God creates or brings about. Because God is all-powerful,
God’s (loving) will is what orders reality: what God wills is what is and what is—with the
exception of the creation-negations of sin and evil—is what God wills. An important implication
of God’s omnipotent will, then, is that sin and evil are privations of the good, which is to say the
absence of the good that God can only create. God does not—strictly speaking, cannot, as a good
God—create sin or evil, only a world in which humans have the agency to choose to create sin
and evil, and the death that scripture understands to derive from them (Romans 6.23). Whatever
evil or sin that exists comes not from God, then, but the sin that free humans enact through
seeking to become God themselves.

Because God, in most Christian theologies, is understood to radically transcend the
limitations of finitude—of human knowledge, space, time, and power—God is also said to
possess the attribute of “aseity,” which means originating and existing “in oneself,” and therefore
utterly independent in the most absolute sense: God originates from God’s self and therefore
depends in no way upon anything outside God’s self.>® As the creator, origin, or cause of all
things, the agent who puts all created things into motion, God, according to Aristotelian and
Thomist theologies, is the “unmoved mover.”*>* Deriving from God’s own self, Aquinas argues,
“God is his own being.”*>® The notion of God’s aseity is a way of apprehending how it is that
God creates the world without having first been created by someone or something outside God.

Additionally, God’s aseity is a way of understanding how God exists in relation to humanity

152 Quoted on ibid., 1151.

153 «“Aseity” comes from the Latin a, “from,” and se, “self.”

15 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, la, Question 3.

155 Quoted on Coloman Viola, “Aseity” in Encyclopedia of Christian Theology, 102.
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without that relation implying that God needs humanity in any sense. The notion of aseity,
therefore, is related to the notions of divine “impassibility” and “immutability.” Impassibility
describes the state of being invulnerable to or unaffected by anything outside oneself. The notion
of impassibility derives in part from the ancient Greek philosophical concept of apatheia, which
means “nonsuffering, freedom from suffering, a creature’s inability to suffer.”'° Stoic and other
Greek philosophies encouraged pursuit of a life that rose above or avoided pain, and
conceptualized God as one who, transcending finitude, logically speaking, cannot be affected in
any way by the forces of finitude, and thus can be said to “feel” no “pain.” In Stoic and Platonic
philosophy, the “passions” are understood as marks of bodily creaturehood that, opposed to
transcendent, universal “reason,” sharply distinguish humans from God. Though Jewish and
Christian scripture depict a God who “feels” various emotions regarding the state of creation—
love, anger, and so on—the idea of a passionless God who does not, properly speaking, “need”
and likewise is not impacted by creation ultimately took hold in many strands of Christian
theology as the more logically consistent way of conceptualizing the God who transcends
finitude absolutely.®>” As impassible—invulnerable to feeling and therefore suffering—God is
also understood to be characterized by the divine attribute of immutability, the inability to
change. To be finite and vulnerable is to possess the ability to be affected by what lies outside
oneself, to be transformed by it in some way, whether for better or for worse. Because God is
“perfect,” God is invulnerable to finitude, and thus impassible; for that reason, God is also

immutable, free from the possibility of being changed by anything finite or infinite. 8

156 Dorothee Soelle, Suffering (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress, 1986), 36.

157 John Milbank, “Immutability/Impassibility” in Encyclopedia of Christian Theology, 760-761. See also: Soelle,
Suffering, 36-45.
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The divine attributes are a means of making sense of God’s nature, including the various
ways in which God transcends finitude, and the implications of God’s transcendence for the life
of faith. Posited, at least in their earliest forms, not as ways of describing God’s absolute distance
from creation but God’s non-circumscribable love for and proximity to creation, the divine
attributes (imperfectly) contribute to finite knowledge of the God who ultimately transcends
finite knowledge. Every divine attribute is premised on the fact that each attribute can only
apply, by definition, to God. As we have seen, however, the theologies and resistance of peoples
dispossessed by the finite, historical realities of whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property,
and patriarchy help us discern those phenomena as expressions of the sinful desire to wield
power akin to God’s. If whiteness, private property, and patriarchy are finite expressions of the
desire to become God, then we might better understand what animates them and the scope of
their impact on peoples’ lives by interpreting them in relation to the divine attributes to which
they aspire in their origins and present-day power alike.

As outlined in the introduction, a key methodological presumption undergirding this
project is that we understand social forces like whiteness, private property, and patriarchy
through a combination of the self-definitions of such phenomena, on the one hand, and the
experiences and perspectives of those oppressed by them, on the other. As we saw in the first
chapter, Christian theological thought and practice, fused with European colonialism and racial
capitalism, helped give birth to whiteness and private property as markers of normative
personhood. More than three centuries later, whiteness and private property (along with
patriarchy) tend to articulate themselves in ways that keep their religious and theological origins
hidden from view. And yet, having come into existence through thought and practice that fuses

the theological and the political, it should be little surprise that it is peoples oppressed by
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whiteness and private property (and patriarchy) who help us discern how these phenomena still
materially approximate aspects of a kind of pseudo-divine power, even when they seldom
express themselves today in the more explicitly theological terms they once did.°
Understanding the nature of oppressive forces requires attention to the lived realities of people
impacted by them. Thus, in the same way that race, class, and gender are historical “constructs”
that become real by impacting reality fundamentally, whiteness, private property, and patriarchy
are not in fact expressions of divine power, but their aspiration to and imitation of godlike power
has indeed impacted the shape of life on earth in deep and abiding ways. Likewise, from the
perspective of critical race theory, racism (along with other oppressions) is at work not only
when people who harbor racial animus clearly racially discriminate against others; racism is also
at work when systems and structures implement policies that produce racial inequities, which is
to say different social, political, economic, and other outcomes for white versus nonwhite
peoples.t? For the same reasons, the theological-political character of whiteness and private
property are observable and at work not only in the historically documented intention to ascribe a
moral superiority to whiteness and private property possession, but, centuries later, in the

material outcome of subject positions that, having emerged from such intentions, remain

159 The primary exception to this “seldom” is white nationalist and white supremacist organizations and discourses
that explicitly conceptualize whiteness in pseudo-religious terms as morally superior.

160 Kimberl¢ Williams Crenshaw, “Race, Reform, and Retrenchment: Transformation and Legitimation in Anti-
Discrimination Law,” in Critical Race Theory: The Key Writings That Formed the Movement, ed. Kimberlé
Williams Crenshaw and Neil Gotanda (New York, NY: The New Press, 1995), 104-107. This is the distinction
between “discriminatory intent” and “discriminatory impact.” Discriminatory intent names the clearly demonstrable
intention to discriminate motivated by clearly observable personal racial animus. The white supremacist roots of law
in the United States were on clear display in the 1960s when, in response to efforts by black freedom movements to
shift the law toward greater racial equity, lawmakers fought to establish discriminatory intent as the higher and more
challenging legal threshold required for demonstrating the presence of racism in court. Black freedom movements
and critical race theorists have long argued, however, that racism manifests not only where there is a clear,
demonstrable discriminatory racist “intent,” but where there is a racially differentiated outcome or “impact.” For
more on the legal legacy of the distinction between intent and impact, see: lan Haney-Lopez, Dog Whistle Politics:
How Coded Racial Appeals Have Reinvented Racism and Wrecked the Middle Class (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press,
2014), 85-87.
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functionally pseudo-godlike in their concrete form and function as manifestations of the godlike
power to possess and manage the world absolutely. From the self-deifying articulations of those
who brought them into the world, to the perspective of those who, subjected to their violence,
experience them as expressions of the desire to play God in the world, it is clear that whiteness
and private property (together with patriarchy) constitute theological-political phenomena, and

invite being interpreted as such.

The Pseudo-Divine Attributes

What does it mean to say that whiteness and absolutely exclusive and unlimited private
property, together with patriarchal power, constitute theological or theological-political
phenomena? What does it mean to say that these phenomena are expressions of the desire for
“ownership of earth forever and ever, Amen!”? To begin with, as outlined in the first chapter, it
is Christian theological reasoning that provides what J. Kameron Carter calls the “inner
architecture of modern racial reasoning.”6! In Carter’s account, the modern idea of “race,” and
the “racial imagination” with which the modern west views and orders the world, comes about as
a result of Christianity’s “quest to sever itself from its Jewish roots.” Through that quest,
Christianity equated (superior) Christian-ness with Western-ness (whiteness) and racialized Jews
as inferior. As a result, whiteness “came to function as a substitute for the Christian doctrine of
creation, thus producing a reality into which all else must enter.”%6? As such, Carter argues,

whiteness “signifies not merely pigmentation but a regime of political and economic power for

arranging (oikonomia) the world.”% Willie Jennings likewise argues that just as God is revealed

161 Carter, Race, 5.
162 |pid.
163 |pid., 35.
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through the divine action of creation, so whiteness’s action in the world reveals it to be a pseudo-
divine “creative authority” that recreates the world according to its supremacy.'%4 To say that
whiteness is the “creative authority” to “arrange” the world is to say, in short, that whiteness
exists not merely as an isolatable, inhabitable identity position but as the power to forge and
implement anthropological delineations geographically, politically, economically, and culturally,
and to do so under the presumption of—and indeed as an expression of—divine legitimacy.
Whiteness, therefore, is a theological-political phenomenon not only for the reason that it comes
to be via Christian theological reasoning, nor only because it conceptualizes itself as the apex of
moral superiority and a medium of divine presence, which it certainly does. In addition to these
things, whiteness, in both its capacities and concrete operation in the world, is a theological-
political phenomenon because it exercises power that materially mimics and approximates
aspects of divine power.16°

In the modern west, particularly in the U.S., the power of whiteness is all-pervasive,
approximating omnipresence, and yet, both its presence and the extent of its power remain more
or less hidden from popular view. As political theorist George Lipsitz demonstrates at length in
his work, whiteness is at once “everywhere” and yet “very hard to see”: having helped order
social, political, and economic life in modernity, whiteness structures western society in such a
way that being “white” means the likelihood of access to greater wealth, health, employment,

education, security, and power.%% And yet, because it is “the unmarked category against which

164 Jennings, The Christian Imagination, 60.

185 Earlier versions of portions of this paragraph and those that follow first appeared in the following: Andrew
Krinks, “The Color of Transcendence: Whiteness, Sovereignty, and the Theologico-Political,” Political Theology
19, no. 2 (February 17, 2018): 137-56.

186 For more on racial inequities in wealth and access to resources, see: George Lipsitz, The Possessive Investment in
Whiteness: How White People Profit from Identity Politics, Rev. and expanded ed (Philadelphia: Temple University
Press, 2006); George Lipsitz, How Racism Takes Place (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2011); Roediger,
How Race Survived U.S. History, 70-71. Roediger shows the differences between white and black property
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difference is constructed, whiteness never has to speak its name, never has to acknowledge its
role as an organizing principle in social and cultural relations.”®” Willie Jennings likewise
argues that whiteness in the context of theologically legitimated European colonial ventures
came to signify not just European identity but “the rarely spoken but always understood
organizing conceptual frame” of the modern world altogether, thereby leaving blackness to
signify “the ever-visible counterweight of a usually invisible white identity.”¢® The invisibility
and unspoken-ness of whiteness is a consequence of its self-construction as absolutely distinct
from nonwhiteness to the point that whiteness tends, in most casual discussions of “race,” to
transcend the category of race altogether. To talk about “race” in most contexts, in other words,
is to talk about being anything other than white. Whiteness operates as the non-racial position—
or position that transcends position altogether—against which “race,” as black, brown, Native,
and so on, come into existence and into view.%® As such, philosopher George Yancy writes,
“whiteness as a racial marker [is] the ‘great unsaid’” that, under a western dualist frame that
opposes spirit and matter, occupies the transcendent universality of immaterial, disembodied
mind, in contrast to the particularity of irrational, material bodiliness occupied by all forms of

nonwhiteness.'’? Racialized patriarchy also articulates manhood and womanhood in much the

possession throughout U.S. history, which has stayed inequitable at roughly the same rate from late chattel slavery
to today.
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same dyadic terms: men (especially white men) manifest transcendent, disembodied rational
intelligence while women (especially women of color) manifest irrational fleshliness."
Whiteness tends not to name itself as a racial category, therefore, because to do so would mean
that “whiteness becomes simply one more element in a system of differences as opposed to the
transcendental norm or that site from which racial differences are established and identified,”1"?
which would threaten the basis of its supremacy. Indeed, from its colonial beginnings, Jennings
writes, “Whiteness transcended all peoples because it was a means of seeing all peoples at the
very moment it realized itself.”*"® Whiteness, in short, comes into being as a way of viewing,
ordering, and exercising power over the world “from the commanding heights.”7*

Philosopher Jacques Derrida’s early work critiques the fundamental underlying
presuppositions of western metaphysical philosophy and linguistics. In his 1971 essay, “White
Mythology,” Derrida interrogates the world-transcending pretensions of the language of western
philosophy, which works by erasing evidence of its own finite invention, casting itself as natural
and original, and thereby of universal, infinite value.1”™ Such universalist aspirations are evident,
Derrida suggests, in the fact that western metaphysics makes meaning and articulates reality by

way of concepts that negate, transcend, and strive for mastery over worldliness: “ab-solute, in-

finite, in-tangible, non-Being.”’® The world-transcending aspirations of metaphysics, Derrida

othering of whiteness that produces what Du Bois called the “white world” and the “dark world,” see: Joel Olson,
The Abolition of White Democracy (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004), 17-30, 131-133.

11 Floyd-Thomas, “Plato on Reason.”
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176 Derrida, “White Mythology,” 211.

179



ultimately argues, make it a “white mythology” for the reason that it “reassembles and reflects
the culture of the West,” and in so doing serves as the means by which “the white man” defines
himself and his reason as the manifestation of “universal” “Reason” writ large.'’” Bound together
with the tradition of western philosophy and metaphysics, whiteness is characterized by the
desire to negate, transcend, and master the world.1’® Derrida also explores the value-producing
effacement of origins and transcendence of finitude through the concept of “phantasm.” For
Derrida, “phantasm” is that which aspires to transcend phenomenality and finitude in pursuit of
an “unscathed” “life beyond life,” an existence beyond the limits of facticity.’® Phantasm names
a theological-political power because it consists in the “omnipotent fantasy”*® that it is possible
to exceed and master time, space, and life itself. This “phantasm of infinitization” that manifests
especially in the calculation and mastery exercised through carceral death penalties, Derrida
argues, might indeed be understood as “the origin of phantasm in general. And perhaps of what
is called religion.”*8! Derrida argues that racism in its many forms is a prime manifestation of the
phantasmatic pursuit of purity, particularly in the context of state racism, as in the case of South

African apartheid.®? “Deconstruction”—the philosophical project with which Derrida is most

17 1bid., 213.
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popularly associated—is, according to philosopher Michael Naas, “first and foremost, a
deconstruction of the phantasm, a deconstruction of any putatively pure origin, indeed, of any
phantasm of purity.”®3 Because deconstruction is deconstruction of phantasms of purity,
deconstruction is also, Derrida suggests, “the deconstruction of racism,” of “the conditions of the
possibility of racism,” of “the roots of racism.”*®* Phantasm names the theological-political
aspiration to exercise powers and capacities that transcend the limits of finitude and its manifold
vulnerabilities. If racism is one such phantasmatic aspiration, and, as Derrida argues, if Carl
Schmitt is right that every instance of the political is also an instance of the theological-political,
then “every racism as political is theological-political through and through.”8 Elaborating upon
Derrida’s theorization, we might argue more explicitly that more than just “racism” in general,
whiteness in particular constitutes a phantasm, a theological-political instantiation of the
phantasmatic pursuit of a purity beyond the limits of finitude and its vulnerabilities.

Freed from the limits of racial particularity, and indeed of time and space, whiteness
takes on an “inestimable value”'8—or at least so it seems. As a phantasm—an “as if.. .that tries
always to pass itself off as an as so or as such”'®’—whiteness’s aspiration to divine power is
ultimately just that: an aspiration. For Derrida, phantasm only “seems” to do what it sets out to

do, without actually doing so, because phantasms are ultimately unreal.'® And yet, making the
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themselves of perceived abnormalities. Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, 255.
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unreal seem real is precisely why phantasms like whiteness are so powerful, and thus so
dangerous. Despite imbuing itself with moral value and imitating aspects of divine power, the
“transcendence” of whiteness, in contrast to classical Christian understandings of God’s
transcendence, does not enable life-giving, humanity-embracing relation, but is rather what
Robert Birt calls “exclusive transcendence.”*®° Theorizing an existentialist philosophical
anthropology in which humans are understood to exist authentically only when they accept both
their transcendence and their facticity, Birt argues that whiteness exemplifies “bad faith” self-
deception that seeks to escape the facticity of existence precisely by denying transcendence to its
nonwhite others. Whiteness as a form of exclusive transcendence, Birt writes, “can live as such
only through the denial of the transcendence of an Other, the reduction of that Other to an object,
to pure facticity. At least in America, that Other has been primarily the black. Whiteness could
not exist without that Other.”*%° Whiteness, in other words, is a force produced by the aspiration
to transcend and master the material world by holding its nonwhite others in the captivity of
facticity, a captivity that takes many forms, including, as | show more thoroughly in the next two
chapters, carceral ones.

The finitude-transcending aspiration of whiteness expresses the desire not just to escape
facticity but to maintain a godlike invulnerability to worldly precarity altogether—to manage and
govern the world from beyond the vulnerabilities of the world. As noted above, the doctrine of
aseity holds that God does not derive causally from and is not sustained by anything outside
God, meaning God is utterly independent and self-existent.'®* Related to it, the doctrine of divine

impassibility holds that God is not affected by (i.e., does not suffer as a result of) anything
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outside God. Whiteness aspires to the invulnerability of a kind of aseity and impassibility in the
sense that it consists in the desire to secure itself—socially, politically, economically, and so
on—against that which whiteness perceives as a threat against it, and even against basic
creaturely finitude or facticity itself, enabling it to survive on itself, by itself, and for itself.
Whiteness imagines itself to have acquired its power and come into existence by its own
resources: it is a state of (imagined) absolute independence and a natural capacity to manage and
possess the finite world without being subject to the vulnerabilities that come with being a
creature in it. The reality, however, is that the seeming self-existent independence of whiteness
comes not from some sort of self-generating power but by extracting resources from nonwhite
(and dispossessed white) labor and suffering, which is why its aseity and impassibility, like all its
other godlike attributes, can only be said to be approximate or aspirational—a pseudo-divinity.
Whiteness, in other words, as a phantasm, is a power that seems by most accounts to transcend
and master the vulnerabilities of finitude, sustaining itself by its own inherent resources, when
the reality is that whiteness is powerful only by accumulating others’ resources through acts of
dispossession, % the evidence of which it subsequently erases from its history. In so doing,
whiteness makes the power it does possess seem natural and original, as though it always has
been and therefore always should be.'% As James Baldwin suggests, the “false identity” and
power that is whiteness requires the subjugation of black people for its own safety and survival.
The result of “so genocidal a lie,” Baldwin writes, is that whiteness has “brought humanity to the

edge of oblivion.”1%
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The desire of whiteness—personified in the desire of white people—for absolute and
exclusive security and power obtained at the cost of others’ security and power is also seen in the
way whiteness takes the form of a kind of “property” that provides political, economic, and
bodily securities not available to nonwhite persons, and against which nonwhite and even non-
propertied white persons inevitably register as modes of “trespass” that legitimate carceral
intervention. Whiteness and absolutely exclusive private property come into existence in and
through one another.®® Thus, for the same reasons that whiteness expresses the pursuit of
godlike power over and transcendence of the finite world, so private property in its most absolute
forms may be interpreted as an especially material instantiation of the godlike powers of
possession conveyed in Du Bois’s definition of whiteness: “ownership of the earth forever and
ever, Amen!” Following Cheryl Harris’s work on “whiteness as property,” George Lipsitz
explores the world-altering effects of what he calls the “white spatial imaginary.” Characterized
by a “hostile privatism” and “defensive localism” that pursue “pure” and “homogenous spaces,
controlled environments, and predictable patterns of design and behavior,” the white spatial
imaginary, Lipsitz writes, “promotes individual escape rather than encouraging democratic
deliberations about the social problems and contradictory social relations that affect us all.”1%
From its origins to the present, whiteness shows up in the world as an expression—sometimes
subtle sometimes not so subtle—of the desire to escape the vulnerabilities of the world in order
to safely possess it to the exclusion of others. Viewing the material “space” of the created world
“primarily as a locus for the generation of exchange value,” the white spatial imaginary is

characterized fundamentally, therefore, by the need to purge space of those whose presence

195 Brenna Bhandar, Colonial Lives of Property: Law, Land, and Racial Regimes of Ownership, Global and
Insurgent Legalities (Durham: Duke University Press, 2018), 8, 5.
19 |_ipsitz, How Racism Takes Place, 28-29.
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registers as threat or at least impediment to the progress that whiteness is understood to
inherently bring about. If whiteness is property, then blackness must be trespass. As imprisoned
black radical George Jackson wrote of the white racist who creates and yet does not take
responsibility for the inadequate conditions that black people live in, “We were never intended to
be part of his world.”%’

Such a valuating and devaluating vision of creation is a cornerstone of the whiteness that,
as Jennings writes, “‘comes into being in the form of a landscape.” From its origins in European
colonialism and racial capitalism up through today, whiteness is a fundamentally geographical
phenomenon: European definitions of normative personhood are rooted in the possessive
individualism that allows Du Bois to discern “whiteness” as an act of world-encompassing
ownership whose full scope can only be conveyed theologically—*forever and ever, Amen!”
Indeed, more than just a secular political vision of the world, the white spatial imaginary is, as
Lipsitz puts it, a “moral geography,”'% a theological-political frame that views racial
capitalism’s accumulative, value-generating practices as a faithful response to God’s mandate to
subdue, privately enclose, and make industrious use of the earth.1*® Indeed, the limitless
accumulation that Locke understands to create value and capital through exclusive possession
does not just respond to the divine will, but imitates it. Possessive whiteness in the form of a
landscape acts as a “creative authority” that creates and recreates the world in quite concrete
ways.?% Whiteness and private property—whiteness as private property—function by creating

value out of the valueless-ness and nothingness of wasted commons. As such, whiteness and

197 Quoted on George Lipsitz, How Racism Takes Place, 40.

198 |_ipsitz, How Racism Takes Place, 29.

199 John Locke, Two Treatises of Government, ed. Peter Laslett (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press,
1988), 290-291; Onur Ulas Ince, “Enclosing in God’s Name, Accumulating for Mankind: Money, Morality, and
Accumulation in John Locke’s Theory of Property,” The Review of Politics, Vol. 73, No.1 (2011), 52-53.
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private property, together, function as a kind of pseudo-omnipotence in the sense that they
presume and enact the capacity to imitate the divine power to create value and so both transform
and transcend materiality in a way that alters the material conditions of those positioned on either
side of whiteness’s and private property’s boundaries. White, propertied will approximates the
creative and re-creative authority of divine omnipotence for the reason that it is effective: what it
wills it creates, what it desires it makes material. The omnipotent will of whiteness, especially in
its fusion with private property, is discernible in what Cornel West calls whiteness’s “normative
gaze.”?! The normative gaze is the powerful vision of whiteness that both surveys and surveils
(and so recreates) its non-normative others, optically capturing black and other nonwhite lives
within conceptual and spatial boundaries as a means of determining, controlling, and protecting
itself against the “dark world” outside its boundaries. While it might seem that a mere “gaze”
would be rather innocuous, the opposite is true of the gaze of a whiteness that presumes and
pursues power approximating the divine: what the normative gaze of whiteness sees or needs to
see becomes materially and conceptually real through its seeing. The normative gaze sees
blackness and other forms of nonwhite and non-propertied existence as non-normative, inferior,
and potentially criminal threats to the security of whiteness and/as property. Just by surveying
and surveilling the dark world—Dby gazing upon it from a perspective that can only see its others
as antagonistic threats or exploitable resources—whiteness and/as property transforms nonwhite
and non-propertied life into the dual resource and threat that it needs it to be for its own fragile
cohesion and power. The normative gaze of whiteness realizes the pseudo-divine will of
whiteness and/as property to recreate the world, at the expense of the world, for its own

exclusive benefit.

201 Cornel West, Prophesy Deliverance! An Afro-American Revolutionary Christianity (Louisville: Westminster
John Knox Press, 1982), 53-61.
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Indeed, beyond just a gaze, the political, economic, and cultural policy of white
propertied men (and women) has long resorted to constructing the world beyond its boundaries
as both resource and threat in order to justify expanding its ownership of the earth. As one
example, some early American colonists, basing their theft of indigenous lands on the alleged
uncivilized savagery of the people who lived there, often intentionally created antagonizing
conditions that would lead to acts of seeming “barbarity” from indigenous people in order to
justify their displacement or extermination. One commander wrote that the purpose of his Indian
policy was to “excel them in barbarity,” which his troops accomplished by destroying indigenous
crops before harvest time, thereby creating what David Roediger calls “cycles of destruction and
starvation” that left those starved people with no option but to become the people that white,
propertied men perceived and needed them to be: murderous savages that needed to be purged to
in order for white propertied civilization to thrive.?%? What whiteness and/as property wills it
creates: white propertied will is (largely) effective, which is to say it corresponds to—because it
creates—the material and political order within which it is conceptually and materially superior.

Another (personal) example of the way in which white, propertied perception of the
world makes real what it perceives took place across the street from my house in Nashville,
Tennessee. | live in North Nashville, a community that is historically black and that has therefore
experienced institutional racism in the form of centuries-long systematic underinvestment from
local government, making it one of the most economically distressed and criminalized

communities in the nation.?%® Today, real estate developers and speculators are transforming

202 Roediger, How Race Survived U.S. History, 52.

203 Steven Hale, “History Repeats Itself in North Nashville,” Nashville Scene, June 7, 2018.
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North Nashville—along with the rest of the city—into a present and future playground for
wealthy people.?%* One day in 2016, when | was taking out the trash, | saw that my neighbor,
Vernon, a black man in his 60s who lives with diabetes and (hardly) pays the bills by working
odd jobs around the neighborhood, was being handcuffed by police across the street. | hurried
over and his partner’s adult niece told me that a white man renovating a house a few doors
down—a house listing for $270,000 in a neighborhood where, a few years ago, houses of the
same size sold for $90,000—called the police on Vernon for allegedly breaking into an
abandoned house across the street. He claimed he saw Vernon knock down the door of the
abandoned house before walking back across the street to his own place (a low-rent boarding
house), where police came to question and arrest him. The white house-flipper was working on
the roof when he saw who he was certain was Vernon breaking into the boarded-up home. As it
turns out, the white gentrifier saw not Vernon but his partner’s family member who also lived in
the neighborhood. The family member allegedly kicked the door down before walking back over
to Vernon’s house, then leaving out the back door when the police came. Vernon fit the
description—a thin black man—and the police took the white gentrifier’s perception and word as
the unquestionable truth. Three black men rented a house between Vernon and the flipped house.
When the police approached their gate to ask them some questions, they told the cop to turn
around and leave. After a few minutes, seeing me—a white man—among my black neighbors,

the white gentrifier called me up to the flipped house so he could speak privately, presumably

204 My wife and 1, who are both white, live in North Nashville in the first place because we were displaced by
gentrification—our apartment overtaken by bed and breakfast operations—from a gentrified neighborhood in south
Nashville, and North Nashville was one of the only places left in the city where we could afford to live. We do our
(imperfect) best to wrestle constantly with the complexities of our presence as white (and propertied) people in a
predominantly black neighborhood, in part by participating in local social movements for racial justice, affordable
housing, and anti-criminalization efforts. Our social justice work is not absolution for our race and class
inheritances, but it is an effort at deploying our energies and resources in pursuit of a world beyond the one that
distributes power and resources according to distinctions in race, class, and gender.
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beyond earshot of my black neighbors. “Do you live around here?” he asked quietly. When I
pointed to my house a few doors down, he responded: “A word of advice: watch your back
around here.” His white construction co-worker warned me about the “riff-raff” in the
neighborhood who were out to get people like me. | told them they had been misled, that they did
not in fact understand this neighborhood, and that Vernon would not and could not have broken
into the abandoned home, in part because he takes it upon himself to be a kind of neighborhood
watchmen on behalf of his neighbors. The house-flipper who called me up to offer his racist
word of warning expressed a patronizing regret: “I know it must be hard. I know you thought
you knew your neighbor, but I know what I saw.” What the white man saw the police believed,
and they placed Vernon in the back of a squad car in handcuffs while his aging partner wailed on
the sidewalk and her niece filmed the police while she excoriated them for taking an innocent
man. My wife and I went to the night court judge to speak to Vernon’s character and to implore
him not to charge Vernon with any crime. We ran into the house-flipper outside the night court
chambers where he told me, my wife, and the arresting officer that he would be carrying his gun
onto the property for the remainder of the renovation. The law treated the (false) knowledge and
perception of a white man—a white man catalyzing the white-wealth-generating gentrification
and displacement of an historically black community—as the truth against the word of the black
family members of a man who was visiting with his family one minute, and who was handcuffed
in the back of a police car the next.2°® Whether they perceive rightly or not, white, propertied
knowledge and will has the power to capture a non-propertied black man in his home and place

him in a cage for over a week, despite his innocence. Such realities are mundane manifestations

205 That the police disbelieved black women against the word of a white male property-owner is consistent with the
perception that women are unreasonable and therefore unreliable, and that black women living in poverty regularly
manipulate the system to get by and so therefore cannot be trusted to tell the truth to an officer of the law.
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of a long history of legal recognitions of whiteness and/as property and the devaluation and non-
recognition of black and other nonwhite lives, and they take place on a near daily basis across the
nation, 206

Striving to transcend the dangers of the finite world, whiteness and private property
imitate a kind of pseudo-divine power in the sense that they function in the world as the capacity
to more or less secure their possessors against the vulnerability and precarity of existence outside
their boundaries. As Cheryl Harris reminds, whiteness as property is a right not only to
possession but to protection from the vulnerabilities that others experience in the world. 2%
Functioning like the material guarantor of a kind of human aseity and impassibility, independent
from and unmoved by that world beyond its boundaries, whiteness as a mode of property both
transforms and aspires to transcend the threatening complexities of finitude. Private property
itself, reinforced as it often has been with hedges, fences, and gates, helps realize this
transcendent aspiration of whiteness and/as property in quite material ways. As explored above,
private property in its more absolutely exclusive forms—starting with the private enclosures of
early modern England—came into being as a mechanism that was viewed as sacred insofar as it
helped align creation with what powerful people understood to be God’s intentions for a world
subdued, accumulated, and made industrious by human labor. As historian Douglas Hay writes,
private property in early modern England was essentially “deified” through the proliferation of
laws focused on managing the behavior and mobility of dispossessed people whose condition of

forced poverty led to acts of survival that propertied people experienced as threatening and

206 Richard Rothstein, The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How Our Government Segregated America, First
edition (New York: Liveright Publishing Corporation, a division of W. W. Norton & Company, 2017); Rise of the
Renter Nation: Solutions to the Housing Affordability Crisis, a report by the Homes for All campaign of the Right to
the City Alliance (June 2014); Metro Human Relations Commission, Understanding Nashville's Housing Crisis
(2017).
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disorderly.?%® Much like—and later actually concurrent with—the “color line,” the private
property line has long been conceived as a defense against the chaos of a dangerous and immoral
world filled with people perceived and defined in terms that emphasized their finitude in contrast
to the transcendence of those behind the walls of private property.2%°

As we have seen, the racial capitalist and Eurocolonial project that produced whiteness
and private property are also thoroughly gendered regimes structured according to patriarchal
power. Like whiteness and private property, patriarchy works by defining its possessors and
those dispossessed by it in hierarchical opposition to one another. As white feminist theologies
argue, the traits of patriarchal masculinity are also the traits of predominant western conceptions
of God: the possessors of power under patriarchal regimes are defined as naturally superior
because they, like God, possess the traits universal reason (free from the passions of the flesh),
self-possessing independence, and inherent capacities for sovereign governance and management
of the world. Those rendered inferior by patriarchal power tend to be defined in terms that imply
distance from predominant conceptions of divinity: women—and especially women of color—
and men who fall short of the expectations of expectations of masculinity, are defined as
essentially unreasonable, consumed by passions of the flesh, and, in the case of women, useful
only for their reproductive labor capacities.?'° Plato’s theory of the soul helps establish the
superiority of the rational faculties over and above the perceived lowly, fleshly, and overly
sensual inclinations of the body. As Stacey Floyd-Thomas notes, Platonic notions of rationality

and irrationality have been utilized throughout the history of the west to develop racialized and

208 Douglas Hay, “Property, Authority and Criminal Law” in Douglas Hay, Peter Linebaugh, and E.P. Thompson,
Albion’s Fatal Tree: Crime and Society in Eighteenth Century England (London: Verso Books, 2011), 19.

209 See: Andrew McRae, God Speed the Plough; Peter Linebaugh, The London Hanged: Crime and Civil Society in
the Eighteenth Century, 2nd ed (London: Verso, 2006), 42-73; Hay, “Property, Authority and Criminal Law”; David
Graeber, “Manners, Deference, and Private Property: Or, Elements for a General Theory of Hierarchy” in
Possibilities: Essays on Hierarchy, Rebellion, and Desire (Oakland, CA: AK Press, 2007).
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191



gendered conceptions of value in which maleness (and later whiteness) were understood to be
approximations of godlike transcendence, leaving femaleness (and later blackness) to be
characterized as essentially irrational, sensual, and hypersexual. These theories would be
deployed to help legitimize institutions including chattel slavery, and they continue to operate
today in the essentializing constructions of blackness—and black womanhood in particular—as
inherently criminal, untrustworthy, hoarding, sneaky, and hypersexual.?!! The pursuits of godlike
power that comprise patriarchy hinge, like the self-aggrandizements of whiteness and private
property possession, upon casting women and non-masculine men (especially black women and
men) as thoroughly consumed by fallen finitude, and thus as a threat to the sanctity of social
order.

Racial capitalism and European colonialism are thoroughly gendered, patriarchal regimes
that utilized and utilize sexual violence in pursuit of power. Fused with race- and class-based
oppression, patriarchal power is a manifestation of the desire to transcend delimiting finitude and
the anxieties it produces. Related to sexual violence is what critical race theorist Angela Harris
calls “gender violence.” According to Harris, gender violence is the masculine enactment of
violence against women—and even against other men—that uses sexualized violence to harm
and reduce women or men as a way of liberating men from their anxiety about an inability to
fulfill their masculinity and to re-empower them as superior in a patriarchal social system that
promises them a material and psychic sense of mastery. As Harris notes, “violent acts committed
by men, whether these break the law or are designed to uphold it, are often a way of
demonstrating the perpetrator’s manhood,” a manhood that has been questioned or compromised

in one way or another, often through the raced and classed dispossessions catalyzed by racial

21! Floyd-Thomas, “Plato on Reason,” 3-13.
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capitalism. In order to remedy the compromising of that manhood, the compromising of the right
to operating as master in every social environment, men—and white men in particular—resort to
acts of violence that reestablish that sense of mastery.?'? Patriarchy in general, and white
patriarchy in particular, entails, by definition, the aspiration to godlike transcendence and
mastery, which is why challenges to that supremacy produces insecurities that catalyze violence
against others—a desperate grasping after some sense of power and control that men often
identify as a natural birthright.

Whiteness, property possession, and patriarchal power share a common pursuit of the
sense of power that comes with absolute independence. In colonial and post-revolutionary
America, and arguably still today, the idea of manhood is measured by economic independence,
culminating especially in the possession of private property. There can only be “full patriarchal
authority,” Roediger writes, where there is absolute independence, in both a domestic and
national sense.?** Because capacities for private property possession were defined according to
modern European and patriarchal ways of “knowing, doing, and being,” private property
possession first emerged as a right belonging inherently only to white men.?'* In addition to
claims to property, the title and rights of “citizen” belonged first to white, propertied men, before
only later being granted to white men without property, women, and nonwhite peoples.
According to historian Dana Nelson, from the revolutionary period well into the nineteenth
century, full citizenship and personhood in the United States was defined according to a fraternal

notion of white “national manhood” that was in fact resolutely antidemocratic and

212 While this is especially a trait of white patriarchy, black men in certain contexts can also embody this quest for
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individualistic, hinging as it did upon absolute independence, and superiority to and separation
from anyone who wasn’t a white, propertied man.?%®

Theologian Catherine Keller clarifies the aspirations-to-godlike-independence that
ground the “separation” and “sexism” at work in predominant patriarchal understandings of
personhood in the modern west. The twin assumptions that the human self is constituted by its
separation from other selves, and that the supremacy and authority of men as independent and
invulnerable, together ground the cultural and political frameworks of the world in which we
live. What is more, these two assumptions produce two gendered offspring: the myth of the
heroic, independent, invulnerable man, on the one hand, and the “soluble” selthood of the female
who waits upon and for him, on the other. Expressed through the dualities of subject/object,
body/soul, sacred/profane, the twin realities of separation and sexism, Keller argues, are
theological problems in the sense that they both produce and are produced by conceptions of a
male God defined by the divine invulnerabilities of aseity and impassibility.?'® Keller’s
argument, though it suffers at times from second wave (white) feminism’s essentialism and
inattention to race, helps clarify that sexism is a phenomenon of not only social, political,
economic, and cultural dimensions, but theological dimensions: sexism works by aspiring to and
reflecting attributes of a God conceived in terms of patriarchal independence from and
invulnerability to all others.

Theologian Ellen Armour also explores the theological dimensions of the modern “Man,”

focusing on the dimensions of “his” desire to master self, world, and others through institutions

and practices that secure his preeminence by constructing his others in ways that dehumanize in

215 Dana D. Nelson, National Manhood: Capitalist Citizenship and the Imagined Fraternity of White Men, New
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order to establish his own superiority. A project and product of the modern era, the figure of
“Man,” Armour writes, came into being as “both knowing subject and known object,” and
indeed as the subject who replaces God as the ultimate “one-who-knows-things,” who “stands
above and outside of things.”?!” The paradox of the normative Man of modernity is that his
others—especially his raced and sexed others—*“simultaneously ground and threaten the project
of achieving mastery.”?*® Aspiring to a kind of godlike transcendence of and power over others
requires the presence and labor of others defined as abnormal and inferior to oneself, which is
why modern definitions of “abnormal” personhood are in fact definitions that help forge the
normativity of those whose power and normativity depends on others being powerless and
abnormal. In Armour’s words, with the advent of modernity, “Man occupies the center, while his
others surround him like a network of mirrors that reflect him back to himself, thus securing his
sense of identity and of mastery—over self, over nature, and over his others.”?*® And yet, though
“he periodically tries to deny it,” the self-, world-, and others-mastering Man of modernity is, in
fact, as finite as those “others” he seeks to control. It is that illusory quest to both transcend and
master finitude—through whiteness, absolutely exclusive mastery of nature, and patriarchal
control—that wreaks havoc upon the world.

The Christian theological tradition of enumerating and elaborating the attributes of God
has as its purpose deepening the faith that seeks understanding, drawing Christians into fuller
union with God. My purpose in undertaking a brief exploration of the pseudo-divine attributes of

whiteness, private property, and patriarchy in their intertwining is not to invite deeper union with
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whiteness, private property, and patriarchy, but to contribute to clarifying the ways in which, in
seeking to exercise godlike power in the world, these phenomena are expressions of sin that
proliferate evil and death on a worldwide historical scale, and thus as what the Christian tradition
calls principalities and powers. As such, my purpose is indeed to invite people of faith into
deeper union with the God whose salvation, | will argue in the final chapter, is salvation from the

sin, evil, and death of whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property regimes, and patriarchy.

Deification and Destruction: Conclusion

Christian theological anthropology in its predominant conception holds that all humans are
both—and equally so—created in the image of God (imago dei) and inheriting an inherent
sinfulness that separates humans from God and one another. Whiteness and absolutely exclusive
private property—along with the patriarchy with which they are intertwined—are manifestations
of a malformed understanding of human personhood because they claim a proximity to and even
embodiment of godlikeness to the near exclusion of inherent sinfulness, which they displace—
via projections of savagery, monstrosity, criminality, and so on—onto those nonwhite and non-
propertied (and non-masculine or gender-nonconforming) peoples who white propertied men
(and women) believe exist outside and beneath them. In place of the imago dei of traditional
Christian anthropologies, whiteness, private property and patriarchy are means by which their
possessors and inhabitors not only define themselves in greater proximity to God but drop the
“imago” altogether and become simply dei themselves. The histories of whiteness and private
property (and patriarchy) show that they “become” dei precisely through the dehumanization and
exploitation of others, escaping the vulnerabilities of finitude by climbing on the bent backs of

nonwhite and non-propertied (and non-masculine) peoples. Whiteness, absolutely exclusive
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private property possession, and patriarchy, in short, are subject positions that seek to transcend
finitude in pursuit of the godlike power to possess and re-create—often by de-creating—the
world and its peoples for the building up of their own power and control. Whiteness, private
property, and patriarchy obtain the status of deus only by “unmaking” the imago dei in their
others, defining them as inherently (naturally) distant from God: the deification of whiteness,
property, and patriarchy and the condemnation of their others as inherently and fundamentally
sinful, are two aspects of the same reality.??° Such phenomena are creation-disrupting forces, to
use Niebuhr’s language, because they pursue and obtain power and (seeming) invulnerability by
dispossessing and holding captive masses of nonwhite and non-propertied people, a pursuit they
have carried out on a global scale over the last four hundred years.

As pursuits of godlike power over the earth and those who inhabit it, whiteness,
absolutely exclusive private property, and patriarchy are manifestations of the sin of pride, of
absolutizing the self at the expense of others. These positions and powers imitate God not in the
sense that the Christian tradition invites disciples to “imitate” God in Christ. Whiteness, private
property, and patriarchy, on the contrary, aspire to the unlimited power of God without the
goodness or love of God. For the Jewish and Christian traditions—and indeed for most religious
traditions—there is no such thing as “God” without beneficent love, for “God is love” (1 John
4.8). For Augustine, as for most Christian theologies, divine omnipotence is not divine
omnipotence apart from divine love: they are two sides of the same coin. The pseudo-
omnipotence of whiteness, private property, and patriarchy is a power for itself at the often
violent and deadly expense of others, as opposed to a power for the wellbeing of the world. This

is the difference between the pseudo-omnipotence of whiteness, property, and patriarchy, on the
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one hand, and God’s omnipotence, on the other: God’s omnipotence does not require the
debasement or disempowerment of humans, while the pseudo-omnipotence of whiteness,
property, and patriarchy does: they are powerful only when those rendered other and inferior by
them are disempowered. Divine power in the Jewish and Christian traditions is oriented
fundamentally toward relation with and provision for its human others; the pseudo-divine power
of whiteness, private property, and patriarchy are oriented fundamentally toward the forced
dispossession of its others—a dispossession quite distinct from the positive Christian notion of
spiritual detachment or dispossession. As | have aimed to show, whiteness, private property, and
patriarchy are not neutral, naturally occurring positions and possessions; they are positions and
possessions, principalities and powers, that come into existence—from the beginning and still
today—as expressions of the aspiration for godlike power and control over others and indeed the
world itself. Possession of and control over the world is the raison d’étre of whiteness, private
property, and patriarchy; there is no other reason for their existence. As such, whiteness,
property, and patriarchy do not just happen to debase others; they only are at all by debasing
others. Whiteness is not a neutral category; whiteness is not whiteness apart from its supremacy.
Whiteness, by definition, entails white supremacy. Likewise does private property possession
entail dispossession, and patriarchy the debasement of peoples defined as inadequately
embodying superior masculine traits and the allegedly natural capacities that supposedly
correspond to them. Whiteness, private property, and patriarchy are not neutral realities; they are
means of escaping—transcending—the vulnerabilities of finitude in order to come into
possession of finitude and its creatures, which it accomplishes by climbing on the bent backs of

nonwhite, non-propertied, non-masculine, and gender-nonconforming peoples.
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According to predominant Christian understanding, the crux of sin is “pride,” the
inclination to turn in toward oneself so severely that one turns away from God, which is to say,
in such a way that one turns away from and does harm to the others in whom we encounter
God.??! Pride, as liberation, womanist, and white feminist theologians help us discern, does not
adequately describe sin for all people. Indeed, the notion of sin as pride has been used as a
weapon to further victimize people already made victims by oppression. But as liberation,
womanist, and white feminist theologies also help us discern, victimizing oppression itself finds
it source in the (social) sin of pride, in the idolatrous deification of self or selves at the expense
of others. As James Cone puts it, whiteness is opposed to God—it is “satanic”—because it
consists in the “desire to play God in the realm of human affairs.” The problem with playing God
is not, most fundamentally, that God doesn’t like competition, it is that such an aspiration is “the
source of human misery in the world,”??? because playing God entails striving for an infinitude
that requires that others be reduced to and trapped in finitude. The sin of whiteness is sin that
proliferates and indeed requires suffering and death.

Like whiteness, absolutely exclusive and unlimited private property possession—
property that depends upon the dispossession of others along with laws and physical structures to
discipline and keep them out—may also be understood as sin for the reason that it is a quite
material manifestation of persons turning in toward the self (via private accumulation) to such a
radical degree that it necessarily brings about harm (dispossession) for others. If private property
is a manifestation of the sin of pride, then why is it that figures like Augustine who understand

the crux of sin as pride do not also identify private property as a manifestation of sin? Does

221 |_uther describes sin as homo invurvatus in seipsum, “man as curved in upon himself to such an extent that he
bends not only physical but spiritual goods toward himself, seeking himself in all things.” Quoted on Keller, From a
Broken Web, 33.

222 Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, 114.
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deploying the sin-as-pride frame to name private property as sin contradict the idea that sin is
pride if the figures who originated the notion of sin as pride do not also view property in such a
way? As we saw in the previous chapter, the predominant view of private property in the
Christian tradition is that finite, sinfully self-centered humanity needs privately possessed
property because human finitude and sinfulness dictate that commonly possessed property
inevitably leads to conflict and chaos. Private property is necessary, in other words, because it
provides a safeguard against the chaos that ensues when we try to share in a way that our sinful
nature does not allow. It is important to remember that up until the modern period, even those
who provided theological sanction for private property understood private property to have built-
in limits defined by the responsibility to prioritize the needs of others should such needs arise.
The right to private property, therefore, was far from unlimited or absolute. For this reason,
figures like Augustine and Aquinas would also likely recognize the absolutely exclusive and
unlimited nature of private property in its more modern forms as manifestations of sin.

In addition to the idea that sinful finitude requires private property, late medieval and
early modern theologians and philosophers also justified private property on the proto-liberal
basis that it provides a means of protection against tyrannical interference and theft. Indeed,
figures including Luther and Melanchthon based their defense of private property on the seventh
commandment: “thou shalt not steal,” which itself was premised in part on the notion of the
rights of “first possession.”??® It is in this context, Christopher Pierson argues, that “the idea of
individual subjective rights to private property” first emerges,??* which helps clarify why it is

also in this context where theological justifications for private property arguably lose touch with

223 Pierson, Just Property, Volume 1, 144-145.
224 |bid., 96-124.
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the full scope and implications of the sin of pride.??® As figures as early as the late fourth century
church father John Chrysostom and as late as Gerrard Winstanley argue, property held privately,
to the absolute exclusion of others, necessarily finds its origin in the theft of sinfully claiming
and accumulating for oneself what God intended for all, and what all actually enjoyed before acts
of accumulation by dispossession.??6 Early modern figures who justified private property on this
dual basis of the limitations of human sinfulness and of the freedom-preserving rights of first
possession tended to either willfully ignore or simply fail to understand that the seeming
innocence of “first possession” is no innocence at all for the reason that it fails to recognize the
rights of those who in fact occupied a piece of land or enjoyed a common resource before they
were transformed into private and exclusive possessions.??’ It is perhaps the early modern
individualization of theological and philosophical anthropology that most contributes to this
inability to recognize the theft upon which private possession depends. Indeed, understanding sin
as pride in a more social register helps us more clearly discern the moral status of private
property beyond personal possession alone, which subsequently enables us to grasp—as John of
Chrysostom, Winstanley, and others did—how private possession constitutes sin, especially in its
absolutely exclusive and unlimited forms. Put otherwise, when we understand the problem of
self-centered pride less as a matter of a God who arbitrarily demands self-abnegating allegiance
and more as a matter of the evil and death that pride necessarily proliferate in the (social) world,
we can discern that radically self-absolutizing acts of possession that originate in and so require
theft and dispossession fit the definition of the social sin of pride precisely. It is for these reasons

that it is possible and indeed theologically consistent to both understand sin as pride and to

225 For more on this dynamic, see chapter one.
226 Harvey, The New Imperialism.
227 Pierson, Just Property, Volume 1, 144.
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understand private property as a manifestation of that sin, even if other theologians in the
tradition do not.

As aspirations to a godlike power that depends upon the dispossession and containment
of others, whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property, and patriarchal power are
manifestations of sin that proliferates evil and death for others—in short, principalities and
powers. But based as they are in illusory self-deceptions about the capacity of humans to
transcend the limitations of finitude, whiteness, private property, and patriarchy are also powers
that eventually proliferate death—physical and spiritual alike—for those who possess them. The
aspirations-to-godlike-power that characterize whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property,
and patriarchy are aspirations rooted in anxiety and insecurity regarding the limitations of finite
existence: they are what happens when the vulnerabilities of finitude are treated as threats to be
avoided rather than gifts to be embraced as means to union with God in and through others.?%®

The pursuit of whiteness is, in Baldwin’s words, the pursuit of “safety instead of life.”
The reality, however, is that the safety and survival that whiteness seems to bring about are
illusions—phantasms: in debasing others, Baldwin argues, whiteness debases even itself.??° In
his 1970 letter to imprisoned black freedom fighter Angela Davis, Baldwin argues that what he
elsewhere calls the genocidal lie that is whiteness is ready and willing to terminate everyone in
its path—even white people: “as long as white Americans take refuge in their whiteness—for so
long as they are unable to walk out of this most monstrous of traps—they will allow millions to
be slaughtered in their name.... They will perish (as we once put it in our black church) in their

sins—that is, in their delusions.”?*° European colonialism and racial capitalism exploit and

228 Farley, Good and Evil.

229 Baldwin, “On Being White...and Other Lies,” 169.

230 Baldwin, “An Open Letter to My Sister, Miss Angela Davis” in The Cross of Redemption, 258-259. The notion
of whiteness as a “genocidal” lie is found in James Baldwin, “On Being White...and Other Lies,” 169.
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dispossess—and criminalize—nonwhite peoples, but even white people are their victims as well.
While poor and working-class white people still enjoy what Du Bois called the “public and
psychological wage” of their whiteness, the fact that possessing whiteness does not always mean
possessing the wealth and security that was the original goal of racial capitalist and Eurocolonial
whiteness clarifies that whiteness, based as it is on accumulation by dispossession,?3! is so
narrowly self-obsessed that it does not consistently care for all its own, and indeed never
intended t0.2%? As Baldwin writes, “White people don’t give nothin’ to each other, so I know they
ain’t gon’ give to me. They had children dragging carts through mines before they got to me.”?33

Coming into being as a mode of exclusive possession, whiteness shares a history with
private property: the two are fundamentally intertwined throughout history up to the present day.
At their root, whiteness and private property are fundamentally exclusive phenomena that
survive only by drawing strong boundaries that delineate, insulate, and protect themselves
against what lies outside them: whiteness is only by defining and defending itself against what it
IS not, just as private property can be said to exist only by making an absolute, exclusive claim of
possession over against the claims of others. As such, whiteness and property are, by definition,
fundamentally threatened phenomena: by defining their existence exclusively or defensively
over against what they are not, they necessarily construct what they are not in terms of hindrance
to their supremacy or threat to their survival. Whiteness and private property—together with

patriarchal power—are means of separation from the rest of the world. As means of separation

from the world, whiteness and property are also means of separation from God, and thus a means

231 Harvey, The New Imperialism.

232 Whiteness was deceptive in its origins: the privileges afforded to poor Europeans in colonial America at the
founding of “whiteness” were limited by design, and ultimately served European elites above anyone else. See:
Edmund S. Morgan, American Slavery, American Freedom: The Ordeal of Colonial Virginia (New York: W.W.
Norton & Co, 2003); Theodore Allen, The Invention of the White Race, Volume 1, Second edition (London: Verso,
2012); Roediger, How Race Survived U.S. History.

233 James Baldwin, “Black English: A Dishonest Argument” in The Cross of Redemption, 159.
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of spiritual death. As illusory, self-deceiving pursuits of self-deification, whiteness and property
(together with patriarchy) are also means of existential—and ultimately physical—self-
destruction.?®* Even Du Bois, whose condemnation of the “religion of whiteness” is as scathing
as anyone’s, discerned that the “phantasy” upon which whiteness rests, in addition to bringing
immense suffering to the “dark world” and its peoples, eventually destroys “white folk™ as well:
“above the suffering, above the shackled anger that beats the bars, above the hurt that crazes
there surges in me a vast pity,—pity for a people imprisoned and enthralled, hampered and made
miserable for such a cause, for such a phantasy!”23 The hell in which whiteness confines its
others is the hell in which it too will eventually be consumed. Whether by the uprisings of the
people who will not take it anymore, by the spiritual death of absolute independence from all
others, or by natural death, those who grasp at whiteness and private property like rags to hide
the shame of their (finite, sinful) nakedness will die too. Too, as with whiteness and absolutely
exclusive private property—“ownership of the earth forever and ever, Amen!”—so0 with the
death-dealing power of the patriarchy with which whiteness and private property possession have
historically been intertwined. To possess patriarchal power is to be utterly independent, self-
subsistent, separate; as such, it is to believe a lie that destroys others at the same time that it
destroys the self through alienation from the interrelations that give life.?36

Whiteness, private property possession, and patriarchy are historical manifestations of the
anxiety that emerges from the inability to fully transcend the vulnerabilities that come with being

a finite creature, and not God. Lashing out against their limitations, they maim others; flailing

234 There is much research that suggests, for example, that in addition to harming others, patriarchy also limits the
freedom of men. See, for example: bell hooks, The Will to Change: Men, Masculinity, and Love (New York: Atria
Books, 2004).

2% Du Bois, Darkwater, 19.
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wildly to cover the shame of being human among other humans and the world, whiteness, private
property, and patriarchy eventually harm even those who possess them. Seeking to outrun the
finitude they share with those they imagine to be inherently inferior, whiteness, private property
possession, and patriarchy are means of transforming those they render other and inferior to them
into a ladder upon which they try to escape the world into some imagined heaven purified of
those who they can only perceive as threats. Seeking to reach heaven alone, they create hell for
others, and ultimately find themselves there as well. The quest for godlike transcendence and
infinitude, for omnipotence, omnipresence and omniscience, for aseity and impassibility, is a
quest doomed before it ever begins because it seeks to create a world in contradiction to the one
that God’s love has brought into being and sustains (and, one hopes, eventually redeems in
fullness, with and perhaps through God’s people). Whiteness, absolutely exclusive private
property, and patriarchal power are what happen when the vulnerabilities of finitude are treated
as threats to be avoided rather than gifts to be embraced as means to union with God in and
through others.?%’

As this chapter concludes, one remaining ambiguity invites further comment: is the crux
of my critique directed at the God concepts that whiteness, property, and patriarchy seek to
embody, or at the human agency that seeks to embody divine attributes or power at all? Part of
the issue does indeed lie, as many liberation and feminist theologies point out, in the inadequacy
of some of our ways of conceptualizing and talking about God, which have tended throughout
history to be articulated in the image of white, property-possessing men. How we conceptualize
God tells us a great deal about who gets to “play God” in the world. As Feuerbach criticized:

“theology is anthropology,” which is to say that humans tend to create God in their own

237 Farley, Good and Evil.
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image.?®® Indeed, many of the forms of (godlike) power that white, propertied men have pursued
have also been the kinds of power God is traditionally understood to have. And yet, while it is
true that our God concepts carry their own power for the reason that they often reflect already
existing power arrangements and thereby potentially further sanction it, it is not in every instance
God concepts alone that fuel oppression, which is why simply altering our God concepts will not
fix all the problems of oppression. Nevertheless, interrogating our understandings of God and
how those understandings materialize in our social, political, and economic arrangements—and
how those arrangements in turn shape our God concepts—is critically important. And yet, my
concern does not end with God concepts in themselves, but is ultimately concerned with the
human aspiration to possess godlike power in the world, which is obtained only by unleashing
hell upon earth for others. Because God concepts and the human agency that seeks to become
God exist in mutual relation, with each informing the other, both require attention and critical
(and reconstructive) intervention.

Related to this question of God concepts versus human embodiment of divine power is
the question of whether, by contrasting the pseudo-godlike attributes of whiteness, private
property, and patriarchy with the traditionally conceived attributes of God, I am implicitly
endorsing all of the traditional attributes of God as either precise or constructive ways of talking
about God. Human idolatry is a perennial concern of Christian theology and has catalyzed a wide
variety of theological responses. For some, the answer to the problem of humans trying to play
God in the world is to more radically establish the chasm between divinity and humanity, as in

the early theology of Karl Barth or, in different ways, in the theology of so-called radical

238 |_udwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, trans. George Eliot (New York, NY: Cosimo, 2008).
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orthodoxy. For others, the answer lies in foregoing more traditional God concepts altogether and
thinking God in ways that narrow more than reify the chasm between humans and God.?%°

In the end, | do not find either option—over-exaggerating or flattening the difference
between God and humans—to be an all-purpose solution to the problem of the aspiration to
godlike power made manifest in whiteness, private property possession, and patriarchy. On the
one hand, hinging theology on a radical, rigorous, and arbitrary divine sovereignty in a way that
necessarily relies upon human conceptions of abusive, non-relational power may indeed diminish
our capacity to pursue the world that God desires, namely, one in which humans do not exercise
absolute power over others.?*% On the other hand, conceptualizing God in such a way that God is
understood to be wholly manifest within some aspect of finite particularity—immanentizing God
more entirely—may prove a resource in some ways, but not without also risking repeating the
same problems that the idolatries of whiteness, private property, and patriarchy embody. That
said, every theology need not be everything for everyone, which is why conceptualizing God in
terms that do not so much reduce God to finite terms as expand the scope of God’s transcendent
immanence to incorporate aspects of human particularity is a component of theologies that
promote God’s liberative work on earth without thereby seeking to make humans God in ways
that inevitably deal death.?*! In the end, what such theology at its best does is not so much
radically alter God concepts as clarify and elaborate who God is and what God does in light of
the realities of human oppression with which God is fundamentally concerned. I follow Tanner

in maintaining fundamental distinctions between God and the world, and | follow her too in the

239 Much process theology exemplifies this approach, which tends toward immanentizing God. See, for example:
Catherine Keller, On the Mystery: Discerning Divinity in Process (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2008).

240 For a constructive critique of the radical transcendence of radical orthodoxy, which is conceived in especially
hierarchical and spatially distant terms, see: Mayra Rivera, The Touch of Transcendence: A Postcolonial Theology
of God, 1st ed (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2007).

241 Many works in black liberation theology, womanist theology, mujerista theology, and other theologies of
liberation exemplify such theologizing.

207



premise that radical distinction does not entail radical distance.?*?> Moving perhaps a step beyond
Tanner, though, I also follow liberation theologians like Gutiérrez and Cone in discerning the
scope of divine realities not just cosmically but politically. Salvation history and human history,
Gutiérrez argues, are one: divine and human history are not wholly reducible to one another, and
yet, there is no salvation history apart from God’s (and God in humans’) work of liberation in
human history.?** God and humans are absolutely distinct and yet fundamentally connected.
Because God’s salvation entails human liberation from oppression—and because that intention
for humans’ liberation tells us something fundamental about who God is and what God does—
nourishing God concepts that contribute to liberation in all its dimensions and practicing
liberation in a way that contributes to understanding God in new ways are all part of the work
that theology can and should pursue.?** In the end, so long as the divine attributes convey not
radical distance but distinction for the sake of life-giving relation, they can and do function as
part of God’s project of liberation from the death-dealing aspirations to dominative and
exploitative power over the world that God so loves and wants to see flourish.

In the end, the crux of the problem of the pseudo-divine pretensions of whiteness, private
property possession, and patriarchy is not a God who can’t deal with competition, but that trying
to become God necessarily entails doing violence to others and even to creation, the natural
world itself.?*> As | argue in the next two chapters, we can understand the death-dealing carceral
and dispossessing realities put into motion by whiteness, property, and patriarchy as expressions

of a demonic, pseudo-soteriological pursuit of the “salvation” of those threatened by the

242 Tanner, Jesus, Humanity and the Trinity; Kathryn Tanner, Christ the Key, Current Issues in Theology
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2010).

243 Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation; James Cone makes a similar argument in Cone, A Black Theology of
Liberation; Cone, God of the Oppressed. | further explore these texts in chapter five.

244 | further explore these matters in chapter five.

245 See: James Cone, “Whose Earth is it Anyway?” in Dieter T. Hessel and Larry L. Rasmussen, eds., Earth Habitat:
Eco-Injustice and the Church’s Response (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2001).
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allegedly inherent “trespasses” of their nonwhite and non-propertied others. In other words, just
as every theological anthropology also entails a soteriology—a theory of how “salvation” takes
place—so the theological-political anthropologies of whiteness and absolutely exclusive private
property (and patriarchy) entail a vision of theological-political salvation, and how it comes
about. Whiteness, private property, and patriarchy together correspond to and even catalyze what
| call a theo-carceral soteriology. If whiteness and private property order a world, the world they
order is, by necessity, one that deploys criminalizing mechanisms of policing and carceral
captivity (and boundaries and borders) as means of their protection. In order to understand
criminalization as an expression of a theo-carceral soteriology, | start (in the next chapter) by
connecting some dots: how do we get from whiteness, private property, and patriarchy to the
criminalization of black and economically dispossessed communities? Once | have made that
trajectory clear, | will proceed in chapter four, much like | have with whiteness, property, and
patriarchy in this chapter, by showing how criminalization is a phenomenon of not just political

but theological-political dimensions.
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CHAPTER 3

From Whiteness and Private Property to Criminalization

In October 2014, 1 spoke about the criminalization of homelessness at a gathering of social
service providers working with unhoused people in Nashville, Tennessee. My co-panelist was
the Central Precinct Commander of the Metro Nashville Police Department (MNPD), whose job
is to oversee and authorize all policing operations in downtown Nashville. The previous year, |
had published a study comprised of statistics and interviews with people who had been cited or
arrested by police for sitting, sleeping, standing, or otherwise trying to survive in public in
Nashville.! | spoke first. After explaining at length how Metro officers target and criminalize
unhoused people in the city, and how these unjust actions harm people already struggling to
survive, it was the commander’s turn to speak. Stepping up to the podium, he smiled, thanked me
for my words, said that he agreed with virtually everything I said, and then proceeded to praise,
in quite explicit terms, a philosophy called “broken windows” that he said guides the city’s
policing strategies. As | outline later in this chapter, since its emergence in the 1980s, broken
windows policing has been the guiding philosophy by which police forces across the nation and
the world have criminalized and caged peoples dispossessed by neoliberal racial capitalism. |
was baffled by the ease with which the commander claimed to agree with my critiques of his
police force that criminalizes unhoused people at the same time that he lauded the approach to
policing that catalyzes that criminalization. Either he did not make the connection, or he was
trying to pull one over on a room full of service providers working with people experiencing

broken windows criminalization every day. During his comments, he completely avoided the

! Andrew Krinks, “Criminal: When Existing in Public Becomes Illegal,” The Contributor Volume 7, Number 31
(July 11-31, 2013). For more on The Contributor, visit www.thecontributor.org.
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content of my critiques about how police victimize unhoused peopled, shifting focus instead to
the ways in which people experiencing homelessness endure victimization at the hands of others
living on the street.

But that was only the beginning. When the commander and I continued our conversation
outside the meeting hall, I tried to press the issue by getting more specific. | told him about
Anthony, an unhoused black man in his forties with a disability that requires him to use a
motorized scooter. Police cited Anthony for Obstructing a Passageway at 4:09 a.m. on February
15, 2013 at the corner of 7th & Commerce in downtown Nashville. As the arresting officer
describes in the affidavit, Anthony and others were on a heating grate, which blocked the
sidewalk, forcing one individual to step off the sidewalk in order to get around them. Anthony
pled guilty and was fined $259.33 in court costs. The commander stopped me before | could go
any further, telling me that it is impossible that Anthony was cited for merely sitting on the
sidewalk, and suggesting that he must have been intoxicated, otherwise the officer would not
have cited him. But the charge wasn’t for Public Intoxication, and the affidavit mentioned
nothing of the sort; the charge was for Obstructing a Passageway. The commander did not
believe me. So I told him about William, a white, unhoused 73-year-old man who was arrested
for criminal trespass while seeking shelter during a rainstorm under the overhang of an unused
property downtown. For trespassing while seeking shelter during a storm, William spent a night
in jail and owed the court $365.65. “Who was William hurting when he sat under that overhang
during a rainstorm?” I asked. Quick to correct what he took to be the misguided premise of my
question, the commander fired back. “You have to remember, there’s no crime without a victim,”
he said. “When that man trespassed on that property, he turned the owner of that property into a

victim of crime.”

211



This chapter, together with the next, seeks to explain the why and the how, the origins and
stubborn persistence, of a social order in which states of dispossession—economic, racial, and

gendered—constitute states of criminality.

The “Why” and “How” of Criminalization

As | outlined in the previous two chapters, whiteness and private property—together with
patriarchy—are historically intertwined manifestations of the desire to transcend and master the
finite world and its peoples. Emerging together from the confluence of European colonialism,
racial capitalism, and the Christian theological thought and practice that buttress them, whiteness
and private property, together with patriarchy, are aspirations to infinite and invulnerable power
that work by treating those they render inferior as exploitable resources, on the one hand, and as
criminal threats that necessitate carceral intervention, on the other. Powerful only when they
dispossess those they render “other” and secure only when they hold others in carceral captivity,
whiteness, private property, and patriarchy dispossess and criminalize in pursuit of their
idolatrous, self-deifying survival. In the first two chapters, | explored how whiteness, private
property, and patriarchy are forces that work by dispossessing others in pursuit of their own
power. In this chapter, | explore how the label of “criminal” functions as one of the foremost
designations that constructs and conveys the threat that black, other nonwhite, and non-
propertied peoples pose to whiteness, private property, and patriarchy, whether through their
mere existence or their active resistance to the systems that treat them as less than human. If

“whiteness comes into being as a form of landscape,”? a kind of property or mode of possession,®

2 Willie James Jennings, Christian Imagination: Theology and the Origins of Race (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2011), 59.
3 Cheryl 1. Harris, “Whiteness as Property,” Harvard Law Review 106, no. 8 (June 1993): 1707-91.
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and if the greatest offense against property is to have none,* then to be nonwhite and/or non-
propertied in a world made for white propertied men (and women) is to trespass, to be
fundamentally “out of place,”® to live under the realization that one does not belong,® and to seek
survival within geographies and materialities that make that non-belonging concrete.

The fundamentally dispossessing and criminalizing work of whiteness and/as property
also takes shape through the gender differentiations and power allocations of patriarchy. Women
have historically been “extensions” of men’s property, both de jure and de facto.” Forced into
inadequately compensated or altogether unrecognized and uncompensated labor—productive and
reproductive, public and domestic alike—women have long been subject to systemic
exploitation, sexual violence, and dispossession in ways that men have not. Moreover, when
women (as well as gender non-conforming people) have carved out life for themselves outside
normative social, political, and moral economies, they have been subject to various and unique
forms of patriarchal criminalization. But “gender” by itself does not determine the shape of
dispossession and criminalization. With the advent of modern racialization, women of European
descent and women of African descent came to constitute property in significantly different
ways. The crux of that difference is that white women became the protected objects and thereby
beneficiaries of men’s property-owning powers. Black and other nonwhite women continued to
be objects of men’s property, but whereas white women were protected objects of men’s

property, black women were fundamentally vulnerable, unprotected objects of property subject

4 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (New Y ork: Vintage Books, 1966), 61.

> Patrick Wolfe, Traces of History: Elementary Structures of Race, First published (London New York: Verso,
2016), 17.

6 W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, Dover Thrift Editions (New York: Dover, 1994); James Baldwin,
Notes of a Native Son, ed. Edward P. Jones, Revised ed (Boston: Beacon Press, 2012); George Jackson, Soledad
Brother: The Prison Letters of George Jackson (Chicago, IL: Lawrence Hill Books, 1994).

" Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of
Color” in Critical Race Theory: The Key Writings that Formed the Movement, eds., Kimberlé Crenshaw, et al. (New
York, NY: The New Press, 1995), 373.
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to more expansive forms of exploitation and violence. Indeed, the protection of what came to be
seen as the sanctity of white womanhood (and, by biological, reproductive extension, whiteness
altogether) was conceived precisely as protection against the social and sexual threat that black
men and women posed to white men and their property, which includes white women. And yet,
while white women were in one sense protected objects of white men’s property—indeed
precisely because they were still objects of white men’s property—they were (and are) still
vulnerable to sexual and other forms of violence even from their alleged protectors, a state of
vulnerability in which black and other nonwhite women have long been confined in even more
thorough and systematic ways throughout the ongoing histories of European colonialism and
racial capitalism up to the present day.

As concrete manifestations of the “right to exclude,”® whiteness and private property—
together with patriarchal power—already contain within them the seeds of criminalization.
Whiteness and private property are fundamentally exclusive phenomena that survive only by
dispossessing and then drawing strong boundaries that delineate, insulate, and protect against
those who exist outside them: whiteness is only by defining and defending itself against what it
IS not, just as private property can be said to exist only by making an absolute, exclusive claim of
possession over against the claims of others. Likewise do possessors of patriarchal power
maintain that power by maintaining rigid gender boundaries, by exploiting and subjecting
women to violence, and by keeping women (and gender non-conforming people) from being full
sharers in the resources and powers men enjoy. As such, whiteness and private property and
patriarchy are, by definition, fundamentally fragile, threatened phenomena: by defining their

existence exclusively or defensively over against what they are not, their possessors necessarily

8 Harris, “Whiteness as Property,” 1721, 1744.
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construct what they are not in terms of either exploitable resources or criminal hindrance to their
supremacy and survival. Whiteness and private property—fused with patriarchal power—require
keeping out those whose presence constitutes a hindrance or threat to the social, political,
economic, and legal order upon which whiteness and private property and patriarchy depend.
Criminalization is a means of defense against such threats. By defining black and economically
dispossessed peoples as inherently criminal—or rather, by defining criminality according to
aspects of black and economically dispossessed life—whiteness, property, and patriarchy utilize
the law as a means of incapacitating and managing what it defines and experiences as threats
against it. In so doing, whiteness, property, and patriarchy secure their survival and their
supremacy, which itself is built, from the beginning, on the “accumulation by dispossession” of
their others.® Dispossession and criminalization are two sides of the same coin.

In a society structured according to the power and value allocations of white supremacist
capitalist patriarchy,° the criminalization of black, other nonwhite, and economically
dispossessed peoples is not an accidental aberration carried out by individual “bad apples” but an
original and ongoing function of the institution of policing itself. We better understand
criminalization in this systemic or structural valence when we begin by asking what
criminalization is for, what it is that criminalization protects or defends.!! “Who do you serve?!
Who do you protect?!” was one of the most popular and incisive chants shouted by protesters
toward crowds of police officers lining the streets of cities during uprisings in 2014 and 2015 in

the wake of state violence against Michael Brown, Eric Garner, and hundreds of other black,

° David Harvey, The New Imperialism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).

10 The term “white supremacist capitalist patriarchy” was coined by bell hooks. See: bell hooks, “bell hooks:
Cultural Criticism and Transformation,” interview by Media Education Foundation, 1997.
https://www.mediaed.org/transcripts/Bell-Hooks-Transcript.pdf.
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1975-76, trans. David Macey (New York: Picador, 2003).
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brown, and poor people across the United States.!? Indeed, it is a question that dispossessed and
criminalized communities have been asking for decades, and one that implies its own answer.
Counter-deploying the popular policing slogan that suggests that the reason police exist is to
keep us all safe,’3 black radical, anti-capitalist, abolitionist, and feminist social movements and
theorizations clarify that modern-day policing “serves and protects” primarily the possessors and
beneficiaries of whiteness, private property, and patriarchal power by surveilling, harassing,
searching, citing, arresting, confining, and killing those “others” they construct as criminal
threats to the secure order of things.

Criminalization, in short, is a tool for maintaining the supremacy and security of some by
managing, confining, or disappearing others. The criminalization of black, other nonwhite, and
non-propertied peoples carried out by modern policing is a means of protecting whiteness and
absolutely exclusive private property regimes, and the patriarchy with which they are
intertwined, from those who register, from the perspective of whiteness, private property, and
patriarchy, as threat or trespass against them. Being an exploitable resource, on the one hand, and
being a threat, on the other, in such a world are not two separate or mutually exclusive realities.
Indeed, those criminalized as threats are often subsequently exploited as cheap or free labor, and
those exploited for their labor often live in situations of precarity with well-worn pipelines to
carceral confinement.** The means and mechanisms of criminalization have evolved over the last
four hundred years, but its purpose—the punishment and/or social control of surplus populations

for the purpose of profit and/or security from the threat they seem to pose—remains more or less

12 For an up-to-date record of police killings in the United States, see: Mapping Police Violence,
https://mappingpoliceviolence.org/.

13 Alex Vitale, The End of Policing (New York, NY: Verso, 2017), 31-34.

14 See: Jackie Wang, Carceral Capitalism, Semiotext(e) Intervention Series 21 (South Pasadena, CA: Semiotext(e),
2018); Loic Wacquant, Punishing the Poor: The Neoliberal Government of Social Insecurity (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2009).
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intact, even as other functions have been added to the institution that carries it out.®
Criminalization, then, is more than just arbitrary repression against nonwhite, non-propertied,
and other allegedly “abnormal” people; criminalization is always criminalization for the
preservation and power of whiteness and private property and patriarchy.®

As we saw in the first two chapters, whiteness, private property, and patriarchy are
subject-making and world-arranging phenomena: they claim and deploy the power to define and
circumscribe peoples, radically altering the very shape of societies in the process.” As part of
their subject-making and world-arranging powers, whiteness, property, and patriarchy help
create the conditions in which their others struggle to survive, and yet refuse to take
responsibility for that suffering, instead proliferating the idea that the peoples they dispossess
choose, deserve, or are naturally disposed to poverty and servitude. If it can be made believable
that people choose, deserve, or are naturally disposed to their conditions of suffering, then it is
possible to define their suffering as a self-made manifestation that also threatens the social order
more broadly, for which they must be either punished and corrected, or managed and
disappeared from the community altogether. 8

Despite these realities, most popular discourse on matters of criminal justice presumes

that “crime” and “punishment” correspond to one another in neutral and objective ways:

15 Vitale, The End of Policing, 50-54.

16 Foucault, in his Society Must Be Defended lectures, makes a similar argument regarding “racism against” and
“racism for” the preservation of the species whose apex is whiteness. See also: Ladelle McWhorter, Racism and
Sexual Oppression in Anglo-America: A Genealogy (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009); Ellen T.
Armour, Signs & Wonders: Theology after Modernity, Gender, Theory, and Religion (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2016).

17 For an exploration of some of the concrete ways that whiteness in its connection with private property reshapes
the world, see: George Lipsitz, The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: How White People Profit from Identity
Politics, Rev. and expanded ed (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2006); George Lipsitz, How Racism Takes
Place (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2011).

18 For more on the idea that some people are naturally disposed to subjection and that punishment is a natural and
legitimate means of restoring social order, see: Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison,
trans. Alan Sheridan, 2nd Vintage Books ed (New York: Vintage Books, 1995), 301-303; McWhorter, Racism and
Sexual Oppression in Anglo-America, 125-139.
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criminals are people who, due to either their corrupted moral agency or social environment,
break the law that protects the moral and social order, which necessitates punishment that fits the
crime and enacts some semblance of justice, and perhaps “corrects” the criminal dispositions that
led to the crime in the first place. At the start of a guided tour at Philadelphia’s Eastern State
Penitentiary | took in 2013, our guide asked our group of approximately ten tourists an excellent
question: “why do we have prisons?” The first person to respond channeled the perception of
prisons arguably most common among everyday people: “There’s a lot of bad people out there,”
the man said, the implication being that we need some place to deal with them. Explanations for
why we have prisons and thus how we deal with people who have broken the law, social theorist
Ruth Wilson Gilmore argues, tend to fall under a mixture of the categories of “retribution,”
“deterrence,” and “rehabilitation.” As Gilmore and others show, these traditional understandings
of crime and punishment, of why we have prisons at all, may help explain part but far from the
full scope of the reality of prisons and why we have them. According to Gilmore, while aspects
of these reasons for prisons might be or have been true at various times, the overwhelming
reason for prisons is today, and arguably has been for some time, “incapacitation.”*® Prisons deal
with “crime” by disposing of—by warehousing—those accused of committing it.

Historically speaking, and today, “crime and punishment,” along with the institutions that
define and execute them, are not first of all matters of neutral and objective justice but the
management of marginal populations. Indeed, the very idea of “criminalization”—that ruling
classes deliberately define and treat entire populations of people as inherently disposed to
criminality that threatens the social order—helps clarify that legal justice systems do not so much

punish criminals as define certain people and actions as criminal in order to justify carceral

19 Ruth Wilson Gilmore, Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing California
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 14-15.
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interventions that bring them under state control, thereby managing the threat they are
understood to pose to a world made for the possessors and beneficiaries of whiteness, private
property, and patriarchy.?® As Gilmore puts it, prisons function as “catchall solutions” to social,
political, and economic crises.?! Such claims might sound exaggerated to some, but if we listen
to the voices and stories of those so criminalized, as well as the voices of those who criminalize,
the fundamentally death-dealing (and thus, as | will argue, sinful) nature of criminalizing
institutions might become more clear.

Why, some might ask, would the people who are supposed to keep us safe treat people
who are already marginalized so unfairly? One set of answers to this question points to problems
in training or other matters pertaining to how and why individual officers misbehave. But focus
on such things can only tell us so much. I argue that we only adequately understand
criminalization when we interpret it in its larger context—white supremacist capitalist
patriarchy—as a tool for maintaining the power differentials upon which such societies are built
and operate. | began this project by exploring the histories and political theologies of the raced,
classed, and gendered phenomena of whiteness, absolutely exclusive private property possession,
and patriarchy because criminalization issues forth from them as a means of maintaining their
power and supremacy. More than a matter of “bad apple” agents of the state, the institution of
policing and the criminalization it carries out are tools for managing populations understood to
pose a threat to the safety and wellbeing of the possessors and beneficiaries of whiteness, private

property, and patriarchy.

20 For more on how carceral institutions do not so much punish as define, construct, and produce criminality and
“delinquency,” see: Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 251-292.
2L Gilmore, Golden Gulag, 6, 26.
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In a world where whiteness is a mode of property possession, to be black (or to be
anything other than white for that matter) is to be fundamentally “out of place.”?? In a world
ordered according to the supremacy of whiteness as property, to be black, to be anything other
than white, and even to possess no property at all, is to trespass. If the purpose of civil
government—and therefore law—is, as John Locke suggests, “the preservation of property,”?®
then propertylessness inevitably constitutes a threat to the political economy of private property
and the law that protects it. As E.P. Thompson puts it, “the greatest offence against property [is]
to have none.”?* Criminalization is the way that a world made for whiteness, property, and
patriarchy deals with those whose presence in such a world registers as moral and physical
trespass—as threat.

The remaining body of this chapter is divided into four main sections. The first chapter of
this project outlined how early modern capitalism produced what David Harvey calls
“accumulation by dispossession.”?® In what follows, | start by outlining how the peoples that
capitalism dispossesses with one hand it criminalizes with the other. From there, | explore how
the Eurocolonial and capitalist processes of racialization that create and emerge from whiteness
eventually give way to racial criminalization. In the third section, I outline key aspects of the
emergence of the modern institution of policing before proceeding in the final section into an
account of more recent neoliberal manifestations of criminalization in the form of so-called
broken windows policing. The purpose of this chapter is to make clear how the criminalization of

black, other nonwhite, and economically dispossessed peoples is a mechanism for protecting and

22 patrick Wolfe, Traces of History, 17.

23 John Locke, Two Treatises of Government, ed., Peter Laslett (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press,
1988), 350-351, 268-269.

2 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 61.

%5 Harvey, The New Imperialism.
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empowering pseudo-godlike whiteness, private property, and patriarchy, which will set us up to
discern, in the next chapter, how criminalization is a theological-political phenomenon that
manifests a pseudo-salvific process of deification and safety for some and damnation and

death—chains and corpses—for others.

From Dispossession to Criminalization

In the context of early modern capitalism, criminalization emerged as a response to the problem
that the mass expropriation of land and wealth—uvia the enclosure of common lands—helped
create. As a primary basis of capitalist political economy, the “forcible expropriation of the
people from the soil,” Marx argues, created a “free and rightless” labor supply for urban
manufacturing and industry, but it did so at a rate that outpaced what urban centers could
handle.?® Faced with a growing surplus population, the intertwined economic and legal order of
the day responded to this influx of dispossessed peoples with the proliferation of unprotected
wage labor, on the one hand, and with legal codes that criminalized the conditions and acts into
which displaced peoples were forced, on the other.?” While the life of a wage laborer was
technically “free” from the feudal bonds that preceded it, in the absence of either customary
rights to the commons or formal rights assuring adequate wages and fair treatment under
increasingly expansive compulsory labor laws, the life of a laborer was one highly vulnerable to
exploitation and increased precariousness, leading many to regard it as “little better than

slavery.”?8 As such, the so-called “masterless” men and women dispossessed by early agrarian

% Karl Marx, Capital, Volume 1: A Critique of Political Economy, trans. Ben Fowkes (London: Penguin Books in
association with New Left Review, 1981), 895-897.

27 peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra: Sailors, Slaves, Commoners, and the Hidden
History of the Revolutionary Atlantic (Boston, Mass: Beacon Press, 2003), 16.

28 Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upside down: Radical Ideas during the English Revolution (London: Penguin
Books, 1991), 43.
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capitalism were stuck between a rock and a hard place, forced to choose between an unprotected
slave-like existence at the disposal of exploitative bosses, or a life of vagrancy criminalized
through punishment, torture, imprisonment, or death. In this way, the dispossession that the
intertwined economic and legal order created through mass expropriation and displacement with
one hand it either exploited through legally unprotected wage labor or criminalized through anti-

vagabondage legislation with the other.

Vagrancy Laws and Early Modern Carcerality

Laws and statutes targeting jobless vagrants emerged in tandem with late medieval and
early modern compulsory labor laws that sought in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries to
guarantee a steady labor supply and that later, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, sought
to regulate and discipline the “free” but “rightless” labor force amid concerns over urban
“disorder” and working class resistance to enclosure and exploitation.?® Vagrancy laws
prohibited a wide range of activities that were seen as potential or actual disruptions of public
order and political economy, and as a sign of a person’s propensity for immoral and criminal
activity.*° By the sixteenth century in England, the very status of vagrancy, which was

interpreted as an immoral opting out of available “poor relief” and opportunities for labor, and

2 A. L. Beier, ““A New Serfdom’: Labor Laws, Vagrancy Statutes, and Labor Discipline in England, 1350-1800,”
in Cast out: Vagrancy and Homelessness in Global and Historical Perspective, ed. A.L. Beier and Paul R. Ocobock
(Athens: Ohio University Press, 2008); Karl Marx, Capital, Volume 1, 895. On popular resistance to compulsory
labor laws and the enclosure movements that preceded them, see: Linebaugh and Rediker, The Many-Headed
Hydra; Peter Linebaugh, Stop, Thief!; Roger B. Manning, Village Revolts: Social Protest and Popular Disturbances
in England, 1509-1640 (Oxford [Oxfordshire]: Clarendon Press ; Oxford University Press, 1988); J. M. Neeson,
Commoners: Common Right, Enclosure and Social Change in England, 1700 - 1820, 1. paperback ed, Past and
Present Publications (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1996); A. W. Ager, Crime and Poverty in 19th Century
England: The Economy of Makeshifts, History of Crime, Deviance and Punishment Series (London: Bloomsbury,
2014); George F. E. Rudé, Paris and London in the Eighteenth Century: Studies in Popular Protest, A Viking
Compass Book (New York: Viking Press, 1973).

30 Marx, Capital, Volume 1, 896-904; Leonard C. Feldman, Citizens Without Shelter: Homelessness, Democracy,
and Political Exclusion (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2004), 27-56; Matthew Beaumont, Nightwalking: A
Nocturnal History of London (London: Verso, 2016), 15-72.
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which was viewed as a status of inherent disposition toward criminality, came to be considered a
crime in itself, and was penalized as such. By the nineteenth century, laws in England and
America evolved to focus—at least formally—Iless explicitly on the status of vagrancy and more
on the specific acts and behaviors that tended to accompany it. Even with this formal shift,
however, given that the criminal codes in England and beyond were already designed to target
the acts and behaviors of dispossessed peoples, it remained the case that the law in effect
criminalized the status of economic dispossession itself, and not just the acts associated with it.3?
Among those terms by which authorities “coded” the allegedly immoral and disruptive
character of the masses of unemployed commoners, few were more prominent than “idleness.”
Seen as “the primary cause of social disorder,”3? idleness was a term that helped delineate those
who were allegedly able-bodied but unwilling to labor for a wage from those who were
physically disabled and thus unable to labor. The idle vagrant who, “although able to work,
refuses to do so” was, both de facto and de jure, guilty of what English jurist William Blackstone
called in 1769 a “high offence against the public economy,”33 both because their idleness was
understood as the first step down a slippery slope toward further criminality, and because it
constituted a willful refusal of the religious and patriarchal virtue of industriousness upon which
the “public economy” depended.3* In both cases, idleness was perceived not as a mere
annoyance, but as a threat to the common good that should be punished accordingly. According

to a 1536 act against vagrants proscribing and punishing public begging, upon their third

31 For more on the distinction between status and act, see: Margaret K. Rosenheim, “Vagrancy Concepts in Welfare
Law,” California Law Review Vol. 54, No. 2 (1966): 512-517.

32 Beaumont, Nightwalking, 33.

33 Both quoted in Feldman, Citizens Without Shelter, 32.

34 Beaumont, Nightwalking, 65. As Beaumont writes, “The ‘impudent’ as opposed to ‘impotent’ poor, the Devil’s as
opposed to God’s poor, vitiated the discipline both of productive labour, centred in the guilds, and the patriarchal
family, along with the religious doctrines that underpinned these spheres” (65).
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infraction, vagabonds “should suffer execution as a felon and an enemy of the commonwealth.”*

Under a 1572 act, rogues, vagabonds, and “sturdy beggars” who were caught “wandering, and
mis-ordering themselves” were deemed “outrageous enemies to the common weal” who, upon
conviction, should be “whipped and burnt through the gristle of the right ear with a hot iron,
manifesting his or her roguish kind of life.”3¢ As an early sixteenth century English financial
administrator argued, idleness, “the very mother of all vice,” was “the deadlie enemy to this tree
of common wealth.”?’

In addition to being publicly whipped, branded, tortured, and executed, by the
seventeenth century, English rogues, vagrants, and sturdy beggars were often targeted by
nightwatch and constable forces who apprehended them “not because there was proof that they
had committed a crime but simply because their appearance was suspicious.”*® Once in custody,
vagrants were forced to give a good reason as to their idleness or wandering, and if unable to,
were often sent to the jail attached to the court, and from there to various houses of correction,
including the famous “Bridewell.” Founded in 1533 in London and replicated in England and
beyond in the centuries that followed,3° the primary purpose of houses of correction were, as
their names suggest, to correct working class and underclass people whose actions—refusal to
labor, “idleness,” and other forms of criminality associated with it—transgressed the moral and
social tenets of early modern political economy. The means of such correction therefore

combined putatively moral and economic mechanisms including corporal punishment, temporary

% Quoted in George Browning, The Domestic and Financial Condition of Great Britain (London: Longman, Rees,
Orme, Brown, Green, & Longman, 1834), 294. See also: Marx, Capital, Volume 1, 897.

3 Quoted in Beaumont, Nightwalking, 64. See also: Arthur F. Kinney, ed., Rogues, Vagabonds and Sturdy Beggars:
A New Gallery of Tudor and Early Stuart Rogue Literature (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press,
1973), 13.

37 Quoted in Beaumont, Nightwalking, 34.

38 Beaumont, Nightwalking, 69.

3% Beaumont, Nightwalking, 69; Beier, “‘The New Serfdom,”” 54.
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isolation, and forced labor, the ultimate purpose of which, Foucault argues, was to restore both
moral conscience and the capitalist subjectivity in which it is expressed, i.e. “homo
oeconomicus,”*° the industrious, profit-seeking subject that a political economy based on
accumulation both forges and requires for its maintenance. According to historian Adam Hirsch,
idleness in England and early America was often “likened to a degenerative disease™ that could
only be treated with the “therapy”#? of hard labor in so-called “workhouses,” an institutional
offshoot of houses of correction. According to Hirsch, “The inventors of the workhouse operated
under the assumption that idleness was a vice (or habit) that could be broken only through a
regimen of enforced abstinence. The challenge of rehabilitation lay in destroying the inmate’s
‘habit of idleness’ and replacing it with a ‘habit of industry’ more conducive to an honest
livelihood.”*® While entrance into workhouses could technically be either voluntary or
involuntary, depending on the situation, the “choice,” historian A.L. Beier writes, “appears to
have been to enter or to lose one’s entitlement to [state-sponsored poor] relief.”** As such,
workhouses, like houses of correction, were “disciplinary” institutions designed to forge or
restore subjectivities that operated in accordance with the requirements of capitalist political
economy.*® As Peter Linebaugh shows, workhouses arose in tandem with and in part as a
response to resistance among working class weaver communities in London agitating against
mechanization that benefited owners but reduced opportunities for workers. As institutions that
combined forced labor and punitive incarceration, workhouses, like houses of correction, became

“locations of struggle” for freedom that shaped both modern political economy and subsequent

40 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 122-123; Beier, “‘The New Serfdom,”” 54.
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resistance to it.6 If these early carceral institutions in England, and later in colonial America,
were concerned with rehabilitation, then, it was a rehabilitation that consisted largely in
correcting allegedly immoral dispositions that resulted in actions that were, in reality, made all
but inevitable by processes of capitalist “accumulation by dispossession.”*’

The multitude of vagrancy acts passed during the fourteenth through nineteenth
centuries—concurrent with the proliferation of enclosures across England and beyond—worked
by constructing and pathologizing behaviors like idleness as “the cause of poverty rather than its
consequence.”*® Adding the insult of moral and legal condemnation and punishment to the prior
injury of forced dispossession, these acts of parliament made the wealth inequity it helped create
seem natural by ignoring its causes, instead diagnosing vagabondage and the refusal of wage
labor as a consequence of individual moral failing that manifests as “idleness,” which in turn was
understood to lead to criminality and disorder. Legal and economic authorities defined, confined,
punished, and even executed dispossessed peoples as enemies of the common weal despite the
fact that it was in fact an attack on the common weal in the form of mass expropriation—the
enclosure of the commons—that helped produce the conditions of mass dispossession in the first
place. It is in the context of these political and economic configurations that the very notion of
criminality became fundamentally associated with the identity, status, and behavior of lower
class populations, and in which disciplinary institutions emerged as means of managing and

correcting people whose existence and actions constituted transgression against the moral, legal,

and political economies of capitalism.

46 Peter Linebaugh, The London Hanged: Crime and Civil Society in the Eighteenth Century, 2nd ed (London:
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Offending Against Property

In more concrete legal terms, what idle, vagrant, and wage labor refusing and resisting
persons in modern England and colonial America offended against was not an abstract political
economy called “capitalism” in general, but private property in particular. As we saw in the first
chapter, property possessed to the absolute exclusion of others emerged in early modernity as a
sacred cornerstone of the social, political, and economic order of things. In a world where the
few possessed private property and the many did not, private property owners—and the law they
helped create—came to view the presence and actions of those who existed beyond the fences
and gates of private property as inherent threats to it, and thus to the social order in which it was
central. Detailing the history of the widespread execution of working class and underclass
“criminals” in eighteenth century England, Linebaugh writes:

Most of those hanged had offended against the laws of property, and at the heart

of the ‘social contract” was respect for private property. It could therefore be

argued that, just as each hanging renewed the power of sovereignty, so each

hanging repeated the lesson: ‘Respect Private Property.” So, if the hangings are to

be considered as dramas, the conflict that they represented was the conflict of the

Powerful and the Propertied against the Weak and the Poor—a futile, unchanging

conflict whose lesson, it seemed, was never learned.*®
Given the enclosure movement that paved the way for private property and catalyzed various
forms of dispossession, it is no mistake that the vast majority of criminal statutes developed in
both England and colonial and early America over the course of the seventeenth through

nineteenth centuries were concerned with offenses “against property.”>° Having been essentially

“deified” through the legal and economic orders that revolved around it, historian Douglas Hay

49 Linebaugh, The London Hanged, xxii.
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Reformatories, and Chain Gangs: Social Theory and the History of Punishment in Nineteenth-Century America, 1st
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argues, private property in early modern England served as “the measure of all things.”>! As it
was in early modern England, so it also was in the colonies that England established in the
Americas. As Hirsch explains, “[t]he problem faced by authorities [in early America] was not
crime in general but property crime, committed in the main by indigent transients” whose
“criminal” tendencies allegedly found their “impetus” in “idleness.”>> What houses of correction
and workhouses sought to restore in “criminals,” then, was not merely moral conscience but
“respect for private property.”>?

In the context of modernity, absolutely exclusive private property stands as the ultimate
social and moral entity and possession against which one trespasses—literally and figuratively—
only at the risk of penalty. As Foucault argues, punishment under such a system is a means of
restoring “respect for property,” which includes not only wealth, but honor, liberty, and life more
generally.>* As we saw in the first chapter, the seventeenth century political philosopher John
Locke articulated and elaborated the thinking on property that preceded him in such a way that
the exclusive right to private property became a theo-politically justified cornerstone of western
society, and the United States in particular. According to Locke, the primary purpose of “civil
society” is “the preservation of property,”® which is why a primary purpose of civil law in the
modern era is punishing, correcting, or managing people whose property-less-ness—along with
the acts of survival that accompany it—registers as threat against property and the legal and

economic order that revolves around and preserves it. According to Locke’s social contract

theory, it is reasonable to “kill a thief” because a thief—whether the criminal “highwayman”

°1 Hay, “Property, Authority and Criminal Law,” 19.
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robber or the sovereign tyrant—takes away the most sacred right of preserving one’s own life,
liberty, and property, a right that grounds the social order altogether. For Locke, one possesses a
property in one’s own person (in the sense of what one obtains and produces through one’s
labor) such that one’s “real” or material property might be understood as a kind of extension or
even means of one’s life and liberty.%® Killing a thief is legitimate, then, because in taking way or
trespassing upon property, a thief contradicts the essential right to others’ self-possession upon
which Locke understands the social order to depend.>” According to political theorist Andrew
Dilts, Locke figures the criminal, and the thief in particular, as “a source of physical and
ontological threat and constructs them as a category of persons who, along with the ‘savages’ of
North America, generate a space between animals and ‘reasonable’ persons.”® Because
property-threatening thieves act and exist in a state of war that affects not just the single
individual harmed but all of society, it is reasonable to respond to thieves in like manner.>® In
Locke’s words, a criminal is one who, having “renounced [the] Reason” that “God hath given to
Mankind,” has “declared War against all Mankind, and therefore may be destroyed as a Lyon or
a Tyger, one of those wild Savage Beasts, with whom men can have no Society nor Security.”®
For Dilts, punishing and killing criminals does not just respond to already existing notions of

criminality but helps forge them in the first place, and in so doing, establishes who legitimately

exists within and who, by their actions (and ontology), place themselves outside the boundaries

%6 Locke, Two Treatises of Government, 287-288. See also: Harris, “Whiteness as Property”’; C. B. Macpherson, The
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80 Quoted on Dilts, Punishment and Inclusion, 103. See also: Dilts, Punishment and Inclusion, 108 (on criminality as
warfare).

229



of social order.®! Or, as political theorist Nikhil Pal Singh puts it, Locke “framed crimes against
property, including those that did not threaten physical harm, as warranting punishment up to and
including homicide” because “theft of property de facto entered the criminal, outlaw, or thief into
‘a state of war’ that threatened the natural rights of the individual and the basis of civil
government.”®?

Grounded as it is in an intertwined economic and legal order that defines the
dispossession it creates as a fundamental offense against it, the institution of private property—
which begins with the enclosure of the commons, an actual attack on the common good—Dboth
enables and requires economic dispossession and its criminalization. In the modern era, the
concept of private property and the concept of the criminal exist in mutual dependence: if one of
society’s—and thus the law’s—primary purposes is to protect property and those who possess it,
then propertylessness, along with acts associated with it, constitutes an unprotected status that is
likely to register as a criminal threat against the political economy of property and the law that
maintains it. As E.P. Thompson put it, again, “The greatest offence against property [is] to have
none.”® According to theorists David Correia and Tyler Wall, private property always already
entails and even requires violence because it must, by definition, be enforced—a task which has
always fallen, as we will see more thoroughly in what follows, to the institution of policing.5* As
Correia and Wall put it, in modern liberal societies—shaped in significant part by the thought of
figures including John Locke—the legitimate use of state violence “exists only in the context of

a property relation. People do not have an unalloyed right to kill, but property owners do.”® Put
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otherwise, private property, which comes about in the first place by way of dispossessive claims
of exclusive possession, can only be preserved through violence against those who trespass. As
Hirsch, Foucault, and others demonstrate, a significant number of those defined as “criminal” in
early modern Europe and America are people without property who commit offenses against
propertied people and their possessions. Based on the prosecution of propertyless people for
property crimes and the commentaries of those who advocated their punishment, it is clear that
the threat that poor people allegedly posed to property is not simply a threat against isolated
property owners themselves, but, more broadly, against the capitalist social order in which

private property is central.®

The Gendered Structure of (Racial) Capitalist Criminalization

We adequately understand the raced and classed realities from which criminalization emerges
when we also consider the fundamental role that gender plays in structuring criminalization from
its early modern beginnings to today. In the context of early modern England, where core aspects
of the carceral forms that proliferate in our world first took root, the criminalization of vagrancy
was a thoroughly gendered phenomenon. As explored above, people dispossessed by capitalist
accumulation of land and resources in early modern England were subsequently criminalized for
offending against compulsory labor and vagrancy laws according to which “idleness” disrupted
the social, economic, and moral order of the day: to fail to labor was to fail to fulfill one’s nature
as a human being, which was to fail society itself.6” As social and literary historian Matthew
Beaumont shows, early capitalist political economy more rigorously established the value of

time under a system based on profitable production: because daytime was the time of production,
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nighttime became the time when non-productive or productivity-threatening forces roamed.
“Used alongside words such as ‘idle’, ‘lewd’ and ‘vagrant’,” Beaumont writes, the term
“nightwalker” indicated “a ‘masterless’ man or woman.” By the seventeenth century, “female
vagrants were more likely to be identified as nightwalkers and male vagrants as idlers and
vagabonds,” which is likely a consequence of the fact that most forms of productive labor were
“gendered as male,” whereas women’s work was largely uncompensated domestic work or
inadequately compensated manual labor.%8 Under this gendered division of labor, many women
were—and are still today—Ileft with few options for economic survival besides paid sex work.
Then, as now, the conditions that lead to such work, and such work itself, are hardly recognized
as legitimate by the capitalist political economies within which they manifest.®® By the
seventeenth century in England, women who “walked” at night were labeled and criminalized as
inherently “disreputable,” and as “nocturnal temptations” to men whose productivity during the
day depended upon a restful night free of such temptations.’® In the end, nightwalking—by both
women and men—was an offense against capitalism itself: it was “a going astray,” Beaumont
writes, that “threatened to erode the diurnal order and its political economy of industriousness.”’*
Particularly for women, though, whose criminality has long been more squarely situated within
sexual impurity, having no normatively recognized source of economic sustenance made and

makes one especially vulnerable to carceral containment. Gendered forms of economic

dispossession merge with carcerality in equally gendered ways.
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According to Angela Davis, it should be of little surprise that a society that operates on
the basis of the idea that men are superior to women and thus deserving of special privilege and
power also produces fundamentally patriarchal institutions, which includes the prison.’”? What
does it mean to say that carceral institutions like the prison are fundamentally patriarchal? In
terms of raw numbers, men have always been incarcerated more than women, though rates of
incarceration among men and women have shifted in recent decades as more and more women
are made subject to state confinement.” The fact that more men have been criminalized and
incarcerated than women throughout history does not, however, indicate that gender and
patriarchy are irrelevant factors when it comes to carceral institutions. On the contrary, as
historian Mark Kann shows, the seeming contrast between the American aspiration to the
principle of liberty, on the one hand, and the widespread withholding of liberty from masses of
people during the early American republic, on the other, was itself a reality made possible by
patriarchal power. Penal reformers of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries regularly
sold their carceral proposals to legislators and the public in terms of “caring civic fathers” who
would do the seemingly harsh but allegedly benevolent work of using confinement to
transforming “childish criminals into mature men and trustworthy citizens.”’* The primary male
targets of such carceral intervention were widely viewed as men who failed to meet the
masculine standards of economic independence, self-control, mastery, authority over one’s
family and others, and respect for selected male governing powers.” Carceral and legislative

authorities perceived men who deviated from these norms as essentially effeminate, ¢ and
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thereby “as the raw material of criminality.”’” The systematic withholding of liberty through
carceral confinement is justifiable in a social order that prizes liberty if the confinement of
disorderly men is understood as a tool for safeguarding the social order against those who have
not adequately lived up to patriarchal standards and thus cannot properly handle liberty
unrestrained.®

Men who failed to live up to the standards of what Kann calls “hegemonic masculinity”
in early America were made subject to carceral confinement. Women’s carceral experience
during this period was also shaped by the fundamentally patriarchal presumptions that structured
disciplinary institutions including the prison, but in quite different ways. As explored above and
in previous chapters, women’s second-class status in patriarchal societies takes root in the home,
where women have long been subject to men’s authority and the possibility of physical and
sexual violence. Moreover, women’s domestic work, as noted in chapter one, is seldom
recognized, which is doubly damaging in a political economy that already fails to grant women
adequate options for earning an income through more public forms of work. As Kann notes,
penal reformers of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries failed to recognize the
patriarchal violence of the private domestic sphere.” In addition to being left fundamentally
vulnerable to the economic violence of unrecognized and uncompensated labor and to the
physical and sexual violence that has long characterized the traditional private patriarchal sphere,
the result of such a refusal to acknowledge the inherent unfreedom of women’s private and
public experience was—and is—that carceral punishment functions as an extension of the

patriarchal violence that many convicted women experience prior to criminalization and
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incarceration. As Davis argues, domestic violence against women and carceral violence against
women are two aspects of the same patriarchal reality: “for women, prison is a space in which
the threat of sexualized violence that looms in the larger society is effectively sanctioned as a
routine aspect of the landscape of punishment behind prison walls.”8 The history of women’s
subjection to criminalization and confinement is more than a mere addendum to the history of
men’s incarceration. Indeed, carceral institutions are inherently patriarchal whether they are
punishing men defined as failures at being men or women who fall short of the normative
standards of (white) womanhood.8* A central function of carceral institutions is the maintenance
of dominant ideas of what humans are and should be, and it necessarily employs various forms
of violence in that pursuit.

In eighteenth and nineteenth century America, white women were widely viewed as
having purer morals than men, which is why, when white women—especially economically
dispossessed white women—were found to have broken the law, they were seen as having fallen
further than men fall when they act criminally. As such, most early American penal reformers
believed that criminal women’s redemption was a more challenging and ultimately near
impossible task. As Davis writes:

Male punishment was linked ideologically to penitence and reform. The very

forfeiture of rights and liberties implied that with self-reflection, religious study,

and work, male convicts could achieve redemption and could recover these rights

and liberties. However, since women were not acknowledged as securely in

possession of these rights, they were not eligible to participate in this process of

redemption. According to dominant views [in the early nineteenth century],

women convicts were irrevocably fallen women, with no possibility of salvation.
If male criminals were considered to be public individuals who had simply
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violated the social contract, female criminals were seen as having transgressed
fundamental moral principles of womanhood.?2

Just as criminal men were understood to have strayed from the naturally male traits of
industriousness and self-discipline, so criminal white women were understood to have strayed
from the naturally female traits of moral purity and domesticity. When carceral and disciplinary
institutions did view fallen criminal women as capable of redemption, they often pursued that
redemption by submitting confined women to domestic training. The result of such a focus in the
context of women’s carceral confinement helps explain the gendered, classed, and raced realities
of women’s work throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Davis explains: “Training
that was, on the surface, designed to produce good wives and mothers in effect steered poor
women (and especially black women) into ‘free world’ jobs in domestic service. Instead of stay-
at-home skilled wives and mothers, many women prisoners, upon release, would become maids,
cooks, and washerwomen for more affluent women.”#3

With the constructed sexual purity of white womanhood as the cultural standard,
criminalization plays out at the intersection of not just gendered and classed but raced and
sexualized markers of normativity. Most penal reformers and managers throughout the late
eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries identified the source of female criminality in an
immorality that manifests in especially sexualized ways. Davis points out that white women’s
criminality was and often still is identified with insanity—an insanity that manifests in sexual
forms—in a way that it never has been for men, which is why women were regularly confined
throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in the “disciplinary” institutions like

hospitals and psychiatric institutions that emerged alongside and in tandem with the prison.8 But
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not all female “criminality” was treated in the same way. When white women’s crime was
discerned as an expression of insanity, black and poor women’s crime was understood not in
terms of insanity but inherent criminality.® The idea, in short, is that (white) women of wealth
who committed crimes were victims of an unhinged mental state, whereas women of poverty and
women of color acted criminally because criminality—the failure to act in cooperation with the
accepted norms and laws of the social order—is an inevitable expression of naturally inferior
peoples. For people whose identity and actions transgress the norms of white supremacist
capitalist patriarchy, criminalization and the carceral institutions that contain those criminalized
have historically been and thus widely remain today means not of rehabilitation in a general
sense, but rehabilitation to raced, classed, and gendered norms—norms that are, by definition,
ultimately unattainable for those rendered inferior or abnormal by whiteness, private property,
and patriarchy. As such, carceral spaces long have been and are ultimately ordered toward

incapacitation, a means of managing marginal and surplus populations.

From Racial Slavery to Racial Criminalization

As outlined in the first chapter, the emergence of absolutely exclusive private property and the
subjectivities forged in relation to it is a story not just of class or economy narrowly conceived
but of race and the world ordered according to it. If it is true that the greatest offense against
property in early modern Europe is to have none, as Thompson writes, then it must also be the
case that the greatest offense against “whiteness as property” in Europe and the worlds it
colonized is to be anything other than white, and to be black in particular. In a world where

whiteness is a form of property, blackness inevitably registers as a form of trespass. As explored
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in the first chapter, capitalism both depends upon and reproduces racial differentiation. As such,
the criminalization that capitalism deploys as a way of managing the dispossession it creates
manifests not only as economic criminalization—making criminals out of economically
dispossessed peoples—but racial criminalization that constructs criminality as a basic disposition
of dispossessed nonwhite life in general and black life in particular. Because, as Robin Kelley
argues, “there is no such thing as non-racial capitalism,”®” adequately grasping the
criminalization that emerges from capitalism requires attending to both the criminalization of
economically dispossessed peoples and the racialized criminalization of nonwhite peoples, and
understanding each of these in relation to patriarchal regimes. Indeed, understanding racial
capitalist criminalization requires attending to the ways both economic and racial criminalization

are ultimately two aspects of the same raced, classed, and gendered order.

Chattel Slavery and its Afterlives

Scholars of carcerality and criminalization argue that understanding contemporary
carcerality in any of its dimensions in the United States requires attending to the forced
captivities that precede it, including especially chattel slavery and its multiple mutations or
afterlives in the form of black codes, convict leasing, and various other concomitant institutions
and practices. As outlined in chapter one, the Atlantic slave trade and the institution of chattel
slavery—what Du Bois called the “most magnificent drama in the last thousand years of human

history”8—remade the world and its peoples in cataclysmic ways. Animated by politically and
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religiously rationalized quests to grow territories, wealth, and power, European colonial ventures
used the life and labor of dispossessed and criminalized Europeans and kidnapped Africans to
quite literally build the “New World” from the ground up. While English colonialists started with
a combination of indentured servitude and forced enslavement, a number of factors contributed
to an eventual shift by the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries to the lifelong
enslavement of African peoples as the primary means of racial capitalist accumulation. The
central reasons for that transition were, first, that the terms of indentured servitude were limited
to only a few years and included the promise of property to the upwardly mobile people released
from those bonds. Second, the seventeenth century, from beginning to end, was a century of
resistance, including by coalitions of dispossessed peoples of diverse nationalities and
backgrounds. Especially with larger uprisings like Bacon’s Rebellion in 1675-76, which included
both indentured Europeans and enslaved Africans in alliance with one another, plantation owners
and governing authorities responded by fracturing those alliances by retaining limits on servitude
for and allocating new privileges and powers to lower class Europeans, on the one hand, and
eliminating limits on servitude for enslaved Africans, on the other. The planter elite of the early
eighteenth century legitimated lifelong African slavery by deploying both pseudo-scientific and
religious rationales to argue that African peoples were inherently disposed to servitude because
they were incapable of rational, self-possessing freedom, and would therefore pose a threat to
social order if unrestrained. As such, planters argued that it was indeed in the best interest of
Africans to be held in bondage, as freedom would not suit their natural dispositions and

capacities.®
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By legalizing lifelong African slavery, and by granting minimal policing powers and
economic privileges to European American servants and laborers in an effort to diminish the
likelihood of solidarity between them and their African counterparts, planters helped facilitate
the emergence of the new, more absolute forms of racial differentiation that still correspond to
the idea of “race” in general and “whiteness” (and “blackness”) in particular today. As outlined
in chapter one, whiteness would become not just an identity position or possession, but “a new
social order,”®® a way of arranging the world that practically allowed its managers and possessors
to transcend the limitations that bind others in finitude. As Du Bois put it most simply, making
plain its theological-political character, “whiteness is the ownership of the earth forever and ever,
Amen!”°! In addition to the racialization of non-European peoples, chattel slavery hinged on
dispossession at every turn: the dispossession of African peoples from their homelands, the
dispossession of Africans from any potential fruits of the labor of their own hands, and the
dispossession of Native Americans from their lands, upon which the settlers’ servants and slaves
built America. Dispossession and exploitation were the bedrocks of a set of colonies, and soon
an independent nation, in which full personhood and citizenship were defined both implicitly and
explicitly as belonging to white propertied men.®?

The Emancipation Proclamation of 1863 and the Thirteenth Amendment of 1865 brought
about the formal end of the institution of chattel slavery. With it, the managers and beneficiaries
of racial capitalism in the United States lost the forcibly self-renewing labor force on whose
backs they built their political, economic, and cultural power. Just as importantly, however, they

lost the primary mechanism of the social control and subjugation of black people that a system of
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racial exploitation like chattel slavery required.®® Ultimately, though, what the ruling class lost
through emancipation it regained through new forms of racial—and ultimately carceral—
exploitation and control. Emancipated African Americans may have gained freedom from
bondage in a technical sense, but in a practical sense, life was hardly any better, if not in fact
worse. As Du Bois wrote in his history of Reconstruction, after emancipation, “the slave went
free; stood a brief moment in the sun; then moved back again toward slavery.”% As Du Bois
elaborates:

Slavery was not abolished even after the Thirteenth Amendment. There were four

million freedmen and most of them on the same plantation, doing the same work

that they did before emancipation, except as their work had been interrupted and

changed by the upheaval of war. Moreover, they were getting about the same

wages and apparently were going to be subject to slave codes modified only in

name. There were among them thousands of fugitives in the camps of the soldiers

or on the streets of the cities, homeless, sick, and impoverished. They had been

freed practically with no land nor money, and, save in exceptional cases, without

legal status, and without protection.®®
Planter elites ensured that racial exploitation and control would live on through legal
mechanisms including so-called black codes, revised versions of the prior slave codes that put
severe limitations on black Americans freed from slavery. As Angela Davis summarizes, like the
slave codes before them, black codes “proscribed a range of actions—such as vagrancy, absence
from work, breach of job contracts, the possession of firearms, and insulting gestures or acts—
that were criminalized only when the person charged was black.”% As such, black codes were an

explicit effort on the part of former slave owners and plantation elites to control newly freed

black Americans.®” As an Alabama planter put it after the Civil War, suggesting how carceral
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control would be deployed to do the work that chattel slavery no longer could, “We have the
power to pass stringent police laws to govern the Negroes—this is a blessing—for they must be
controlled in some way or white people cannot live among them.”%

The legal basis for the re-enslavement of black Americans after emancipation was in fact
the same constitutional amendment that brought about slavery’s end. The Thirteenth
Amendment, which, in political theorist Joy James’s words, “ensnares as it emancipates,”®
formally outlawed slavery in one sense while legalizing it in another: “Neither slavery nor
involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly
convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction.”*% With
this exception, the United States opened the door to the continuation of legal servitude in
perpetuity, and cleared a path for criminal justice institutions to provide white Americans with
both the cheap labor and social control that the institution of chattel slavery no longer could. As
the first legal means by which the white planter class re-exerted its control over black life, black
codes redeployed both the rationale and legal apparatus of early modern England’s carceral
policies and institutions through the use of vagrancy laws that punished people for a
dispossession into which they were forced. As Davis writes, “vagrancy was coded as a black
crime, one punishable by incarceration and forced labor, sometimes on the very plantations that
previously had thrived on slave labor.”1°* Much like agrarian and industrial capitalists in early

modern England who legalized forced labor and criminalized vagrancy as a willful refusal of i,

the ruling class of post-Civil War America utilized the law for the purposes of supplying a labor
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force necessary for maintaining profit by criminalizing those who failed to submit to the status of
wage laborer, punishing them with forced labor and incarceration, often in prisons built on the
site of former plantations. One of the most prominent means of penal labor, convict leasing,
enabled authorities to lease out black Americans convicted of a crime—usually under arbitrary
black codes—to commercial bidders on a contractual basis. Systematizing the exploitation and
control of black Americans “duly convicted” by the courts, convict leasing authorized white
southern elites to hold black Americans captive as labor to build railroads, pick cotton, dig coal,
and more, keeping the alleged threat of freed black Americans under control in the process.%?
Even as convict leasing declined, states continued to sentence an increasingly
disproportionate number of black Americans to longer and longer prison sentences, creating
what Michelle Alexander calls “the nation’s first prison boom.”1% As historian and sociologist
Kahlil Gibran Muhammad shows, late nineteenth and early twentieth century census numbers
indeed revealed that black prison populations skyrocketed post-emancipation, which a majority
of sociologists and mainstream white Americans at the time interpreted as a clear sign of the
inherently criminal nature of black Americans, when in fact it was a direct result of racist legal
measures including black codes.'% Reconstituting tropes previously utilized to justify the
enslavement of allegedly uncivilized, “savage” Africans understood to be disposed by nature for
servitude, white elites and authorities in the decades following the Civil War helped build
popular understandings of freed black Americans as criminal threats to civil society, thereby

solidifying the role that criminal justice institutions, including the police, would play in
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protecting the interests and properties of European Americans. By the late nineteenth century,
crime and blackness had become so conflated that, in the eyes of white Americans, the
fundamental identity of black Americans was no longer “slave” but “criminal.”1% The re-
enslaving function of criminal courts was clear to black Americans in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. Much as enslaved Africans perceived as fundamentally unjust the
system that held them captive and brought about their death under whip, lash, and labor, so black
Americans post-Emancipation, Du Bois writes, “came to look upon courts as instruments of
injustice and oppression, and upon those convicted in them as martyrs and victims.”1%

The choice facing the post-Civil War United States, Du Bois outlines, was either
reparation or re-enslavement for black Americans.'%’ In the end, the nation—both north and
south alike—rebuilt itself through a reconstitution of racial capitalist exploitation and
dispossession. In choosing the maintenance of white supremacy and capitalism over reparation
for the systemic dispossession, exploitation, and violence upon which the nation was built, the
United States guaranteed that new ensnaring—carceral—forms of violence and exploitation

would emerge and persist as means of protecting a fundamentally inequitable social order from

challenges to it.

Gendered and Racialized Criminalization
Many scholars have established the raced and classed dimensions of the transition from

racial slavery to racial criminalization, but fewer attend to the gendered dimensions of that
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transition. To be a white woman on a plantation was to be both a subject of white men’s
patriarchal and economic power, and a sharer in his patriarchal, economic, and racial power,
thereby giving white women the power to exercise near total power over the enslaved subjects
whose labor and suffering provided the wealth they enjoyed. Indeed, to be an enslaved black
woman on a plantation was to be fundamentally subject in every way, including as an exploited
physical laborer, a sexually exploited reproductive laborer, and the subject of white women’s
authority over the space of the household. Punishing the enslaved black women who were
victims of the sexual violence that white men committed against them, and contributing to their
construction as manipulatively sexual creatures, white women subjected enslaved black women
to more mundane but no less severe forms of violence.'% Enslaved black men, on the other hand,
who engaged in consensual sexual relations with white women on plantations were subject to
extreme forms of violence by the white men who owned them. The construction of black men as
sexually animalistic threats to the purity of their white women—and thus the racial purity of their
offspring and the species as a whole—was a construction that depended on white supremacy,
patriarchy, and capitalism for its coherency. It was out of such a context from which the white
supremacist terror of lynching—often committed in response to fabricated accusations of black
men’s sexual violence against white women—would take root in the century following the
formal end of chattel slavery.1%®

The oppressions that black men and women endured—and resisted—during chattel
slavery continued in and through the development of new carceral institutions in the aftermath of

the Civil War and Reconstruction. Just as during slavery, many enslaved black women were not
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just domestic servants but also manual laborers, so too, after the formal end of slavery, while
white women caught in carceral institutions were not forced into the kind manual labor that men
of all races were, many black women, falling outside the boundaries of true (white) womanhood,
were treated in much the same way as men in that they too were transformed into the raw
materials of carceral capitalist accumulation through convict leasing and chain gangs.*°
Historian Sarah Haley argues that it is impossible to understand the criminalization of black
Americans during the “Jim Crow modernity” that followed the formal end of chattel slavery
apart from the intertwining of race and gender at its foundation. Haley, following and elaborating
the work of Angela Davis and others, argues that the carceral institutions of the post-
emancipation south “crafted, reinforced, and required black female deviance as part of the
broader constitution of Jim Crow modernity premised upon the devaluation and dehumanization
of black life broadly.”** It was not white supremacy and capitalism alone, but these together
with patriarchal gender regimes that defined the nation’s turn toward a new carceral regime.
According to Haley, black women’s experiences within—and their resistance to—carceral
institutions in the south clarify that those institutions were material manifestations of the
racialized definitions of womanhood that defined life under chattel slavery. To be a black woman
in the Jim Crow south—and indeed at any point in the history of the United States—means being
a subject “outside of the protected category of ‘woman.”” The criminalization of black women as
inherently deviant trespassers of the norms and properties of whiteness in all its gendered

manifestations, in other words, is not an anomaly but an expression of the larger social order
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from which it emerges.'*2 The unique violence that black women have faced under white
supremacist capitalist patriarchy is not arbitrary or cruel for cruelty’s sake alone; it is a pillar that
upholds the broader social order within which it takes place. The criminalization of black women
was—and in many ways still is—the fuel that helps engine an order that only functions when
black women (and men) are subordinated, exploited, and confined subjects.

Jim Crow modernity in the south was a central site of the germination of the new forms
of carcerality and exploitation that replaced chattel slavery. But these institutions were not
manifestations of the southern United States alone. Historian Kali Gross analyzes the history of
representations of crime and violence as applied to black women in Philadelphia between 1880-
1910. Much like Haley, who focuses on the Jim Crow south during roughly the same era, Gross
finds that “the perpetrators and the apparatuses of the state jointly constructed black female
crime” and the specifically raced, gendered, and sexualized constructions of black female
criminality that proliferated at that time and continue in evolved forms today.!'® Also like Haley
and others, Gross argues that the racialized, gendered, and sexualized criminalization of black
women during this era was not only a byproduct of the larger society but a phenomenon that in
turn shaped the larger white supremacist, capitalist, and patriarchal social order in general, and to
“shifts in laws, policing, and confinement that disproportionately affected black women’s crime
rates” in particular.'* Viewing criminalization in its relation to the social, political, and
economic forces in relation to which they come about, Gross argues that definitions of black
women’s criminal deviance effectively served the purpose of buttressing “white middle-class

cultural values” and enabling “a return to the traditional social order...that situated mainstream
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whites as social custodians.”**> We 