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Intervention

Life After Sovereignty
Brian Goldstone

Let’s start with the most illustrious point of reference. “Political philosophy,” 
declares Foucault to his Italian interviewer, “has never ceased to be obsessed 
with the person of the sovereign. What we need, however, is a political theory 
that isn’t erected around the problem of sovereignty, nor therefore around 
the problem of right and violence, law and prohibition. We need to cut off 
the king’s head. In political theory this has yet to be done.”1

 That was in 1977. Nearly six decades earlier, as World War I was draw-
ing to a close, the Catholic philosopher Jacques Maritain (whose views are 
rarely taken as a precursor to Foucault’s) similarly announced that if the 
political was to be apprehended in what he called a “consistent manner,” the 
concept of sovereignty—which, he argued, “is but one with the concept of 
Absolutism”—must definitively be abandoned.2 It was no longer appropri-
ate, he contended, to the political spirit of the times. He went on to say that 
of course we are free to conceive of sovereignty in horizontal, democratic, or 
non-absolutist terms, just as we are free, in his words, “to say ‘omnipotency’ 
while thinking of limited power, or ‘drum’ while thinking of a flute.”3

 So much for equivocation. And so much for lessons learned, considering 
the fact that even ninety years after Maritain sounded the death knell for this 
apparently moribund category, and thirty-two after Foucault’s attempt at 
pitching the potentate’s head onto the terrain of biopolitics, Antonio Negri 
and Michael Hardt still felt it necessary to open the third and final install-
ment of their trilogy of political manifestos with a call for a new political 
Euhemerism, one that would finally, conclusively dislodge what they refer 
to as our “apocalyptic” preoccupation with transcendent authority in favor 
of “the really dominant forms of power that confront us today.”4 Neither 
sovereign nor disciplinary, their narrative, famously, posits a world whose 
mechanisms of control have become ever more distributed, ever more im-
manent to the social field, and whose capacities for coercion and collective 
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action alike are distributed through the brains and bodies of citizens. What 
we need, they conclude, is to “stop confusing politics with theology”; what 
we need is to “stop looking for sovereignty in the heavens and recognize the 
structures of power here on earth.”5

 Even so, as the title of a recent book on the subject felicitously puts it, the 
royal remains.6 Today, with the king’s head still tenaciously intact and the 
scope of his dominion having now extended well beyond the precincts of 
political philosophy into the humanities and social sciences at large, one 
thing seems clear enough: when it comes to killing sovereignty, the spirit 
may be willing but—to quote another would-be insurrectionist—the flesh 
is most definitely weak.7 And why concern ourselves with doing away with 
it to begin with? For if, as R.G. Collingwood once averred, “sovereignty is 
merely a name for political activity, and those who would banish sovereignty 
as an outworn fiction are really only trying to shirk the whole problem of 
politics,” then perhaps we would do well to exorcise any lingering regicidal 
fantasies.8 This would certainly seem to accord with the general impulse of 
the present moment.
 Over the past decade, after all, and under the influence of a now familiar 
gallery of modern and premodern thinkers—Agamben, Schmitt, Benjamin, 
and, for the more fastidious among us, Hobbes, Bodin, Kelsen, and Kantoro-
wicz—sovereignty has once again achieved a kind of quasi-transcendental 
standing, with anthropologists in particular finding some novel permuta-
tion, some shifting logic of sovereign power in everything from airports and 
financial institutions to refugee camps and HIV clinics. “Fractal” sovereignty 
and “mobile” sovereignty, “partial” and “informal” and even “therapeutic” 
sovereignty—less surprising than the persistence of this seemingly archaic 
figure is how polymorphously pliable it has proven in recent years, stretching 
and twisting and winding its way into every imaginable corner of contempo-
rary existence. Whereas an earlier generation had Oedipus and its relentless 
revelations of repression and resistance to contend with, it seems our own 
fate is to live under the not-quite-as-sexy but no less formidable visage of 
the Leviathan.
 But at what cost? How is it that this single figure has managed so thor-
oughly to capture our political and philosophical imaginations? Could it be 
that our obsessive focus on sovereign power has prevented us from taking 
seriously those other stories, those other worlds, whose modes of death and 
life are irreducible, even indifferent, to its dialectics and determinations? 

INTERVENTION •  Goldstone

From History of the Present 4:1 (Spring 2014). Copyright 2014 by the Board of Trustees of the University of Illinois. 
Complimentary copy. Not for distribution without permission.



99

HISTORY  of the PRESENT

How is it, in a word, that sovereignty has become so damn sovereign? And 
what exactly are we talking about in all our incessant talk about it?
 In response to these questions, no doubt, a series of counter-questions 
could be leveled: Isn’t there some value, to put it mildly, in tracking com-
paratively, historically, and ethnographically the ways in which sovereign 
powers of various sorts have managed to weave themselves into the fabric 
of modern life? Isn’t that the difference, so we’re told, between anthropology 
and philosophy—the difference, in other words, between positing a world 
and simply trying to describe it?
 There is something to be said for this riposte, and it would be foolish to 
suppose that the current fixation on sovereign power is the result of noth-
ing more than intellectual fashion, a fetish for whatever ideas the political 
theorists and philosophers happen to be expounding at the moment. If that 
were true then we could simply sit back and wait for the trend to exhaust 
itself, and hope that the next thing that comes along is a little less totalizing 
and depressing. But of course there is much more to it than that, and it is 
important to recall that there has been a whole host of circumstances and 
phenomena—from the various anticolonial and indigenous movements 
of the twentieth century to the assorted conflicts and Guantánamo Bays 
of the twenty-first—that have justified, if not demanded, the inclusion of 
sovereignty on the political and theoretical agenda.
 Yet it is equally the case—and herein lies the central argument of this es-
say—that, taken as a whole, the story we have come to tell about sovereign 
power has increasingly taken on the defining features of sovereignty’s story 
about itself. And in order to come to terms with the lineaments and peculiar 
force of that story, I want to suggest that it is crucial that we return not to the 
formation of the modern state, which is where our genealogies of the category 
typically depart from, but rather to a pivotal moment that resides at the very 
heart of, and effectively serves to ground, the Christian theological tradition.
 My contention, however counterintuitive, is that the aura of inevitability 
that attaches itself to sovereignty today, the almost fatalistic feeling that it 
simply has to be reckoned with, for better or worse, is, if not rooted, then at 
least mirrored in a much earlier claim for the necessity of sovereign power 
forged at this crucial (though, in discussions of the concept, curiously ne-
glected) historical moment. Asking why and with what effects this necessity 
emerged leads me to a second, more speculative aspect of the argument, 
which is to propose that the desire and demand for sovereignty in its political 
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register is both conceptually inextricable from and historically contempo-
raneous with the advent of a particular theology—or rather, to be precise, 
political theology—of creation: namely, that of creatio ex nihilo, or creation 
out of nothing, a doctrine whose “sudden and nearly unanimous adoption” 
in the early Roman church is described by The Oxford Handbook of Systematic 
Theology as “among the most striking episodes in the history of dogma.”9

 I focus on this venerable image of creation and the decisive moment from 
which it springs not because I presume that sovereignty is an intrinsically 
Christian concept, nor because I believe, as do some prominent European 
philosophers, that we are all actually crypto-Christians.10 Nor, for that 
matter, am I suggesting that this or any other doctrine will somehow dispel 
the mysteries in which the category has so notoriously been enshrouded. 
There is no skeleton key that will unlock the innumerable doors upon which 
the word sovereignty is inscribed; and if there is, I make no claim to pos-
sessing it.
 Rather, my suggestion is that Christianity, with its ensemble of conceptual 
innovations—the ex nihilo formula chief among them—inaugurates a dis-
tinctive logic of sovereign power, and that it is this logic, this world of sover-
eignty that has been handed down to us today. My claim, I should emphasize, 
is not that each and every theorist of sovereignty, within the annals of political 
philosophy and beyond, is invested in the maintenance of the theological-
political motif of creation ex nihilo. Instead, as will become apparent, my 
concern is with the specific kind of sovereignty that has been taken up with 
such vigor in the humanities and social sciences today, one that bears the 
unmistakable imprint of Carl Schmitt’s recasting of the Western political 
and philosophical tradition through the figure of decision and exception. 
To the extent that such a sovereignty has become hegemonic—this is the 
claim of Hardt and Negri among many others—then it becomes necessary 
to examine the particular rendering of power, or creation, that sustains it.
 That we continue to uncritically reproduce this power, it seems to me, sig-
nals less a poverty of analysis than a poverty of imagination. And so, drawing 
on ethnographic work in West Africa, I gesture briefly to the prospect of a 
somewhat different story, asking what kinds of possibilities, what kinds of 
worlds might materialize once our picture of creation is no longer one of a 
self-grounding singularity, making something out of nothing, but rather 
one that takes a somewhat murkier, more indeterminate, and open-ended 
picture of reality as its starting point. An interesting thought experiment, 

INTERVENTION •  Goldstone

From History of the Present 4:1 (Spring 2014). Copyright 2014 by the Board of Trustees of the University of Illinois. 
Complimentary copy. Not for distribution without permission.



101

HISTORY  of the PRESENT

perhaps, but first a few words about the God of whom we have grown so 
remarkably enamored.

• • •

In her most recent book, Wendy Brown succinctly catalogues what she de-
scribes as modern sovereignty’s “God-like” characteristics. “Ontologically,” 
she writes, “sovereignty is the unmoved mover. Epistemologically, it is a 
priori. As a power, it is supreme, unified, unaccountable, and generative. 
It is the source, condition, and protector of civic life, and a unique form of 
power insofar as it brings a new entity into being and sustains control over its 
creation. It punishes and protects. It is the source of law and above the law.”11 
These, according to Brown, are among the “homological and isomorphic 
dimensions” linking religious and political sovereignty, at the very heart of 
which, she suggests, is the political appropriation of the theological conceit 
of God’s creation and dominion over all.12

 Of course, like nearly everyone concerned with tracking the vicissitudes of 
sovereignty today, here Brown is merely restating Carl Schmitt’s familiar dic-
tum that all the significant concepts of the modern state, of which sovereignty 
is the most basic and determinative, are in reality “secularized theological 
categories”—secularized, in Schmitt’s rendering, less in the Weberian register 
of unbelief or disenchantment than in the sense of a persistent theological 
signature that continues to orient the grammar of an altogether different se-
mantic field.13 Hence his well-known analogy, the “fundamentally systematic 
and methodical analogy,” as Schmitt puts it, between the exception in jurispru-
dence and the miracle in theology, the latter now providing an indispensable 
source of nourishment through which the former is rendered vital.14

 If a growing consensus among historians of Christian doctrine has 
shown us nothing else, however, it is that these “theological categories,” 
the very ones upon which the notion of political sovereignty is supposedly 
predicated—the very ones, in fact, that animate the “God-like” character-
istics described by Brown—are not nearly as stable or univocal as they have 
been made to appear. At first glance, admittedly, this point is hardly revela-
tory: surely nobody would deny that the history of theology, like the history 
of science, philosophy, or for that matter anthropology, is one of accident 
and contingency and at times one of impassioned struggle over precisely 
those concepts that retroactively get presented to the world as timeless 
and undeniable. Yet it’s striking how often in discussions of “ political 
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 theology” it’s the political part of the equation that’s seen as  contestable 
and  open-ended, while the theological dimension, for all intents and pur-
poses, is left essentially uninterrogated.
 Needless to say, this general lack of interest in the anxieties and aspira-
tions, polemics and repudiations that comprise what its practitioners like 
to call “orthodox” theology is by no means limited to those outside the fold; 
on the contrary, theologians themselves often seem committed to maintain-
ing the air of biblical or transcendent givenness that shrouds their most 
cherished doctrines. And nowhere is this tendency more conspicuously on 
display than in the case of creatio ex nihilo, a teaching that has long served, 
here quoting the editors of a recent collection of essays on the topic, as noth-
ing less than “the linchpin for classical accounts of divine action, free will, 
grace, theodicy, religious language, intercessory prayer, and questions of 
divine eternity”—the conceptual basis, in other words, for the very possibility 
of the sovereignty of the Christian God.15

 Oddly enough, despite its authoritative status within both Catholic and 
Protestant traditions of thought, the basic constituents of this theology of 
creation are absent not only from the Hebrew Bible and the New Testa-
ment, but also from the work of Hellenistic and Palestinian Jewish thinkers 
of late antiquity as well as the writings of the earliest church fathers.16 In 
fact, in that most canonical of creation narratives, Genesis chapter one, 
what we are presented with is decidedly not a God who creates from noth-
ing, but rather a God whose creative action, we are told, proceeds against 
the backdrop of an already-existent matter, the primordial tehom, or waters, 
or what is sometimes translated as the primal chaos of Genesis 1:2. If this 
comes as a surprise, it’s probably because, much like the men who first 
formulated the ex nihilo, we have grown accustomed to quickly jumping 
from “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth” to “And 
then God said: let there be light,” thereby excising, in effect, the middle, 
somewhat startling verse that reads: “And the earth was without form, and 
void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep [tehom], and the Spirit of 
God hovered over the face of the waters.”17 The gradual downplaying, deni-
gration, even disappearance of these waters over the past several hundred 
years of mainstream theological reflection certainly begs the question: 
what was it about this watery tehom that was believed to undermine the 
articulation of a distinctively Christian cosmology? Why does a nascent 
Christianity need to fashion for itself a God who not only “set the earth 
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on its foundation” and “clothed it with the ocean as with a garment,” but 
one who did so ex nihilo?18

 According to historian Gerhard May’s exhaustive study of the doctrine, 
this was not always the case; rather, the early Christians seem to have as-
sumed with the rest of the ancient world that ex nihilo nihil fit—from nothing 
nothing comes.19 Thus we find no less a figure than the revered apologist 
Justin Martyr extolling the artistry of a God who “fashioned all things”—lis-
ten closely—not from “nothing” but from “formless matter,” this in explicit 
reference to the primal waters of Genesis mentioned above.20 That was in the 
early half of the second century; just a few decades later those same words 
might well have caused Justin Martyr to be branded Justin the Apostate. For 
it was at that pivotal conjuncture, as church authorities like Irenaeus and 
Tertullian began to consolidate a properly Christian metaphysics against the 
encroaching threat of Platonism on the one hand and so-called Gnosticism 
on the other, that the demand for ex nihilo started to take shape. This is how 
Tertullian characteristically puts the matter:

The fact of God being the One and only God asserts this rule [creation out of noth-
ing], for He is the One-only God for the only reason that He is the sole God, and the 
sole God for the only reason that nothing existed with Him. Thus He must also be 
the First, since all things are posterior to Him; all things are posterior to Him for the 
reason that all things are by Him; all things are by Him for the reason that they are 
from nothing . . . for there was no power, no material, no nature of another substance 
which assisted him.21

 Religious studies scholar Mary-Jane Rubsenstein suggests that Tertullian’s 
formulation neatly encapsulates an overriding preoccupation among theolo-
gians at the time. “[I]f God created the world out of something,” she explains, 
“then he would be constrained by that something. The demiurge of Plato’s 
Timaeus, for example, finds a disorganized primordial substance, and then 
creates the world in accordance with its limited capacities. The biblical God, 
by contrast, is limited by nothing. So rather than creating out of preexisting 
material, this God must make his material out of nothing. A similar argument 
claims that if God created out of something, then he would depend upon that 
something. But while creatures are caught in chains of interdependence, the 
biblical God is totally self-contained.”22 Finally and most fundamentally, she 
concludes, turning to the temporal aspect of this line of reasoning, “[I]f God 
created out of something, then this something would have existed from eter-
nity along with God. And, as Basil of Caesarea worries in the fourth century, 
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‘If matter were uncreated, then it would from the very first be of a rank equal 
to that of God and would deserve the same veneration.’”23

 But of course there is no equal to Basil’s God—no other god and certainly 
not some chaotic primal matter. It is easy to see why the ex nihilo formula, 
with its forceful rendering of the most autonomous, singular, and yes, mas-
culine God imaginable, quickly attained an almost unquestioned validity 
in the church, and that those who challenged that validity invariably found 
themselves the target of an array of anti-heretical treatises throughout the 
period. These were treatises, Rubenstein observes, that secured the sover-
eignty of the orthodox by securing the sovereignty of their God.24

 At the moment of its appearance, then, the Christian doctrine of creation 
serves not only as a particularly potent species of what Daniel Boyarin has 
termed the “heresiology” of the early church—the prime modality, as he de-
scribes it, by which the essence of Christianity is circumscribed and policed—
but it also and perhaps more significantly furnishes the very hierarchy of being, 
the whole vocabulary of analogy and emanation, dominion and exception, that 
has animated the story of sovereign power for nearly two millennia.25 Indeed, 
if there were ever a time when the ex nihilo teaching subsisted solely within 
the domain of “mere” theology (which one could argue it never did, consider-
ing its emergence as a polemical device to defeat the philosophical rivals of 
the men who formulated it), we can nevertheless assert that with the rise of 
Christendom, and especially the advent of that peculiar beast often referred 
to as Constantinianism, this putatively abstract theological principle would 
indelibly and concretely be converted into a theological-political one.26 Stretch-
ing from the reign of its namesake in the fourth century to the rule of his suc-
cessors well into the fifth, the so-called Constantinian shift brought about a 
series of transformations that are as striking as they are well-documented. It 
was at this conjuncture that the doctrinal pronouncements of the church came 
to be the civil laws of the state, while heretics, for their part, became criminals 
who jeopardized the foundations of Christian society. As for Christ himself, 
he would henceforth assume a kind of inviolable sovereign grandeur, less 
a sufferer than a heroic warrior on whom death had nothing; and his cross, 
once a servile supplicium [slaves’ punishment], was irrevocably recast as a royal 
insignia through which the empire certified its victory, the crucifix in one hand, 
a sword in the other.
 For the exilic Jews, God’s capacity to create was inextricably bound up 
with his promise to deliver and redeem. “From where shall come my help?” 
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cries the Psalmist. “My help shall come from the Lord, maker of heaven and 
earth.”27 Within the ambit of what feminist theologian Catherine Keller has 
termed the “dominology” (the “logos of lordship”) of an incipient Christen-
dom, on the other hand, the figure of creation is, with only a few deviations, 
now apprehended exclusively through the prism of mastery and subjuga-
tion.28 Caesar is now one of us; Rome, nature, and providence are essentially 
the same; and God governs the world by way of the government of Constan-
tine. And holding it all together is a newly enshrined theology of creation, 
the ur-expression of sovereign power, the ultimate gesture of supremacy 
whose transposition into the realm of politics comes to supply the ground 
of imperial praxis. If, as scholars such as Mircea Eliade have suggested, the 
act of seizing new territory can be seen as a performative reenactment of a 
society’s founding mythos, then it’s little surprise that the colonizing heirs of 
Constantine would declare lands from Australia to the Americas to be unin-
habited, merely blank space waiting to be filled.29 This is the legal doctrine of 
terra nullius—and, as Rubenstein puts it, just as the cosmic nothing secured 
the sovereignty of God, so the terrestrial nothing secured the sovereignty 
of the invading powers. “Out of this nothing,” she writes, “Christian Europe 
consolidates its singular supremacy in imitatio dei.”30

 From there, as we know, the story rapidly picks up steam, with chapter 
upon chapter being added over the ensuing centuries to that epic drama 
whose cosmogenic contours I have begun to sketch. A blurry sequence of 
secularizations and revolts and displacements and reformations start to 
fade into one another—a great cacophony of milestones, each an epoch 
unto itself. And of course how these epochs get distributed, the periodizing 
procedures that distinguish them, will themselves comprise a kind of meta-
discourse internal to the tale itself.31 Whether gazing out over the heights of 
the world-historical—Westphalia, the Enlightenment, the death camps—or 
plumbing the biopolitical depths of bodies and interiorities, the story just 
keeps on going, charting a macabre trajectory of jurisdiction and abandon-
ment and accumulating, in the process, an ever more dismal cast of char-
acters: bare life, precarious life, inimical life, and creaturely life, to cite just 
a few.32 Such, perhaps, is the perpetuity of our theology, the “permanence,” 
as Lefort would have it, of “the theologico-political.”33 And so long as the 
world is rendered in the curious nomenclature of this reality—emergency 
and suspension, negation and nature, and law and intervention—then it 
seems fair to say that we, like the Christian conquerors who came before us, 
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run the risk of unwittingly recapitulating the image of power that sustains 
it. “Looked at normatively,” declares the Catholic jurist whose writings are 
largely to blame for getting us into this bind to begin with, “the sovereign 
decision comes from nothing.”34

• • •

And yet, if our conceptual labor is to amount to more than a modified en-
semble of Schmittian axioms, then we must begin to see the preceding story 
for what it is, cutting it down to size, not as an exercise in demystification or 
an attempt to replace a make-believe story with a genuinely realist one, but 
instead—in what I would like to think of as good anthropological fashion—as 
a way of parochializing the story, inquiring into the energies that propel it, the 
conditions that give it strength. To borrow a formulation from the philosopher 
Isabelle Stengers, and here taking leave of those critics who have sought to 
destabilize the category by calling attention to its “fictional” or “mythical” 
status, the question we need to ask of sovereignty is not “can it escape the 
accusation of being fabricated?” but rather, “what kind of fabrication is it?”35

 It is in response to this latter question that I have turned to the second cen-
tury, finding in the emergence of a God who creates from nothing the exemplary 
expression—the cosmological, ontological, theological expression—of what 
quickly became a dominant theological-political motif: one in which the only 
power that really matters is a decisively sovereign power, beyond the purview of 
which is merely chaos and disorder, or, in the terminology of the early moderns, 
an inveterate state of nature. As I see it, and contra the unmasking efforts of 
theorists such as Hardt and Negri, the problem is by no means that sovereignty 
is a fiction. The problem is that sovereignty is a fiction whose basic function, 
by definition, has been to subsume all other fictions, or, as in the case of those 
tehomic waters in the Book of Genesis, simply to annihilate them.
 This sort of quasi-historicizing, though, will only get us to a certain 
point. For what good is it to lay bare the historicity and contingency of a 
given story if it doesn’t allow the potential for other stories, other worlds to 
come gradually into view? “There is a crack in everything,” sings Leonard 
Cohen, “that’s how the light gets in.”36 And so, in these remaining pages, 
I’d like to pry open the crack a little further, asking what it would mean, 
not simply to pluralize or horizontalize or even democratize sovereignty, 
as some have tried to do, but to begin to envisage life after the whole sov-
ereignty edifice altogether.37
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• • •

Not surprisingly, perhaps, it has been through my ethnographic fieldwork in 
northern Ghana that the imaginative contours of such a prospect, of such an 
“otherwise,” as Elizabeth Povinelli might put it, have proven most viscerally 
inescapable. And indeed it was there, while exploring, of all things, the re-
cent incursion of Pentecostal-charismatic churches into this predominantly 
Muslim region, that I was first confronted with the limits of the sovereignty 
paradigm to begin with.38

 Though intimated, sometimes directly, sometimes in ways that might 
only be apparent to one who was on the lookout for them, these limits were 
most forcefully made manifest in the practice of people like Maame Serwah, 
as her growing legion of followers affectionately refer to her, a middle-aged 
widow with an uncanny penchant for rendering concrete and demonstrable 
an array of seemingly abstract spiritual precepts. Like many Pentecostal 
prophetesses and prophets, healers and evangelists, Maame Serwah has 
long found herself estranged from the denominational context in which she 
originally received her calling, thereby compelled to inhabit and make her 
way amidst the murkier, more immediate and all-consuming, and definitely 
more extreme outer reaches of life in, and with, the Holy Spirit.
 Her choice of venue, as she sees it, is vital to the abnormal potency of her 
maverick ministry. Staged in the darkest corners of a vast, unlit concrete 
enclosure in the middle of the city, her meetings begin at dusk and often 
run till the early hours. As the afternoon heat still radiates underfoot, the 
shrieks of demons and the cacophonous prayers of a massive throng of 
supplicants, many of them aliens in this so-called Muslim stronghold 
and thus attuned to its unseen hazards, pierce the mist of an otherwise 
pervading stillness.
 For the hunched-over woman presiding over these nightly gatherings, 
the shadows and darkness, accompanied by the unadorned austerity of 
the enormous concrete park, afforded something that even the most mega 
of fancy megachurches could not. This was the kind of space, or rather, in 
Serwah’s words, the kind of “atmosphere” that would serve to actualize and 
harness the fluid turnings of the Spirit, understood by Maame Serwah as a 
teeming, ambient, almost anonymous reservoir out of whose sea-like sur-
face is perpetually bubbling forth—that is, if we’ve developed the capacity 
to receive them—a literally infinite array of sensations, forces, and events, 
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all those signs, healings, visions, and exorcisms that have made this brand 
of religiosity the fastest growing on the continent.39

 “Miracle” is the word Ghanaian charismatics use to encompass this real-
ity. And though it would seem that in the presence of such a term we are 
in close proximity to the consummate gesture of sovereign power—recall 
the Schmittian postulate of an unbreakable filiation between miracle and 
exception—I gradually came to realize the inadequacy of this presumption.40 
Where in another ecclesial universe the miraculous would inevitably point 
the way to a metaphysics of transcendence, such that any creative act would 
simply mimic or analogize God’s initial act of speaking something out of 
nothing, here miracle seemed to name a rather different relationality, less 
of vertical emanation than of intensive participation. Drastically unlike its 
conceptualization throughout the near-entirety of the Western philosophical 
and theological tradition, miracle in this milieu, I found, denotes less a break 
with the ordinary than an intensification or remaking of it; it is an act, an 
instance not of exception but of inception.41

 Suffice it to say, not all scholarly observers see it this way. On the contrary, 
some continue to find in the discourse of the miraculous in general, and 
in global Pentecostalism in particular, the undeniable persistence in the 
present of a theologico-political figure that many assumed our secular age 
had definitively done away with.42 My own view, at least so far as life worlds 
such as Maame Serwah’s are concerned, is that what we are witnessing is 
neither a contemporary reconfiguration of sovereignty nor a self-conscious, 
explicit repudiation of it; it is neither a so-called “orthodox” Christian ethos 
nor exactly a “heterodox” one either. Instead, I offer a different assessment 
of those all-night gatherings in the darkened forests and concrete parks, 
those countless grueling hours spent cultivating the capacity to experience, 
to live, what practitioners insist on referring to as “the miraculous life.” I take 
them to mark the insinuation of a reality that lies beyond, beneath, or beside 
the story of sovereign power, a reality that does not so much disavow the 
sovereign diagram—a suspension, a transgression, of the ordinary course 
of things and an exception to the laws of nature—as stand in a relation of 
bemused indifference toward it. In fact, one could argue that what we are 
witnessing in such milieus, and perhaps in the global Pentecostal revolu-
tion more generally, is the production and proliferation of a story whose 
very fabulative potential gives the lie to sovereignty’s story about itself—a 
story founded on the assertion that it is the only and originary story, or in a 
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different conceptual idiom, the constituting story, of which all other stories 
are merely secondary and derivative. Could it be, I began to wonder, that 
sovereignty, and its constellation of adjacent terms, is not quite as necessary 
or inevitable as it has been made to appear?
 In pursuing this line of inquiry I am certainly not alone.43 Indeed, there is 
a growing anthropological corpus which, inspired by an intellectual lineage 
stretching from pre-Socratics and Epicureanism to such idiosyncratic think-
ers as Michel Serres, Henri Bergson, Alfred North Whitehead, and especially 
Gilles Deleuze, has forced a thorough reassessment not only of our familiar 
modes of conceptualizing creativity and creation, but also our received under-
standings of potentiality, power, and the poetics of natural-cultural produc-
tion more generally.44 For these anthropologists, there is a pressing need for 
the discipline to move beyond the reappraisal of our procedures of study and 
documentation—the central plank of the Writing Culture critiques of the 1980s 
and the so-called crisis of representation it engendered—and instead to engage 
seriously and rigorously with the ontological, cosmological, and metaphysi-
cal claims put forward by those we encounter.45 Eduardo Viveiros de Castro 
calls this the “theory/practice of the permanent decolonization of thought,” 
with the added conviction that “anthropology should remain in open air” and 
thereby “remain faithful to the project of externalizing reason that has always 
so insistently pushed it outside the stifling bedroom of the Same.”46 Such a 
project, Stuart McLean suggests, has the capacity to yield “not only alternative 
models of human social organization, but also alternative conceptualizations 
of the physical universe and the various entities comprising it.”47 Rather than 
simply studying and documenting cultural difference, here ethnography might 
be understood as an endeavor “through which the parameters of the real can be 
renegotiated and, potentially, expanded.”48 Sovereignty—among many other 
things—begins to look a little less sovereign.
 Yet we need not look solely to philosophers and anthropologists for an al-
ternative to such an order. For there is much to be gleaned from certain minor, 
no doubt heretical efforts within the theological tradition itself to conjure 
quite a different reality. Here we find a rejection of any supposition that only 
the One can rule, that the One is the immutable ontological foundation, with 
an attendant hostility toward the insidious choice between a transcendent, 
self-grounding singularity—be it a God, the State, the People, the Market, or 
whatever else—on the one hand, and entropy, nihilism, and nothingness on 
the other. What would it look like, these primarily feminist, queer, ecological, 
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and “process” thinkers ask, to start our creation story with precisely that primal 
turbulence, those oceanic depths, that the church authorities so successfully 
polemicized out of existence? What if, instead of banishing it, we were to come 
to terms with that initial chaos, figuring singularity as a “shifting product of 
the seething multiplicity that worlds the world?”49 Might there be something 
in those formless, darksome, indeterminate first verses of Genesis that could 
cause us to reconsider the givenness of a sovereign God and, by extension, 
the world of sovereignty he inaugurates? All of which is to ask: what sort of 
politics, what kind of theology—what kind of political theologies—might emerge 
from a different grammar of creation?
 Opening ourselves to the speculative strangeness and obscurity of such 
questions, it seems to me, is a more promising direction to pursue than 
simply rehashing a set of familiar orthodoxies or, alternatively, deposing 
those orthodoxies in favor of truer, more dependable ones. The first approach 
leaves us incarcerated by an image of the world we are likely little invested in. 
The second one keeps us bound to an unending dialectic—exactly a sovereign 
dialectic—of newness through negation.
 Which brings us back to the famous Foucault line with which we started. 
It would be nice to think that conceiving of life after sovereignty is only 
a matter of getting the king’s head on a silver platter. Yet, to paraphrase 
Spinoza—here anticipating Foucault by about three hundred years—if our 
imaginations can yield nothing more than the mere death of the sovereign, 
then we will be left with nothing more than a rotting corpse.

This essay was originally written for a panel entitled “Anthropology and Political Theologies” 
at the American Anthropological Association annual meeting in Montreal, 2011, and expanded 
slightly for a workshop on “Sovereignty and Crisis” organized by the Atlantic Studies working 
group at Duke University in 2012. I thank the organizers of those events as well as the various dis-
cussants, friends, and colleagues who offered feedback on the piece: Brian Massumi, Ian Baucom, 
Stuart McLean, Michael Ralph, Daniel Coluciello Barber, Elaine Goldstone, Bhrigupati Singh, 
Erin Yerby, Charlie Piot, Louisa Lombard, Irene Silverblatt, and Gil Anidjar.

Brian Goldstone is a Mellon Postdoctoral Fellow in the Society of Fellows in the Hu-
manities at Columbia University. His current book project is entitled The Miraculous 
Life: Scenes from the Charismatic Encounter in Northern Ghana.
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